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			TO: Michael, my brother, Georgie, my uncle, and Yasunobu, my friend. And mostly…for Daisy.



	




 

			“We have met the enemy, and he is us.”

			—Pogo, Cartoon character

			



	

Chapter 1

			About suffering they were never wrong, The Old Masters; how well they understood its human position; how it takes place while someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along…

			—W.H. Auden, “Musée des Beaux-Arts”

			 

			The first thing my grandmother did when she found out she was pregnant with my mother was to jump off the roof of her apartment in an attempt to abort the baby.

			To anyone watching it must have been quite the sight—a huge woman of three to four hundred pounds cannonballing it from a second-story height. She hadn’t even known until the very last stages-her bulk had overwhelmed the look a pregnant woman gets, and since she had bled throughout the previous eight months, had suspected nothing. My grandmother was disgusted, not with herself, but with the nuisance inside of her.

			Regardless, the attempt failed, and in August of 1926 my mother, Lena Motrich, was born. The nurse helping to deliver her gasped as the baby came out of the large mass of vagina. It had a thick, web-like caul on its face. She later told this to the new mother who lay resting in bed. The woman had refused to see or touch her new daughter, and this nurse considered the fact the caul (which she had heard meant the baby would be “gifted”), would cheer her up. Instead the woman flew into a cursing rage upon hearing the news, and the nurse left, shocked and crying, never having heard such language from a woman before.

			My grandmother, Mary Oleynyk, was born in Roumania in 1896. She came to Canada in 1912 and spent several years in Montreal in a common-law union which produced two children. She had been grossly overweight for as long as she could remember, and had a puffy, pale face, with dark circles around her cold, greenish eyes. Although she was only marginally pretty, she was a shrewd woman who could act on men’s’ weaknesses, and therefore never had trouble attracting the opposite sex. She was also “loose” and used sex like a weapon.

			She stayed in the common-law marriage, always on the look-out for a better deal. When she met Nick Motrich, she decided he was better than her current man, and they married in 1923. The thing she most liked about Nick was her ability to easily manipulate him, something she thrived on. He also tolerated her anti-social behavior, and even admired her for it.

			My mother’s first memories are of being cold and hungry. Mary had never attempted to be a mother to her, and so there was nothing in the way of bonding or love between them. Lena often curled up in one of the rooms, sucking her thumb and hugging herself, the dark circles around her startling hazel eyes giving away the reality of malnutrition, and terror. She kept quiet and tried not to attract the attention of her parents.

			When she was three years old, the Motrichs moved to the small town of Kirkland lake, Ontario, and bought a large house at a suspiciously low price. Furnishings were scarce, but Mrs Motrich was always comfortable. Annie, Lena’s younger sister by one year, would often lie on the bare mattress with her and keep as quiet as possible. The children were useless objects to Mary, and she had no tolerance for the dependence of infancy, so even their basic needs would send Mary into a rage at the slightest inconvenience. Because of this my mother would try to hold her bowel movements for long periods of time, but of course, couldn’t make her natural functions go away. Sometimes she would soil herself and Mary would rip off her underwear and force her to eat what was in her panties. “You’re a filthy, dirty pig,” her mother would often say.

			Mary and Nick drank like fish and were soon given the title “heavy boozers” in the town. They fought constantly, and loudly, mostly over sex. One day the neighbour had enough and went over to the fence separating them. “Hey there, can you keep it down?  You’re disturbing my family.”

			Mary’s body snapped around like that of a shark who has just smelled blood and ran over to the fence. She lifted her dress and rubbed her vagina, half-mockingly, half provocatively, at him. The man gave a sour, disgusted look, shook his head, and went back to his house. Mary didn’t care for his interfering and would often expose herself to him and his children when she passed by. He finally had her charged with indecent exposure, but she only paid a small fine.

			The reason they fought over sex was because Mary didn’t want to “put out” anymore when she drank. Since they drank constantly, this proved to be a problem for Nick, to whom booze had the opposite effect of making him very horny. It was causing an incredible amount of friction between them. Finally one night Mary said “if you need it so bad use one of the girls”. Nick was shocked, for about three seconds, then looked over at Lena, five years old, and Annie, one year younger. He bore the expression of a man who has just been asked if he prefers draft or bottled beer. That night, Nick came-a-knocking on Lena’s door, a wolfish grin on his face as he approached the bed. She was sleeping on the bare mattress with a thin blanket draped over her. She felt a horrible, childlike fear creep into her body. This was her bogeyman, except in this case he didn’t peek out at her from the closet with an evil grin; in this case he was real.

			He later told Mary, “She was a real hard one to break into.” Her father had torn her inside and out and she went into a deep fever that lasted over a week. Mary hoped she would just die. Lena had trouble walking and also bled for several months afterwards. The visits stopped for awhile until she more or less healed up, but eventually it became a regular thing for Nick to visit Lena whenever and wherever he wanted.

			*     *     *

			One day, a few years later, Lena was alone in the house, doing an endless amount of chores, when the whole room began to shake. Several good pieces of dishware fell to the floor and shattered. When the shaking subsided, my mother stared at the broken china and with dawning terror knew she would be blamed for it. She ran to her room and hid under her bed for hours until Mary and Nick got home.

