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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my mother, Jeanette Block,
and to the memory of Vladlen Furman.


			Prologue

						❄

			My father is wearing a heavy tweed overcoat and a brown wool suit, his best, as he boards the train. Brown tweed cap flecked with green, striped tie. He’s smoking his pipe, a narrow tin of tobacco in his breast pocket: Prince Albert in a can. His white apron he’s taken off and hung on the peg by the back door of the delicatessen. He’s packed two small suitcases – white shirts, clean socks, long underwear.

			The train hisses and snorts at the platform. Thirty people to see him off: neighbours, comrades, friends. I’m not yet nine years old. Winnipeg, February 1935. The station is splendid; I’ve never been in a room this big. I tip my head back and my mouth holds itself open, the vault of my palate repeating the vault above. But when my father moves towards the train, something shifts. I’ve been everywhere in the room but now I snap into myself. Say goodbye, my mother instructs. No. I won’t let him go. Poppa! I’m taken up and smoke from his pipe wreathes my head. I nuzzle my face into the scratchy wool. There. That’s what I want. But he puts me down, tries to settle me back onto the platform. My poppa – who has always found a way to fix things, has always found room for what I need – will not be moved. I have to go, he says, his hands smoothing my hair back from my forehead. You’re a big girl now. And he releases me, turns to the comrades, friends. No. The black body of the train shifts beside me. No. I concentrate. Somewhere above me, my mother is speaking, but I don’t hear. In one slight movement I slip by, step up onto the train, over the frightening gap between the platform and the shifting metal body of the train, which will stir at any moment, which will move and sigh and take my father away.

			I’m up over the gap, I’m in the strange air of the train. In the flurry of goodbyes, no one has noticed I’m gone. I’ll find my poppa’s seat. I want something of him – a last trace, a last place, a scent – before the train takes him. I slip along the aisles and spot his name on a paper tag. The car is empty; no one sees as I fit myself beneath his seat, between the two rows of back-to-back benches. It feels good. On the platform they’ve noticed that I’ve gone. I hear voices calling me. It doesn’t matter. My heart is bumping inside me. It doesn’t matter; I won’t give up. Make a wish. All my body wants to keep my father home, and I will. It’s with my body that I’ll keep the train from leaving, from taking him away. The voices go by. I’m crouched against the rough fabric at the back of the bench. If they don’t find me, the train won’t go. My breath is scratchy in my chest, but it doesn’t matter. My knees are dirty now from the floor of the train car. I think about dirt and bugs, brush my red plaid pleated skirt. Run my fingers, twisted, up and down, up and down the edges of my red suspenders, my heart getting quieter. There are more voices, but I’m concentrating; I concentrate, shrink into myself so that even I can’t find me. Now it’s my thumb that runs itself up and down the stiff elastic edge of the suspenders. The shuddering stops. The smoke from the stack diminishes, dies.


			Chapter One

			❄

			Speak when illuminated. Good advice, even if it does come from a sign above a speaker on an elevator. I was taking it from one level of the subway to the next, bent on some little chore. I doubt much of my mind was illuminated. I don’t like the subway particularly; I walk whenever I can, but one knee was a bit stiff. When the doors opened to the platform, I saw that every surface – floor, stairs, columns, even the trash bins – was covered with words. At that moment, I went dark. I can’t say I knew where I was, who I was. I didn’t know why I had come into this forest of words and I couldn’t understand any of them, couldn’t understand the letters they were written in, as if it were some foreign alphabet. A stranger put his hand under my elbow – I must have looked as startled as I felt – and asked me if I was all right. With that touch at my coat sleeve, I understood. They were ads. The station had been papered in words that were intended to make us feel how empty we were so that we would want something. Is this the surface we’ve become, defaced, an illegible scrawl over everything? That solicitous stranger asking me if I was all right – I don’t know.

			I got myself home. Got past the beige cardboard packing cases that seem to be taking over my life bit by bit these days, snapped on the television. I do that a lot – leave the set on for company with the volume on mute. Let the images stutter by peripherally as I make dinner or tidy up. Usually I don’t pay any mind to it, but this stopped me: their faces, again. As if they were in the very middle of inventing the world, standing on the edge of Eden. Such earnestness as they waved their resolute placards and chanted their chants, sang their songs. No Blood for Oil. Children, I thought. You are children. You believe in the world and you don’t know what’s waiting for you. You don’t know what gate will swing shut on you, standing there hoping for Eden. I wasn’t sure if I was cursing or blessing them.

			So what could I do then but turn up the volume and sit on my bed and listen? Those bright faces, hope cupped in each one, they were ready to give up everything they didn’t know they had – just as we had been when we were that ignorant, had that much hope. I say “we” when I shouldn’t. I don’t think I ever did hope that purely; maybe for myself, but not for the world. I was always standing at the edge of that heaven on earth holding myself back from it. I doubt I ever believed the way Vladimir did, or my parents.

			I turned the television off. The room had gone dark, so I switched on the lights and I did what I do at the end of every working day – I went into the kitchen, turned on the radio and started making dinner. You have to eat. And you have to be glad to eat, to stand in your very own kitchen, in a light that’s there when you touch a switch, and you’ve got food in the cupboards, in the refrigerator, and you can eat. I started slicing the beautiful brown mushrooms that I’d bought at the market just that day, but then the news came on the radio, and their voices, so fresh, and their faces came back to me. I told myself dinner could wait, even though the mushrooms were already loading the air with their fragrance.

			I try not to be a coward more often than necessary. All I had to do was pick one more empty box, go into the spare room, open a drawer and take out the papers.

			They were in crisp blue file folders, labelled, in order. My tidy daughter has taken care of that. My girl – my grown girl. They have a historical value, she tells me. I have to look after them, even if I can’t stand to look at them. Some day her almost-grown son, my grandson, will want them. All right then, my dear. I will look after them. They’ll go with me to the new apartment, to my new home where the snow will be shovelled by someone else and there will be no icy stairs for me to slip on. A crack in one little bone. It wasn’t even a proper fracture, just a hairline crack in one minor ankle bone – I was out of the cast two weeks ahead of schedule! But that was the last straw. For her. For me too, I guess. Because of course she was right, as she usually is, though I’m not particularly fond of admitting it. Life will be a bit more simple for these bones, a bit easier, once I’ve left this house and am in the apartment. Once I’ve moved. This is the hard part. It’s always been the hard part for the likes of me, the move from one thing to another, but then I get used to it. I always do.

			So I took those folders in my hands. How could they hurt me, pieces of paper? I was about to put them in the box but then some of the pages slipped out from their crisp blue cage and words slipped out and I couldn’t stop myself from reading them. Lecture notes from school, a newspaper article. A thin blue envelope with a square Canadian stamp, a sheet of paper in Manya’s elegant hand, one in Lev’s. And then an official document with its seals and signatures, its words and numbers. Article 58-1a. I stand accused.

			I’ve kept myself busy, for years, for decades, so I won’t have to stand accused. My mother wouldn’t credit it, but I’m a practical person now, content as long as I’m at work. For the longest time work has been what’s given me to myself. And what’s kept me away from myself, I suppose. Maybe the only way to go on was not to look back. Or maybe the only way not to look back was to go on. Whichever was the case, that was how I managed.

			It’s not so foolish, not so cowardly, really, being afraid to go back. I know people, some of them dear friends, who live there. They’re the faithful ones. They hold on and don’t forsake the past, but I’ve watched what I think of as their real lives wane, their real children diminish, while they live amid ghosts or near-ghosts. I have a grown, healthy daughter to admonish me. A grandson who’s almost grown. What good are memories? I’ve worked so hard for so long at not remembering. It has been a lot of work; it has been labour, keeping myself from the past. Hard work, not remembering. Somebody told me that once, in a dark room, the war just years, not decades, behind us. Somebody told me that, once, in a cold room.

			But what yanked me into the past? Pieces of paper. Suddenly there I was, in the spare room. Kneeling, my heart yammering away in my chest. On my knees in the spare room, praying at the altar of my cardboard box, shovelling folders into it as if to keep some demon at bay. And remembering. I couldn’t stop myself. Remembering, and wondering what got me here, to a house with a kitchen and light and food. What’s getting me ready to leave.

			

			We’re in the kitchen. Poppa boosts me up onto a chair so I can reach, hands me an orange. “Here,” he says. “Look, I’ll start and then you can peel it yourself.” His thumb gouges into the thick peel, then he hands it over, big and orange and not quite round, like a picture in a book. It smells like summer, smells bright even though it’s almost always winter and dark. I put my small thumb in where Poppa’s big thumb made a beginning, work the thick peel loose until it’s all gone, every last nick of orange. Then with sharp little nails I peel off every scrap of white. The orange is still there, but it’s different. I pile the peel and white in a little heap on the table, put both thumbs into the centre and break the orange apart. And now it’s gone, no longer itself. Poppa’s taken off his white apron; he’s reading the newspaper. I can’t think of what to say, don’t want to spoil this present. I poke at a little segment with a finger, shiver. What was whole is broken. I don’t know what to do.