			She had been slapped and punched in the past for broken glasses and plates that she had no recollection of breaking. Her body broke into gooseflesh as she heard a roar come out of her mother’s mouth upon her arrival; and then : the sound of a horse-whip being taken down from a hook in the closet. Lena’s bowels let go at the sight of it. Suddenly, she was looking at Mary’s contorted fat face as she was dragged out from under the bed by the hair. “My dishes…my best china…” she tied her to a chair in the living room. “You’re the devil, the curse my mother laid on me. You should have died on that roof.” Lena felt an absurd sense of pride well up in her…and began to claim her innocence—for a moment even felt a rush of anger that overrode her fear, but the tearing pain of the first crack of the whip on her skin took away all protests.

			Mary whipped her back and inner thighs, causing open gashes on her body. She eventually turned the whip around and used the handle to rap my mother on the head with—by this time even Nick got involved and told her to stop, or she was going to kill her. My mother recalled this was the beginning of recurring neck pain and headaches that would last the rest of her life.

			By the time she was nine, something surprising happened between Lena and her younger sister Annie. Lena was lying on her bed, trying to do some schoolwork, when Annie came up to her and slapped her in the face. “What the hell?” my mother asked.

			“You’re a fucking trouble-maker, is what you are!!!” Annie hissed at her older sister. My mother could only blink back tears, feeling an overwhelming sense of unfairness roll like a wave inside of her. She thought of all the times she had tried to protect Annie, and knew that Nick had never touched her because my mother had made sure he kept his attention on her, wise beyond her age of nine to properly divert his perverted intentions. But the more she thought about it, she realized Mary had never really beat on her much, and seemed to approve of her more and more as they got older.

			From that day on, Annie and Lena became bitter rivals, the bully and the bullied. Sometimes Annie would call her a “fucking whore”—not really understanding but mimicking her mother. This attitude seemed to be working and as Annie grew older, it became apparent she was a lot like her mother.

			One day, feeling like she couldn’t take it anymore, Lena decided to run away.

			This lasted for two days. She slept in alleys under old cardboard boxes, and begged for food. It was the owner of a restaurant who called the cops on her after catching her rummaging through the garbage. He wasn’t entirely unsympathetic and gave her a cup of broth while she waited. “Your family must be really worried,” he said. Lena thought this was very funny and laughed out loud, which bothered the man to hear a child laugh like that.

			When the cops finally brought her home, Nick was at the door. “Yes Officer. No officer. Yes, we’ve been going crazy with worry. Why didn’t we report it? Well, she’s gone and done this so many times, we figured she’d come back on her own like usual. Yes, Officer, thanks to you, Officer.” The cops knew of the Motrichs’ reputation and didn’t believe a word of his bullshit, but did nothing else and left Lena in the hands of her parents.

			She was not beaten that night, but when she awoke the next morning, she found herself soaked from the waist down in blood. She ran into the kitchen, wide-eyed with panic.

			Mary looked over at her, hands on her huge hips. She started to laugh. “Well, well, aren’t you a tad young to start so soon.” She threw a dirty towel she had been cleaning with to her. “Shove it up yer cunt,” she said. Mary had always told her she was “unclean” but Lena was starting to realize what a filthy, dirty woman her own mother was.

			She cleaned the towel and used it as a sanitary napkin. She couldn’t believe the amount of blood coming out of her, but was used to the sight of blood from the beatings she got.

			When the bleeding stopped seven days later, my mom thought it was the end of some sort of sickness.

			The next time when he came into the room to have sex with her, Mary yelled at him from the living room, “Don’t come in her you idiot, she can get with child!”

			Child? What child? My mom thought about this as Nick slapped off his suspenders, flopped on, and pounded into her, his flesh reeking of booze, garlic and sweat. He had begun holding her face with one hand and sticking his tongue in her mouth, wiggling it around like a worm. During these “sessions” he would have a look on his face that my mom would think of as “evil lust,” and she would never be able to forget that look, nor those smells for the rest of her life.

			Taking Mary’s advice, he let out a big, gassy grunt as he pulled out and came on her belly. Occasionally, though, he couldn’t control himself, and would shoot his wad into her regardless, after which another kind of fear would overcome my mother, though she couldn’t understand it.

			Regardless of what was happening, routine was a part of family life. When she got home from school, she would spend hours doing chores, as did the rest of the kids. Lena’s main job was chopping wood—something she would have to do until late in the evening. My mother loved comic books but rarely had time to read the few she managed to borrow. Then one day she snuck home early to find a corner and read one. She was startled when she heard a strange man’s voice coming from the open door of Mary’s bedroom.

			She peered in. On the large bed lay her younger brother who was sleeping. Beside the boy, a hairy, overweight man was lying on his back. Mary was on top of him, and a part of her thought this man must be pretty tough to take on that kind of weight. The bed was rocking and shaking and for a few minutes Lena thought the bed would break, and worried about her brother sitting next to them. Then Mary started screaming and the man began moaning and Lena almost ran into the room, until it dawned on her these sounds were a lot like those her dad made when he was inside of her. Mary’s body was bouncing in all directions and Lena could hear the wet, slapping sounds, as well as a pungent, stale smell coming from the room. She looked at her brother whose eyes were closed but she was pretty sure he was pretending to sleep, as his eyes were squeezed shut.

			*     *     *

			On January 22, 1937, at the age of 11, my mother was taken out of her home by the Catholic Children’s Aid society. Some speculated that Nick had gotten her pregnant, or maybe the physical abuse was overwhelming for even the most ignorant eye. She was placed in a foster home of the C.C.A.S until January 27, 1940.