			

			I’m leaning my elbows on the table, leaning my whole body towards the bowl. I can smell the cocoa my mother has stirred into the flour, specks of it swimming in the air, a rich, steamy smell, the kitchen warm from the oven. In another bowl – heavy cream-coloured china – after the butter and sugar, go eggs. One tough rap as her fingers break the eggshell in two and the yellow spills out, the clear stuff around it. Five, six, seven eggs – seven eggs! A king’s ransom, precious. Seven eggs are going into this cake because it’s my brother Ben’s birthday. Now the whoosh as she beats air into the eggs and the sugary, buttery pulp with the old wooden spoon, working round and round the bowl till everything is all of a piece. What was once eggs and sugar and vanilla and butter now are something altogether different, something rich and strange. The mix of flour and cocoa and salt goes in and stops being flour and cocoa and salt and becomes batter, which will become cake – but only if I remember not to slam doors, not to shout and wreck it all. My mother pours the batter from the big bowl into the cake tins, nudging each last lazy bit of batter out, to be sure that both tins are exactly the same. Then the best part happens. She takes the spoon and cleans the bowl, each round carefully overlapping until every last chocolate lick is cleaned off into the tins. Every last lick. Nothing precious is wasted.

			

			That’s why the work of memory is so perilous, why it hurts to do it. It gives you back what you had and with it what you’ve lost: my parents, my brother. Vladimir. I know them dead, now. Know them as I never knew them when they were alive, their lives complete, completed. Change is over; possibility’s over. It’s done. My father will never grow older; my mother will never soften. They never saw a grandchild, never knew my daughter or her son. What do I really know of them, with my child’s perspective, afraid of who they were, what they meant to me, what I mean because of them? The day my aunt Manya told me the facts of life – I was thirteen and my mother had told me nothing – when she told me, I started to cry. Manya sat beside me on the bed, massaging a dab of lavender-scented cream into my palm, her small fingers tugging at each of mine, a firm pull, as she rubbed circles into each joint, the pink nails, white quarter moons at each base. My hands are just like Poppa’s deft, compact hands. My mother’s hands were narrow, the fingers long, elegant. When Manya was finished explaining, the calm, clear words of explanation – mother, father, egg, sperm – I took my hands back, chewed on a thumbnail, the tears starting in my eyes. Why, my aunt asked. Because until then, I didn’t know I was my father’s too. I thought I was just my mother’s child, but with those words, for the first time, I knew I was half Poppa too.

			

			Whose daughter am I? Why do I still need to know? If I am to remember properly, I should start where I started, in the apartment on Main Street near Selkirk Avenue, in Winnipeg, above the delicatessen. When I hear my parents’ stories, I hear them told by others’ voices. This is how children learn about their parents’ mysterious lives before they were born: sitting under the table, at the foot of the stairs, listening while the grown-ups talk. We need to imagine our parents’ lives before ours because we believe – foolishly, utterly – that they were born only to give birth to us. And maybe they were. Maybe our parents’ lives came into being to generate ours, and ours for our children’s.

			I do know that I was the last, least, child Anne Gershon bore, the one she didn’t want. I wonder if I ever had a home in my mother, who told everyone who would listen how she ran up and down the stairs in that first month of pregnancy, not caring if something bad happened? And then the child she didn’t want turned out to be a girl.

			

			What good is a girl? I have a fine son already.

			The neighbour women don’t like my mother should talk this way. Pooh, pooh, they spit, to keep away the evil eye. Not that anyone is superstitious, religious – the opiate of the masses.

			The women know everyone and everything. They knew my father in the Old Country, grew up in the same courtyard in Simferopol. And they like to talk.

			Avram Gershon came to Canada, they say, after his first wife walked out on him. Yes, he was married before: a wife and son he left in Russia. The first wife was a beauty – she was a seamstress maybe, maybe a nurse. One story is that she was a medical student, and the man she ran off with was the boarder they took on while she was in medical school. Though if you were to ask Anne, she’d tell you the first wife was nothing but a whore. So poor Avram, his heart was broken. The child was just a toddler when the wife ran away.

			So Avram sells everything he has, buys a third-class ticket to Winnipeg. He steps out of the train station, 1914, the middle of nowhere! He could have gone to Chicago, or Buenos Aires, but he buys the ticket for Winnipeg. Doesn’t know a single living soul in all of America, except for Sarah Katz, Hershel’s wife. It’s not that Avram and Sarah were sweethearts; she was married already to Hershel. Avram and Sarah weren’t sweethearts, but they were like family: they grew up in the same courtyard in Simferopol. Sarah Katz. You won’t find a better woman than Sarah Katz. All Avram had was a postcard with her address on it, and that was how he found her. Just walked into her kitchen. She had no idea. She’s down on her knees, washing the linoleum. She hears someone at the door, and she thinks it’s her husband come home early from work. There’s Avram in the doorway, fresh off the boat. Oy, Avram, she says. Can’t find another word in her mouth. Oy, Avram. She had no idea.

			Poor Avram, his heart was broken.

			

			The story is that when my mother and father met in Winnipeg, each had a story. Because my mother had a story too, another love story.

			

			You want to know Anne’s story? the women ask. Anne Gershon came from Odessa, one of four sisters, big-city girls. Odessa, it’s all she’d talk about: the cherry orchards, the fountains, the beaches, the opera house. Odessa. She’d say it sweet like candy. My city is the most beautiful city in the world. That’s what she’d say. I never meant to leave.

			But she did leave, in 1914, just before the Great War. It all happened because, in Odessa, Anne had a boyfriend, a certain Lev Zvarensky. A fine-looking man: broad shoulders, more than six feet tall he was. Everybody said, now there’s a match for Anne; there’s a man who can handle her. They were talking marriage, Anne and Lev, when suddenly he falls for Manya, the little one, the youngest of Anne’s sisters. Big brown eyes and a waist like a china doll. Suddenly it’s Manya and Lev who are getting married.

			What’s the song about sisters? A sister to hit you, and a sister to kiss you, and a sister to steal your love. So for Anne, the taste of Odessa goes sour in her mouth. And she leaves, for a little while, she says. For a little while, till the taste improves.

			And why doesn’t she go back? Because of the war, and because she meets Avram. No, no, Sarah Katz didn’t introduce them. Anne just went into Avram’s store. She walks into the store like a queen, points to a can of tomatoes. Those green eyes, so proud she barely speaks a word to him. And Avram is smitten. He talks to her in his soft voice, trying to make her notice him. And meanwhile already she’s decided he’s the one.

			Because Avram Gershon was a catch. You should have seen him in 1914: handsome, kind as could be. Such manners, such a gentle voice – one of those handlebar moustaches! Some people said he was no match for a woman like Anne, but Anne was the one he wanted. And she wanted him: a man she could handle. A man who had taught himself English by reading the newspapers, who was doing well enough with the store to send money home. It was not only that he was a handsome man and a capable man: it was politics too. Because they were both believers. You think Avram is a believer? Anne Gershon can talk politics till you’re blue in the face. Listen to me, Yossel Zalinsky, the one with the store that sells artificial limbs, says to her one day, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics is no paradise. The Soviet Union is not a democracy, he says. It’s been six whole years since the civil war there ended and still there hasn’t been an election, not in the whole of the Soviet Union. Anne takes a look at him. Democracy? Anne says. She tells him: I’ll tell you about democracy. So Anne folds up her copy of the Vestnik; you’d think she was going to give him a good smack with it! In the democratic United States of America, she tells him, they waited thirteen years after the War of Independence before they had elections! And she looks round the room with those green eyes of hers. Why should the Russian people jump right into a democracy? she asks. They’ve got better things to do, she says. And you know there’s no arguing with Anne Gershon. A real Bolshevik – she once threw a Menshevik right out of the apartment!

			So it’s a match. The neighbours warn her that Avram’s a married man, but Anne says, never mind, he’ll divorce her. And – that’s the end of the story! He divorces the first wife. Don’t think it was easy, but he does. And he marries Anne.

			

			My parents’ marriage was a marriage of believers. Like those young faces on the television, my father believed in possibility, in the future. Make a wish. He wanted his children with Anne to be born into a new world, a place where they’d have a chance to get an education. For me it wasn’t like that, he’d say. It’s an old story, he’d say. And we’d say, tell us, tell, and he would.

			When I was ten years old, he’d say, my father died. We owed money, and because I was the oldest son it was my job to pay the debts. My mother had no choice: she apprenticed me to a shopkeeper. Twelve hours a day. Not much to eat. No shoes to wear either. The shopkeeper gave me cheap rubber boots that didn’t fit. And so my feet got sores from them. No bed to sleep on either. I’d fold a blanket and sleep under the counter in the store. I was just a kid. Can you imagine? That was before the Revolution; that was the days of the tsar. My mother I’d see only for a few hours every week, when the shopkeeper could spare me and when my mother could get away from her own work. One night, I’m fast asleep under the counter at the shop but all of a sudden I open my eyes. Maybe I heard something or maybe it was just that I could feel someone in the room. I open my eyes and see my mother’s face. She used to wear these long brown braids that she would twist around her head like a crown. I wake up and I see her face like that, with a crown of brown hair, and at first I think, I’m dreaming, this is a dream. But it isn’t. She’s really there. Not saying anything, just looking at me sleeping. And she’s crying. Why is she crying? Because my father’s dead and I’m sleeping under the counter and I have no shoes. Because she had to walk a mile in the dark in the middle of the night to see her child.

			That’s enough stories today, he’d say. For you, things will be better.