			Lena later said that the three years with the C.C.A.S. was the only time that “I had a chance in life.” Her foster family turned out to be strict but loving, and her grades in school, as well as her general outlook on life, improved greatly.

			Then, in 1940, at the age of fourteen, my mother was once again returned to her “real” family. A complete and hopeless depression enveloped her as she sank back into the abuse. Now that she had had a taste of “normal” and “love,” she felt herself returning to the dark dank hole of despair, the full realization of how bad it had been highlighted by way of comparison. It took only a few days to erase the self-esteem and sense of worth she had acquired while outside the toxic influence of her family.

			My mother felt she had lost whatever sense of normalcy she had acquired while in foster care, but she found herself more resilient to the beatings she received. She also began to resist her father more and more, even calling him a “dirty cocksucker” while he raped her. Although it did nothing to improve her situation, my mother felt putting up a fight was saving her soul from being sucked out of her body.

			The next year, at fifteen, my mother ran away for good. She fled to Toronto and joined the ranks of the homeless. Day after day she would wander the streets, lonely and hungry, but these feelings she had known well for as long as she could remember. She worked long, hard hours at her first job, and was surprised and uncomfortable when her supervisor told her one day he was pleased with her work. My mother had a short, stout body, and figured the years of chopping wood had given her such upper body strength. Either way it was better than her mother’s assessment of her being “an ugly, lazy slut.” Lena lasted there awhile, but was eventually let go for being late on several occasions.

			Her next job was painting the bulks of ships. It was tiring, dangerous work, but at the time it was the only work she could find. During her breaks, she would sit out by one of the docks, eat a sandwich, and read comic books. She would get so involved with the heroes and escapism of the stories that someone would have to come shake her out of her reverie to get back to work. Reading comics were the only time that my mom felt “young”.

			During work, my mom had become friendly with a black man working beside her as they hung from ropes and painted. He told her of hard times, and his attempts to support his family. My mom felt for him, and though she was painfully shy, somehow managed to crack jokes and make him laugh. One morning as they chatted, the man’s line gave way and he fell to his death, screaming. My mother witnessed the terror on his face as he flailed his arms going down. Lena was deeply affected by the incident, but tucked it away in her mind like poisonous nuts, to be eaten at a later time.

			Lena tried to join the navy. She did a “tough” act to pretend she was older, but the recruiter learned the truth about her situation, and advised her they could not let her sign-up. So for two years she drifted around, lost, doing odd jobs, then moved to a dump on College Street in Toronto where she lived from May, 1943 to December, 1943. She stayed out of trouble, but had started smoking and it was now becoming a habit. Back then the evils of smoking were unknown, and my mother felt cool, adult, and calm when she smoked.

			Perhaps it was the loneliness in the big city, or my mother’s innate need to steer towards destruction that prompted her to return home between December 1944 and March 1945. She wanted to see her siblings, she told herself, realized her parents were getting older, and felt a foolish sense of responsibility towards them. She was so desperate for family she convinced herself things hadn’t been so bad.

			When she arrived her father wouldn’t even look her in the eye, instead heading over to his chair in the living room and drinking out of his bottle. Mary hadn’t changed much either, except that now she was looking at Lena and Annie as valuable assets—future sources of income. The next stop was getting them married off as soon as possible to a couple of old men who had money. Both Annie and Lena had started working, giving their earnings to Mary. On paydays, at the dinner table, when Annie made more than Lena, Mary would comment, “I’m not surprised, she was always the lazy one.” Annie would smile at this. She was growing taller and slimmer than my mom’s short, stocky body, but had an unappealing, long face that twisted when she smiled.

			“Look how fat you are!!!” Annie would exclaim with false cheer during dinner. My mom took it like she always had and would brush it off with another insult to herself. The truth was she hated her body—and though she was hardly fat (she worked too hard for that), she knew she would never have a slender, feminine look. She had even started to wear trousers and men’s shirts instead of blouses and sweaters. Her legs seemed like tree trunks, and besides, were scarred from the beatings.

			After three months of being bullied by Annie and her mother, my mother left, frustrated and depressed. She decided she would try to get into the army. This time she told the recruiters her parents were dead and that she had no brothers or sisters; and so on August 6, 1945 my mother enlisted in the army in London, Ontario. She was sent to Kitchener in late August of that year for basic training. Then she was stationed in Washington from September to November where she worked as an MP (Military Police) in the woman’s ward of a prison.

			Lena’s time with the army was a redefining one for her. The army was no place for shy or timid women, and my mother had to act tough—really tough, dealing with unruly women and dangerous situations. Her thick body was young and strong, and she was surprised she could use words like a lash—something she had rarely done, but knew how effective it was, having seen her family do it for years.

			The next transfer was to Fredericton, New Brunswick, from November 1945 to March of 1946, after which she was discharged and ended up back in Toronto.

			By this time Lena was heavily pregnant with an illegitimate child. She had denied the pregnancy to herself and others until she was no longer able to hide it.

			She had met Cyril Keans while she was in basic training and he had been working in a rubber factory on a six month contract. He was 26, six foot-two, with a big build, dark black curly hair, and hazel eyes. She had been sitting in a pub with other trainees (my mother had discovered the pleasures of booze), joking and drinking, and Cyril had been mesmerized with her brash, funny comments. They had sex that night, Lena having no concept of waiting, but feeling it was the only way she could please him, show him something she knew how to do. Cyril was shocked that she had put out and being a decent fellow, asked her to marry him in the morning. He had a high school education and appeared to be stable, if not slightly naïve. It was no doubt these good qualities of his, and the prospect of a decent life, that led my mother to refuse his proposal. She was transferred soon after and never saw him again. He never found out she was carrying his child.

			Lena was placed in a D.V.A. home for a few weeks, but her habits and behaviour were “so rude and uncouth” that the foster mother kicked her out. She was then admitted to St. Mary’s hospital on April 16 and afterwards confined at the Women’s College Hospital on May 9, 1946, where she gave birth to Ronald Motrich, a full-term baby weighing 7lbs, 3 ounces. She began to breast-feed him right away and was full of joy that she could have produced such a beautiful human being. She was scared about the future of her and her child. She thought of Cyril and deeply regretted not accepting his proposal. What is wrong with me? He was a good, kind man, willing to marry her and provide for her. Unease coursed through her as she looked down at the baby and cooed. “I am going to make a life for us,” she whispered, her hazel eyes slanted towards the boy. No more mistakes.

			*     *     *

			A couple of weeks after giving birth to Ronald, Lena decided to give him up—temporarily, until she could support him herself—“which she is most anxious to do,” said the social worker in charge of her case.

			She was still living in the hospital, with hopes of obtaining employment as soon as her child became a ward. She was constantly quarrelling with the other patients and wanted out. They wouldn’t let her smoke, and she had no one to talk to. She literally came to blows with a woman in the “social room” who had taken over a puzzle my mother had started.

			My mother convinced herself the arrangements she was making were definitely “temporary” and soon she would have Ronald back. When the worker asked her about any relatives who were in a position to help her out, my mother leaned her head back and laughed long enough to make the social worker uncomfortable. She later wrote:

			“She displayed great affection for her child and wants to support him fully at a later date. She had some fear he would be taken away from her completely and that she would not be able to get him back.”

			Lena’s fears were not unfounded. The Catholic Welfare Bureau had on their hands a young mother with an illegitimate child she could not support. They had also observed some childlike qualities in her and were not sure if she was developmentally immature or something more serious. The direness of the situation seemed to be lost on this young woman.

			Lena began a cooking class through the Dept. of Veteran’s Affairs and by the end of July, 1946 was living in a rooming house. When she heard Ronald was in the Hospital for Sick Children, she grew frantic. They would not allow her to visit. Lena began to babble:

			“I am going to get him back, you’ll see. I will set up a home and get him back within a year. Did you know I have opened a bank account for him? Wait and see I am going to work hard and save for him…” Lena sat there and continued on, her legs spread open in a manly way as she chain-smoked through the conversation. Her eyes were feverish with hope.

			Then, at the end of January, Lena stormed into her office. She was sullen, sarcastic, and would not give any information as to where she had been and what she had been doing.

			“Lena, what’s going on here?”

			Lena glared at the social worker while she chain-smoked and tapped her legs nervously.

			“The whole world is against me. No one wants to help me.”

			“Lena, we are willing to help you—but you don’t seem to want our help. Tell me what is really going on with you?”

			My mom began to recount that she was at present living with a “Chinaman” and that she had started to work in his restaurant called “The New Idea”. She had moved in with him within a week of starting to work there.

			The worker blew out a gust of air. “Why do you want to live this type of life?”

			Lena held back real tears, making her hazel eyes turn a startling dark green. “He is paying my way at Shaw’s Business School.”

			“That doesn’t answer my question.”

			“I always make a mess of things.”

			She surprised the worker by telling her extracts of her home life for the first time, and stated she had very little feeling for her parents or siblings. Lena asked the worker why she had been returned home after being saved by other social workers. The woman had no answer to that question.

			“I tried to work for Ronald. I worked long, hard hours as a waitress but I am not strong enough to do it all the time. I started to drink. Went from bad to worse. I just ended up accepting the Chinaman’s offer.”

			“Lena, do you realize you will never get your son under these circumstances?”

			My mom didn’t get it. “But he`s good to me!! He is paying my schooling and his demands are not so bad.”

			“Aren’t you afraid of becoming pregnant again? Do you really want a part-Chinese baby? Lena gave a sly smile. “Yeah, well that could happen, but I am taking precautions.” She shrugged. “Anyways, I am only going to live with him until I finish school.”

			“Don’t you think it will be hard to break-up after taking so much from him?” The worker then tried another angle—“Lena, if we could get you through school some other way—will you leave the Chinaman?”

			My mom gave a pathetic snort. “Things never go right when I try to live properly.” She got up quickly, went to the door, and then turned to the worker before she left. “I’ll think the situation over” she said.

			Lena called a few days later and stated she wanted to do “what is right”. She had been looking for a room. The worker mentioned that since she had been in the army she might be able to get her course at the Rehabilitation School. My mom grasped anxiously at this idea.

			The worker phoned Miss Battingly at the DVA to discuss Lena’s situation. The worker pointed out that Lena Motrich was “not very bright” and might not make the grade, but this woman wished to change her life and needed their encouragement.

			By February of `47 my mother seemed pleased with the prospect of starting a new life. She stated she had broken all connection to her Chinaman and would start school in a couple of weeks. Money was a problem, and Lena was dumbfounded as to how she would survive for a month until she received her cheque. The C.W.B. advised they could only give her twenty-five dollars assistance.