			

			The stories come like fairy tales – my mother with her broken heart, my father with his, how they left and why and what they had and didn’t. They preside over my birth. And there are other presences too: my brother Ben, standing over my crib. And on the bureau in our parents’ bedroom, the photograph of my father in Russia wearing old-fashioned clothes. With him there’s a very young boy, little more than a baby, a frilly lace collar around his neck. The boy is standing on a chair so that he and my father can shake hands: they’re saying goodbye.

			There should be two brothers standing over me like fairy godmothers in a story, watching the blanket rise and fall with each breath.

			But it’s Ben who watches over me, Ben who stares and stares at the photograph on the bureau. And he wants to ask, though he knows he never can, he wants to ask who the boy is.

			The photo is gone. There was a day my mother tore it up, because it was unbearable to her, that other life my father had before her, any love that wasn’t hers. She wanted him to have one life, his life with her, to have always been what he was to her. The one true love, the one true self. Non sum qualis eram: I am not who I was. When I first read Horace’s Odes, just after the war, that line shook me; it seemed so true and terrifying. All change is loss. I read that in another poem once. Life changes us; we have no choice but to change. And sometimes we turn into a distorted version of what we could have been, what we were.

			Much as I like to deny it, I’m an old woman. And I still don’t know about love. My parents’ story was a love story, but look what love did to my father. He let my mother drive him, take his life from him. The stories, films, the songs say complete me with your love. But maybe it’s not that we’re partial and looking to be whole. Maybe it’s that we want to stay partial. We don’t want to grow up, own our lives. So we hand over the keys of our lives, relinquish them to something that’s not real … Poppa loved that first son just as much as he loved Ben and me. But he gave him up.

			

			My father is standing in the kitchen, talking quietly to my mother. He’s come up the stairs at the end of a day at the till, bone-tired, left the white apron on its hook. Later the farm girl who helps out in the store will take it away and scrub the heavy cotton clean. My mother sets a roast chicken, potato knishes, carrots on the table. Pumpernickel so dark it’s almost black, her homemade dill pickles. He’s here, she says. That one, the boy. Three months before, the family had written. My father’s first wife was dead. My father’s mother had also written to say that no matter what had happened between Poppa and his first wife, he should take his son in. Blood was blood. My father had sent the fare. And now the boy’s here and Poppa has to make my mother believe that the little mamser, whose mother was a whore, shouldn’t be left to sleep in the street.

			We’ll give the boy a chance, Poppa is saying. We need an extra pair of hands. You have yours full with the little one. His voice is soft, because there’s no arguing with my mother. His voice is soft when he explains that it’s not for himself that he’s asking. He has his own son, a fine boy, and now the little one. Yes, the boy’s a stranger to them, and at thirteen he’s almost a man. All right so he’s an orphan; we’re all orphans someday and here he is, a stranger in a strange land. But it’s not the boy who needs anything and it’s not Poppa. It’s my mother who needs the help. Work – the boy will learn to be a worker, not a hooligan, not an idle bourgeois. An extra pair of hands for my mother. Poppa’s voice is soft, no arguing, so in the end my mother decides: they’ll give the boy a chance. He’ll work; he’ll pay his way. And if he doesn’t, he’s out in the street.

			And the boy is allowed to come into the house with his parcels, stand awkwardly in the room, the image of his father, though there’s something different about the eyes.

			He stands in the room as though rooms were alien to him. At eight, his mother already ill, he’d run away from home. In the chaos of those early years of the Revolution, the Civil War, there were gangs of street urchins, besprizorny. He’d gotten into trouble with the police, come into the custody of child welfare, been sent to a reformatory for street kids. Now he’s in his father’s house.

			My mother tells him he’s to share the room with Ben, who’s been led to believe that the boy’s a cousin, or adopted. The boy can go to Argyle School on Monday. Meanwhile, he can have some supper if he’s hungry.

			On Monday at Argyle School they put him in with the grade three class, so he can learn English. Small for his age at thirteen, he’s still ridiculous. He says little, does what he’s told. He tries out his new words of English on the customers at the store, twisting the sounds around his tongue. And he sweeps out the backroom, picks me up when nobody’s looking, sings songs to me in Yiddish, plays peekaboo. I smile to see him, because he’s there and because I am.

			Annette, he says, giving me my name. The family calls me Baby or Monkey, but the boy gives me my name. It’s the name my mother chose, a name that’s almost hers. You don’t name a child after a living person; it’s bad luck. I’ll call her whatever I feel like calling her, my mother says when the women shake their heads. I don’t believe in superstition. My mother and Poppa don’t believe in all that mumbo-jumbo, never go to shul. She’ll call her daughter whatever she wants to call her. No arguing with my mother.