			Lena walked into her next appointment nervous and upset. The worker began to discuss religion, and told my mom if she saw a priest she would feel better about the whole situation. My mom said “yeah, well, I said a whole bunch of Novenas and prayers in St. Mary’s and it didn’t do anything for me.” The worker tried to convince her of the value of seeing a priest, but my mom did not blindly grasp at the suggestion as she did to other ideas.

			By the eleventh my mom was in the office without an appointment. She had gone to school for three or four days and then had been off sick. She had no idea what was wrong with her. She couldn’t get up in the morning, had broken out in a rash, and was smoking one cigarette after another. She also wasn’t eating well. Lena was told to go to Christie St. Hospital.

			The social worker thought the meeting was over until she noticed Lena’s slumped shoulders and downcast eyes. There was clearly something on her mind. The worker asked if there was anything else.

			“I been drinking again.”

			“Really. When?”

			“Mostly over the weekends. You know, I just can’t break away from my family—my old habits; this is just the bad in me coming out.”

			The next day the worker talked to the supervisor at the school. She explained the clients’ background and stated that a lot of patience was needed. The supervisor stated that she didn’t really care, and that Lena would have to be re-counselled.

			The next week everything seemed to have cleared up. She was receiving financial aid and she promised she would go to school and not miss any time.

			Four days later she called the worker, crying hysterically over the phone. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I haven’t been to school all week. They’re not gonna let me go back again.”

			“Are you sick again?”

			“I just don’t feel well.”

			“Lena, you need to go the St. Christie’s—do you understand?”

			“I guess,” she said unenthusiastically.

			My mother was fearful of doctors—she remembered their stern faces and the way they had looked at her when she had been examined after being taken out of her home. She felt ashamed and confused around them. Her experience with this one did not change her opinion.

			The doctor walked into the room without any acknowledgement to her whatsoever and proceeded over to the sink to briskly wash his hands. Then he went over and prodded my mother’s neck and wrist without saying a word. After a few more pokes he went over to the sink, washed his hands again—this time in a seemingly angry way, and abruptly left the room. Lena sat there with absolutely no idea if the examination was over or not. Finally a nurse came in and told her to get dressed. She was then ushered into the doctor’s office.

			The doctor was scribbling in a file. Then he put his pen down and glared at my mom.

			“There’s nothing wrong with you.”

			“Doctor”, my mother stated uneasily, “I am having trouble…” but the man cut her off.

			“I said there’s nothing wrong with you.” It was not stated gently. “I have to recommend that you enter a convalescent home, so you can have a rest.” The last part was said in a sarcastic, disgusted tone of voice.

			My mom panicked. “No way. I must continue working for my son.”

			“Do you really think you are fit to raise your son?”

			My mom perked up at that and went on the defensive. “I came here for medical advice, and not about my child.”

			The doctor raised his voice even more and pointed a finger at my mom. “If a woman your age is so tired, I cannot foresee you taking care of a child adequately.”

			My mom finally raised her own voice. “I told you to leave my son out of this!”

			The doctor sneered at her, then raised a dismissive hand at her and wrote something else in the file. Lena got up, knocked over the chair, and left in a huff.

			*     *     *

			A few days later she called the social worker and stated she was quitting school. She had begun dating another man—a mister John Wood, and he was a “Catholic.”

			Lena also stated that she would be moving in with a girl—sharing a room, and that she thought they would “get along well” together.

			The worker inquired about the boyfriend.

			“Oh yes, I like him very much, but I am scared he will find out I am not attending church.”

			“Perhaps the Young People’s Club would be nice to join?”

			“Oh yeah, but I don’t want to join a club before seeing a priest.”

			The worker signed a permission slip for her to visit Ronald and ended the meeting.

			Lena called a few weeks later. She had not visited the baby. When asked why, she said “because my boyfriend came over.” She was now working in a coffee shop and liked it very much.

			“Have you been to see a priest?”

			“Not yet. I want to be sure I am doing the right thing. I don’t want to start something I am not going to finish.” The worker thought bleakly: that would be a first.

			Three weeks later the social worker decided to visit the coffee shop where Lena was working to check in on her. The woman who ran the shop raised her eyes at the mention of Lena’s name, and stated she had “let her go.”

			The social worker was surprised at the news. “I thought she was doing well here.”

			The manager took a long drag on her cigarette and blew smoke out sideways. “She was a good worker, but she was hanging out after work, picking up men. I don’t consider that good for the restaurant business.” The worker then added: “Anyways, she was always drinking before and after work.”

			The social worker felt depressed at the news. “Do you know where I might find her?” “She was living with a man until two weeks ago… I don’t know where she’s living, but you can find her almost any afternoon or night at the `Chez Moi` hotel.”

			The worker went looking for my mom, even venturing out to the infamous “Chez Moi”, but only managed to get drooled on by a couple of drunks. The place was a dump. The worker decided to put an ad in the newspaper after another two months without contact. A few days later Lena met with the worker. She was dressed in a red and black slack-suit with the pants rolled up to the knees. She sat down in a most unfeminine way and announced, “I have a bicycle.”

			When questioned about her whereabouts for the past two months, my mother began to talk. “I am not sure why I stopped coming to the office. I don’t really have an excuse. I have not been working, but have been drinking continuously. My friends and me go to the beer parlours during the days and evenings. Then, we usually go to the bootleggers. We roam the streets until four or five a.m.”