			The boy doesn’t argue; he keeps out of my mother’s way. He knows a good thing when he sees it. In his first month in the apartment above the delicatessen on Main Street, he grows an inch, my mother setting the plates hard in front of him. Nobody’s going to be able to say that Anne Gershon let a child, not even a mamser like him, go hungry from her table.

			He sticks it out as best he can, listens, makes himself useful, fixes the wheels on Ben’s wooden dog. Sings, on the sly, to me. He doesn’t make any trouble. But even so, he doesn’t last more than eight months in Anne Gershon’s house.

			

			When did the knife sharpener first come to me? I have to think back as far as memory goes, to the apartment on Main Street, to the crib whose wooden slats I believe I can remember. In this memory, the crib is empty. I’ve been taken from the apartment to the quarantine ward at King George Hospital with scarlet fever. Ben wants to know what happened, where Baby is. She got sick from eating dirty things. He goes into the bedroom where the crib is. Dull sunlight comes through the tall, narrow window. He’ll be sick too. He runs his finger along the baseboards, puts it in his mouth, eats the dust. Nothing happens. It doesn’t work. Only his sister is sick, gone.

			The room is glowing a dark pink, as though a fire were burning at some distance. In hospital I turn and turn my head but the pillow is harsh against my cheek. Over and over again a sound sways in my head, two beats, light and then heavy. The first time I hear it. It won’t let go. Something that’s waiting for me, something that wants me, inevitable. I want to fight against it; I want to give in. That sound that is outside me, nothing of myself, and that is me. I want my mother but she isn’t there. Someone takes my hand, puts something cold against my forehead. I have nothing but the sound and what it’s telling me. Give up; don’t give up. I want to fight against it; I want to give in. Something dark comes down on me and I close my eyes to everything. I have nothing but the swaying in my head, two beats, light and then heavy. I want it gone.

			And then the sound does go away, and I’m better. I want my mother. The gown I’m wearing is too big, white, loose around the collar. But it’s worn, clean; it’s soft. The nurses take me to the window, hold me up against the glass. Far away in the hospital courtyard, I see my mother, dressed in black. Ben is waving with one hand, holding my mother’s hand with the other. And far from the family, on the opposite side of the courtyard, I see the big boy. Just standing, not waving, but smiling up at me.

			

			Ben’s hand is hot in mine and he’s tugging; my feet aren’t fast enough. I’m eating an ice cream cone, but not fast enough, I can’t keep up and pink cream is dripping onto the crook between my thumb and finger. I lick carefully, then I hear it again, the dah-dong of it. Two beats – light, then heavy. He’s there, half-way down the block, bent over. One hand drags the grinding wheel while the other swings in an arc, and the sound sings out from his hand, two beats. My hand holding Ben’s tenses, squeezes.

			“Watcha doing?” Ben grimaces, working at the chocolate drips. “Let go!” He shakes his hand loose, then offers it. “Don’t squeeze.”

			I nod, but I can’t look at him, the sound puffed up tight inside me. Something bad is going to happen. Fight it; give up. Be good and it’ll go away.

			“Be good. Eat your ice cream.”

			The sound comes in, fills me up. Something I should know, but don’t. I start to cry. Ben yanks at my hand. “You stop it! Be good. Don’t be a big dummy.” I start to wail, the big balloon of sound filling my mouth letting go. On the sidewalk people turn to look at me. Ben’s mouth goes hard. “Didn’t Momma tell you to be good? Didn’t she? Stop it.” I can’t. He leans over, whispers in my ear, “You stop it right now. Right this minute. If you don’t, I’ll tell the knife sharpener on you. He’ll get you. If you’re bad.” He yanks at my hand again. “You shut up! Be good!”

			I close my mouth. I’m bad. The bad man out there. I’m little and I can’t do anything. Ben takes a handkerchief out of his pocket, spits on it, wipes my face. “C’mon. I’ll take you home.”

			

			I was up visiting friends in the country last weekend, and I decided to go for a walk. It’s one of the things that drives my daughter crazy, taking it into my head to go for a walk by myself along a country road at dawn. It was beautiful though, one of those narrow two-lane roads with tall firs on either side. Not much traffic. The mist was lifting off the paving as the sun touched it. I was walking along the edge on the left side of the highway, the way my father taught me, so I’d be facing the oncoming traffic. I was at a point where the road was quite narrow, no shoulders to speak of and rather steep ditches on either side. A large pickup was coming towards me, and he slowed, because there was no room for error, and I stopped. When he passed, there were two feet of air between us – two solemn feet between me and what would end me. Perfectly safe. I’ve known for a long time about that distance, that closeness.

			

			“There,” my mother says, straightening the frame. “See how nice that looks?”