			“Where do you get the money to drink so much?”

			“Oh, from pick-ups, and sometimes I go to my Chinese friend and he gives me money. And… well, the police picked me up as a drunk. They warned me for a week to stop drinking in public — the cops on the beat. One of the motorcycle policemen stopped me, so I punched him in the face and he arrested me. I paid a ten dollar fine.”

			“You know, I did okay for awhile. I had stopped drinking, and was working steady. I moved to a nice place, but…” my mom shrugged, “then I had bad luck. I had a fight with my boyfriend. Liked him a lot, and then just decided I didn’t like him any longer. Don’t know why—he was good to me and never asked for sexual relations. I thought that was strange, because most of the men I go with want sex on the first or second date. I’ll tell you…” my mother added shyly, “the first three weeks he didn’t even kiss me goodnight; I was wondering why he was hanging around.” Lena spoke freely and the caseworker did not interrupt. Lena finally said, “I haven’t improved much since last year, eh?”

			The worker replied, “you did okay for awhile and you can find the right path if you want to.”

			“I don’t seem to have the willpower to continue going straight. If I hadn’t been returned home I would probably be a different girl today. I was just beginning to settle down when I was sent back home and in two months I was right back in the same groove.”

			“Lena, you can be the same as any nice girl if you would only pick the right company.”

			“No,” my mother said firmly. “I am not the same as other girls. I am too heavy and stocky. I don’t feel comfortable in a dress and high-heeled shoes.”

			The worker said, “That is a sign of your inferiority complex. You would look and act as nice as any other girl if you had nice clothes.”

			“I had nice clothes but cannot act like a woman.”

			“You need to join a church club.”

			“No way, I do not understand religion.”

			“Lena, what plan do you hope to offer your son?”

			Lena’s shoulders slumped. “I’ve been thinking over the situation and feel I should give him up permanently.” She began to cry, said she loved him dearly, but didn’t see how she would ever be able to give him a suitable home.

			After more tears, my mother sniffled and asked the worker if she told her something, would she tell anyone else…the worker answered everything would be kept in confidence.

			“I had intercourse in May with some man I know. I didn’t menstruate in June and only one day in July and August. I am worried I am pregnant again.”

			The worker cringed. “You have to go see a doctor this week and call me back.”

			She did, one week later, to tell her the doctor stated she was pregnant.

			The next day in court, the Judge regarded the lapse in temporary wardship for Ronald Motrich. Lena never showed up, but her sworn consent for permanent wardship was submitted. Since it was the woman’s own decision, and that she was pregnant again, it was unlikely she would be able to assume any responsibility for Ronald. He was made a permanent ward of the C.C.A.S. on September 18, 1947, with maintenance chargeable to the city of Toronto.

			*     *     *

			A few days later, Lena came to see the worker. She was depressed and quite sure she would not go through with the pregnancy. She refused to go to St. Mary’s to see the term through. The social worker told her she had a moral obligation to see that her baby was born. Lena said she would sooner kill herself that have the child.

			“I have tried everything possible to get rid of it. If it is still alive it will be a miracle. I took a bottle of castor oil. When that didn’t work, I swallowed a bottle of gin dichloride tablets. I took Lysol douches and inserted some purple tablets in my vagina.”

			The social worker had been trained to be objective, but was still shocked with this woman’s actions and stupidity. She had trouble keeping her voice even. “Do you realize Miss Motrich, you are harming your own health as well as the baby’s, and will probably suffer for it the rest of your life?”

			“Above everything else, I do not want this man’s child. I don’t know how I even let him near me now. He is no good! He drinks, never holds a job, and he did not have clean or normal sexual relations with me.” She took a deep breath. “He earned money in Hamilton by being a homosexual. When I told him I was pregnant he told me to `get rid of it.`”

			The woman tapped her pen. “Why would you go with a man like that?”

			“I have been drinking heavily for a few months. You know, when I’m not drinking I don’t bother with men. But when I do I have the urge to have intercourse.”

			The worker said, “That is normal because when a person drinks their control is relaxed.”

			Lena considered that. “Yes, you know, I don’t particularly like drinking, but I get morose, then I hit the bottle and I don’t stop. Intercourse usually follows.”

			“Sometimes I wonder why everything bad happens to me. I am just like my mother—she slept with many men in the district when I was young. I am disgusted with my own life and my family’s. There is no one to care for me. They have turned against me and don’t want me home. I haven’t made any good friends since coming to Toronto. Every time I try, I end up with drinking friends.”

			The worker tried to reassure the desperate woman in front of her. She told her not to try any other means of abortion, and made another appointment. A few days later Lena called her to tell her the doctor had changed his diagnosis. “He feels it may be a tumor.” Lena was quite elated and sounded most happy over the phone giving this news. She said she had to return to the doctor on Friday and would call after.

			Lena came into the office several days later. The worker wrote in her files: “woman is very depressed and looks it.”

			“I told you a lie,” my mother said, “did not have a tumor—I went to the doctor and had an abortion. Didn’t want to lie to you. I saw the Doc on Carlton Street and persuaded him to bring on the abortion. The bastard told me he had been an abortionist for thirty-five years. He gave me an injection on Monday. I didn’t abort until Thursday night—was in labour for 18 hours. My landlady and the girls in the house helped me. What a mess. I finally got up on Friday.”

			The only thing the caseworker could muster up was, “you need rest.”

			My mother then abruptly changed the subject and spoke about her debts. “Anyone who can’t live on twenty-one dollars a week must be a mental defective. I’m just like my parents. They were always in debt. I do foolish things with my money, such as buying comic books.”

			The worker felt saddened that comics were her only escape in life. She asked her about joining the Y.W.C.A.

			“That’s a good plan but I would need some decent clothes first. You know…,” my mother added bitterly, “a lot of people are high-hat.”

			The worker made out a budget for her and by October of 1947 it seemed she was finally getting her life on track. She was paying her debts, and had been able to buy some new clothes. Lena was happier and wasn’t having as many “horrible thoughts” about her mother. The worker stated in her file notes:

			Woman has a terrible hatred for her mother and feels this is wrong. She would like to think of her mother as other girls do, but unfortunately she can never think or say a nice thing about her. From woman’s account of her home life and the C.C.A.S. record, woman’s hatred is legitimate. Woman is sure her mother holds a curse over her. Worker has tried to draw woman out on this point, but woman seems to have no grounds for her statement. Woman just replies that Rumanians can do this sort of thing.”

			*     *     *

			Lena was getting along well at her new job and was in charge of the waitresses during the daytime. The manager, though, had been after her to dress better. She told the caseworker bitterly, “it doesn’t give me any encouragement when people pass remarks.”

			In November Lena walked into the office quite upset. She had received a letter from her mother. The first in two years. She had no idea how Mary had retained her present address. Her mother wanted her to come home and marry some old man who was ill. Apparently the man had quite a bit of money and property. He knew Lena as a child. Her mother pointed out she was getting older and this money would come in handy.

			The worker asked her how she felt about it.

			“I haven’t thought about what I want to do. I am upset with the letter. I hate her so much. Why doesn’t she just leave me alone?”

			The worker suggested a priest again, but my mom questioned as to how she could make a confession it being so many years since she had been to church, and that a great deal had happened to her. The worker replied she could make a general confession.

			My mother finally met with a Father Lynch. She was extremely nervous and uncomfortable, but after an hour or so Lena relaxed and finally opened up to the priest, who was patient and kind to her. She spoke long and hard about her childhood and especially her parents. She spoke of things no one else knew. The priest tried to remain calm, but by the end of the evening with this young woman, he was completely beside himself. Her last words were, “I feel guilty about hating them.” The priest got up and said, “Wishing your parents dead is not a sin.” He left the room to compose himself, then returned a few moments later to see her off.

			By the end of the year things were going about as well as they ever had for Lena. She was working steadily, visiting Father Lynch, and was reunited with her foster mother she had spent three years with. She had never answered her mother’s letter.

			Lena stayed out of trouble for the next year, and it wasn’t until late 1948 that she met the man she would marry.

			And then the fun really began.

			



	

Chapter 2

			The Town/Carl

			No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself, and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true.

			Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
“The Scarlett Letter”

			 

			I’m pretty sure at some time or other Quebecers, and possibly Canadians in general, have wondered out loud why the fuck would anyone want to live there? If the area had remained the vast, savage land that it was, transversed by rivers and lakes, which had been practically inaccessible even by canoe, maybe the area of Abitibi wouldn’t have one of the highest suicide rates in Quebec and Canada for that matter.

			In 1911, as Prospector Edmund Horne paddled upon the shores of Lake Osisko, the only thing which reflected in his eyes was hope, and dogged determination. He had been all over North America in search of fame and fortune, and his travels had led him to Ontario, and eventually to the bastard land of Western Quebec. Other prospectors, who considered Horne to be “eccentric,” why, even a little wacky, scoffed at his plans to explore such harsh, unlikely frontier, but the isolation, the dismal weather, the overbearing loneliness of the location, meant nothing to Horne. He had slept on snow covered ground, eaten off the land, he had suffered, but it was in his nature to accept these hardships, for those “other” desires kept him going. The only thing that had been almost unbearable for a man of his character was the bitter taste of failure that lined his mouth. Horne’s girlfriend blatantly told him she would not marry him unless he “go out, make an important discovery, and come back rich.”

			His first two trips proved unsatisfactory, the samples of land he had taken back for assaying had shown poor readings. He bitterly declared he was “all washed up on golden dreams.” Some people quietly reckoned he was “washed up,” period. Horne went through a short bout of self-pity, heavy drinking, and some ranting and raving (though he was known to have been a man of few words). His resignation, however, was short-lived- whether it was stupidity or a greater calling that beckoned him, that stubborn, restless nature of his managed a third and fourth try after convincing a group of investors to finance the expedition. In 1920 with three failures behind him on the area, he was taking a mighty big chance that riches lay beneath. He and his partner Ed Miller began staking ground, and their results were so promising, new money was raised for the “copper and gold” prospect. It turned out to be one of Canada’s greatest ore bodies, and “Horne” mine, later “Noranda Mines” was born in 1922.

			Yet his detractors had been right on one point: Noranda (Rouyn-Noranda), was too isolated, too unforgiving, for human beings to live there. The raping of the land would not be forgotten, and nature would see to it that people suffered for the intrusion. The land would of course, attract those who were rotten and greedy, because opportunity and money are powerful incentives, and as word got out about the mine, people rushed from all over, tents and wood cabins started appearing on the lakeshore, and talk of a village became a reality.