			My mother’s bed has a fancy gold bedspread she pulls tight over the covers, and a mahogany headboard with little diamonds made out of lighter-coloured wood. Above the bed she’s put a picture of an old-fashioned lady who’s wearing a dress striped black with white. My mother cut it out of a magazine, and now she’s put it into a frame she found for a nickel at the five-and-dime.

			“She’s watching the opera,” my mother says. The lady in the dress has gold opera glasses in her hand, just like the ones my mother brought from Russia. My mother lets me hold them sometimes, though I have to be very careful not to break them because they’re precious. Gold and a shiny glimmery something on the handle. Mother-of-pearl, she says. I don’t understand how pearl can have a mother. You hold them up in front of your eyes and everything changes. Everything is closer to you or farther away. My mother used to work at the opera, in her country. In Odessa, where they don’t need a wireless to listen to music, where there’s real music on every corner. Where it’s warm. Where my mother will go, if Poppa talks back to her. She’ll start packing and go home to Odessa where it’s warm. Farther and farther away.

			I stand in front of the picture a long time, looking at the fancy lady. Closer and closer. She has pink on her cheeks. She has the opera glasses lazy in her gloved hand. Her dress is made out of something fancy, shiny. She doesn’t lift her head, but I know she’s looking at me. I think she wants something. My mother calls me for lunch, but I keep thinking about the lady, about what she wants, and I have to keep going back to the bedroom to look at her.

			“You like the picture, Monkey?” Poppa rests his hands on my shoulders. “It looks nice above your momma’s bed, no?”

			“Yes,” I whisper.

			That evening at dinner I’m still wondering what I’m supposed to do. I’m supposed to do something for the lady, so that everything will be all right. If I don’t do things the way she wants me to do them, something bad is going to happen. Everything will be wrecked. And then I figure it out. I have to sip my milk a special way, so it’s not wrecked. I put my lips against the glass and take three sips and then wait, three sips and then wait. It slips down my throat fine. I finish the whole glass that way and I’m happy. Everything is good. When I go to bed that night I can feel the lady watching, but it’s all right. I can’t tell anyone: not Ben, he’d just make fun of me. And not Poppa and not my mother, because they’d just say don’t be silly.

			Poppa’s smoking his pipe and reading the newspaper in the easy chair in the front room. I can only see the top of his head. “Be a good girl,” he says, “and get me my slippers from the bedroom.”

			I want to be a good girl, but I don’t want to go into the bedroom where the lady is. “I don’t want to,” I say.

			“Annette,” Poppa says, “be nice now and go and get me my slippers. Listen to your poppa. They’re under the bed.”

			I go into the bedroom but I watch the floor all the way in and all the way out and I don’t look up. There, I did it.

			“That wasn’t so hard,” Poppa says, when I bring them to him. It was hard.

			At dinner that night, I sip my milk the right way. I have to eat all my peas first and then my mashed potatoes. I can’t eat my chicken until everything else is done, even the milk. Every last pea. My mother wants to know why I’m not eating my chicken but it’s all right, I’ve finished the peas and the mashed potatoes so I swallow down every bite of chicken before she has to ask me again. Then everything’s fine. It’s all fine and when I go to bed I can feel that the lady’s happy with me.

			I keep thinking up better and better things to do. I put my clothes on from the bottom to the top one day – socks, underpants, skirt, undershirt, blouse – and from the top to the bottom – undershirt, blouse, skirt, underpants, socks – the next. When I feel the lady get mad at me, I think of something more to do. For a little while everything’s good; nothing bad happens. But it gets harder and harder. I have to walk around the block three times one day. The next day I have to do it five times. Poppa doesn’t like me going to the end of the block by myself. And I don’t ever want to go into the big bedroom. Then no matter how carefully I drink my milk and eat my dinner, no matter how many dandelions I sink in a circle in the mud puddle, nothing seems to work any more, nothing’s good enough. The lady’s never pleased with me. I want it to stop.

			Poppa comes out on the back porch and finds me playing with Blackie, my doll.

			“Annette,” he says, “your momma says you’re all the time quiet. She thinks you’re worrying about something.”

			I look up at him but he’s so far away. The lady can see me wherever I go. She knows everything. Poppa picks me up and sits me on his lap. He pushes my hair back from my face. My poppa.

			“I’m scared,” I say and I can’t help it; I start crying a little bit.

			“Don’t be scared,” he says. “There’s nothing to be scared about.”

			“I’m scared of the lady in the picture. In your room.”

			My mother comes in. “What’s wrong with her?” my mother asks. “Why is she crying?”

			“She’s scared of the picture in the bedroom.”

			“Scared of a picture? Why should she be scared of a picture?”

			It comes out; I have to let it out. “The lady makes me do things. I have to do things for her.” I said it. Now what happens?

			“Come here,” my mother says, taking me by the hand. “Show me the picture.”

			We go into the bedroom. “That one. The lady.”

			“All right,” my mother says, and she sits me on the bed. “This is what we’ll do.” And she goes over to the wall, takes it down, puts it face down in the bureau drawer. “There,” she says. “It’s gone. You don’t have to do anything any more. You don’t have to be scared.”

			

			I am not who I was. I was someone defined by what I obeyed, my mother and the laws that governed her, my sense of the world as ungovernable, my certainty of my own helplessness and its power. Didn’t my mother, even then, offer me something else? Didn’t she always offer me something else? One night in the apartment on Main Street the lights went out just after dinner. I reached for Poppa’s hand in the darkness, felt it warm and solid in mine. But in the moment before I took his hand, that first moment of darkness, I called out Momma. I thought then, why is it Momma I call when it’s Poppa I love? He was wearing the green sweater; even in the dark I could see it green. I pulled closer and we sat quietly together until the lights came on. When those days come back to me, the very earliest days I can remember, they’re fixed, the family its own immutable constellation. My life was of a piece and then, when my father stepped onto that train, what was whole came to be broken and I fell into these fragmentary selves, this collection of beings. Sometimes I wonder who the girl on Main Street was. I was reading an article in the newspaper just the other day. It said that the self – which we have but animals don’t – resides behind the right eye, a spot in the brain which, removed, or damaged, removes or damages who we are. And that who we are is defined by our memory of our life, but not by memory alone: by memory as it is imbued with emotion. Who we are. So if I remember your hand, Vladimir, but not the love that accompanied it, I am not who I was. I’m not. I have this other life now, the life that’s not my old life. I’ve turned the corner from that old life, the one I won’t talk about. Turning my back on the past, I haven’t allowed myself to be that girl on Main Street any more, haven’t even let myself remember all the separate people I’ve inhabited. And yet. Does not who I was mean less than I was? Could it not mean other, couldn’t different from mean more than, mean gain, not just loss?

			

			There he is, in the doorway of the delicatessen, the boy who’s not supposed to be there. He’s stopped in the doorway, watching his father. Avram looks up. “Come in, come in,” Avram says. “It’s good to see you. Have a bite to eat.” He touches the boy’s arm, then wipes his hands on the immaculate cotton of the apron, even though his hands are clean. The boy seats himself on one of the red stools at the counter, whirls slowly around once or twice. Avram’s hands are quick making the sandwich, piling two inches of corned beef on the rye. He sets the plate down, sets himself down beside the boy, watches as he eats. “It’s good?” he asks in Yiddish.

			“Talk English, Pa,” the boy says, his mouth full. “We should talk English.”

			“You talk good already.” Avram pushes a plate of coleslaw towards him. “Anybody would think you were born right here in Canada.”

			“I need to practise. So how’s by you, Pa?”

			“You know, the usual,” Avram says. “If I didn’t have to give so much credit, we’d be sitting pretty. And you, tateleh? Is Sarah Katz looking after you? Still making those famous poppyseed cookies?”

			The boy smiles. “I moved. I’m boarding with the Posens now; I’ve got enough cash for room and board. Bought myself a bicycle.”

			“Here,” Avram says, “take a pickle with it.”

			“What’s this you’re reading, Pa?” the boy asks, picking up a thick hardcover.

			“I got it out of the library, just published. About the Five Year Plan, what it’s going to do for the Russian people.”

			The boy puts the book down.

			“Listen to what they say here,” Avram says, reading the English carefully aloud:

						In the societies of the West the evolution of institutions proceeds for the most part without plan or design, as a sort of by-product of the selfish competition of individuals, groups and enterprises for private gain. In Russia, on the other hand, the Soviet government has sought to promote the rational and orderly development of the entire social economy. In the great Five Year Plan of Construction, which was launched in October of 1928, and which will run to October of 1933, a whole civilization is harnessing its energies and is on the march towards consciously determined goals.

			“This is interesting,” Avram says. “This I make time to read.”

			“A lot of big words, Pa.”

			“And you,” Avram gently closes the book, “how is your school?”

			“I’m not going to school,” the boy answers. “I got these odd jobs, and coming up in a month I got an apprenticeship with Cohen’s Electric.”

			Avram sets his hands along the counter, runs his fingertips along the ribbed edge. “I wanted for you an education,” he says.

			“Tell me, Pa,” the boy’s voice goes sour, “what’s the point, someone like me getting an education? I have no head for it.”

			“That’s not true …” Avram says.

			“I want to earn a living and pay for my keep,” the boy says. “Don’t offer me money, Pa.” Avram’s hands are on the till. “You know I won’t take it. She’ll say
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