			Like many “gold rushes,” you could expect a lot of scum to settle in, looking for easy money and good times. A working man needed pleasures away from work, and plenty was to be found of a decadent nature. Several poolrooms were opened, and they were “no place for a weakling or a man who wouldn’t gamble.” One of these poolrooms was nicknamed the “Bucket of Blood” for the fights and murders that occurred there. In 1925, there was no police protection and arrests were made only when absolutely necessary. Often, even murder wasn’t included in that category. Since Rouyn had no jail, anyone arrested was transferred to Amos by canoe. During these early years the town’s population was 2000 with a floating population of 1000—a lot of strangers rumbled amidst the settling townsfolk. The town was corrupt from the beginning and even seasoned, travelling workers found it “a damn rough place”. It wasn’t completely unusual to find someone upstairs from a bar thrown out a window head-first, and the man who did it might just look out that window, shake his head sadly, and say, “That poor guy, just slipped out right in front of me.” There were plenty of psychos and few rules, but ironically, the call to Quebec to get law-enforcement implemented came from complaints that all the whores in town were getting the men sick with venereal diseases…the first few cops who came to Rouyn-Noranda were put in charge of getting these women out of town and medically treated. In 1925 it was in the midst of this beginning expansion that my Grandfather, Daniel “Dido” Nesteruk came to Rouyn-Noranda to help build a railway between Rouyn and Taschereau. He left his family in Belarus, and came to seek fortune and fun. The lifestyle of the Boomtown immediately appealed to his character-booze, gambling and whores were in abundance everywhere, and he figured on getting rich without having to work too much. By the time he brought over my Grandmother (Babo), father, and my dad’s sister in 1930, Daniel had started a small dairy and was living in a tiny house on Dallaire Street.

			The first time Babo saw it—the town, a dark cloud shadowed her face and would never leave it. She sensed a change in her husband and wanted to return to the Old Country immediately. She soon realized his established life left no room for her or his kids. This filled her with a deep bitterness that was colder than the harsh winters she would soon come to know, and she became an old woman way ahead of her time.

			Even with the dairy, Daniel was usually off with one of his mistresses. One morning he awoke to find his neighbour, Mr. Dallaire, sectioning off the land with a rope, and his cows no longer had room to graze. Dallaire was nothing but a chicken farmer at the time, but decided to expand and also become a dairy. By this time there were already a hand-full of dairies springing up here and there. Dido had been too busy partying to try to claim the land as his own. It was my father who had pointed yonder and said “Father, that land looks good,” thereby solving the problem of what to do next, as Daniel seemed dumbfounded about the situation.

			They moved to the land and became “squatters,” basically meaning they were living on land that was not legally theirs. They built a four room shack and a makeshift barn which blew down after the first autumn gusts. Winter was brutal, and there never seemed to be enough to eat, but Daniel always managed to buy whisky for his lady friends and enjoy most of his nights in town. He was considered a “charmer,” and was willing to help out anyone except his own family. He was also cold and calculating, and would have been quite a success had the booze, women, and gambling not eventually gotten him by the balls.

			*     *     *

			Ever since they had moved to Canada to be with their father, my dad was given the job of shovelling shit. Day in, day out, that’s what Dido had him do. The only thing my dad hated more than shovelling shit was to watch Dido take off on Sundays with a bottle of whiskey in his hand, and his best clothes on. Carl knew where he was going—to town to see his mistresses. Carl would wait by the well every Sunday, shuffling his feet nervously, wanting to ask his dad for fifty cents so that he could go see a show at the theatre. He had worked hard all week, almost every spare minute before and after school, and he loved the shows. He hoped this was the week Dido was going to give him fifty cents. When his dad came out whistling as Babo continued screaming at him from inside the house, he thought he was in luck. “Pa, may I have fifty cents to see a show today?” He had a ball in his throat with nervousness. The long walk to town with Babo would be worth it for the afternoon showing, after church, of course.

			Daniel gave him a brief look, cupped his hand to his ear as though he hadn’t heard, and raised his bottle of whiskey in salute as he climbed into his truck. My father stood there in a trail of dust as his father left for town. Years later he would see Ronald Reagan do the same thing to reporters on television and conclude both of them had been poor actors.

			Carl began stealing bottles or whatever else he could find to make it to the shows, and he also began to resent his father more and more. He had plenty of time to build up the hate against him as he mindlessly shovelled shit day after day. He felt as though his emotions were like a giant pendulum, and would swing back and forth in opposite directions regularly.

			When Carl delivered milk with Dido, they always stopped at one particular house he dreaded. While his dad spoke to the man of the house, his sixteen-year-old son would come out and kick Carl in the ass as hard as he could. Sometimes it would be days before my father could sit down. One day as they arrived there, my father told Daniel about the older boy kicking him. Dido turned around fast, grabbed a milk bottle, shoved it into his hand and said, “take care of him with this, you weakling.” As Daniel spoke to the father, sure enough, the young man came out back to meet my father with a grin on his face. He was big and burly for a sixteen-year-old, but it would be the last time he kicked Carl. After the first boot in the ass, my dad calmly turned around and smashed the milk bottle in his face. The boy staggered back and then stopped, looking for a brief instant, amazed. Then his hand went to his face and he realized his eye had completely popped out of its socket. There was a
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