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…And in my body her words suspended
like electric wires, under which the memory of her
swirls, a cropduster’s acrobatics.
--Ronny Someck, from “The Fire Stays in Red”
Translated from the original Hebrew by Moshe Dor and Barbara Goldberg.
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<><><>
1905, Odessa
It was the way she moved her arms. It was the way the four year old moved her arms as he lifted his own arm to swing his axe. It was like they were dancing together, his arm, her arms, as he sliced through her mother’s stomach, her father’s chest. It was the way she moved her arms that convinced him to spare her.
They rose up from her shoulders like tendrils of smoke, like steam from a fresh wound. The tendons were so beautiful, streams running down her triceps, he almost cried. Her wrists turned as if oiled. Her fingers waved like wild grasses. He held his axe over his head and watched this girl’s blood-spattered arms undulate as she tossed her head back and screamed and screamed. He had never seen anything so lovely in his life. He lowered his axe, let it drop to the floor. He held out his hand.
It was hard to explain to his regimen why he was bringing a four year old girl back with him to St. Petersburg. If he said the word dance, if he said the word ballet, the men would most likely kill them both. He told them his mistress wanted to adopt a little girl; it was his job to be on the look out, he said. This girl was perfect. Her hair wasn’t too curly, her eyes were clear. Her posture was perfect. She barely looked like a Jew at all. His mistress would reward him mightily, he said with a wink. Maybe she’d even see fit to reward the other men. They elbowed each other and said what they would do to her when it was their turn. They didn’t know there was no mistress to speak of, only a photo of a long lost lover in his damp room.
The men tolerated the girl, especially after she stopped crying. She stared into space. She didn’t speak. It was just as well; they wouldn’t have understood anything she said, Jew talk full of mucus and spittle.
It took two days for him to get her to eat something. The men were taking a vodka break. After each sip, they held a slice of rye under their noses and inhaled. The sharp yeasty smell cut the bite of the vodka, made it easy for them to keep drinking well into the night. He could feel her eyes on his bread each time he lifted it to his face.
“You want?” He held out the slice.
Her eyes widened. She tentatively lifted one of those beautiful arms, then hesitated. He thrust it closer to her. She grabbed it and held it to her nose, like the men. Her eyes rolled back in her head at the smell of it. When he could see her pupils again, they looked changed, full of fire. She pressed the bread against her nostrils, breathed in again, deeply.
“Eat,” he said. He held his hand to his mouth and pantomimed chewing.
Her eyebrows lifted. She took a couple of little nibbles off the crust. When she broke through to the dense bread, her elegant spine hunched and she ate like an animal. She wolfed the food so fast, he worried she might choke. Other men tossed their slices of bread at her. She ate and ate until she was too full to sit up; she tipped against his heavy coat and fell asleep.
<><><>
Little one, this is the story of your blood. Your strange and crooked blood.
I wanted you to have a record from my side of the family. Your mother has already written the story of her mother’s, your grandmother’s, life. It was not an easy story for her to tell. Someday—knock wood, knock knees, knock heart--you’ll be old enough to read it. This is my grandmother’s story, your great-grandmother’s. Written in her own words in the third person, as though she were standing outside herself; written in different tongues—Russian and Yiddish and French, sometimes a strange conflagration of the three. I’ve found someone to translate it for us. Someday you’ll be old enough (yes you will, yes you will) to read it, too.
<><><>
I wrote that note to my daughter before everything happened. I wrote it to her with a green pen on an ivory note card--good, heavy, card stock. I glued it onto the first page of the scrapbook where I planned to keep all the translations, page after page after page of them. I planned to give her the book when she turned 16, maybe, or 18, or 21. Maybe when she got married, or had her own children. I don’t know what to do with it now.
I still can barely believe I have a daughter. A perfect little caramel colored daughter. Bella Sternberg-Sing Lo, born about six months ago—November 17, 1997. Ava and I had considered blending our last names into something new, like Songbird, for the baby, but we decided that would be just a little too cute. I sometimes call her that, though. Bella Songbird, I sing, sing me a song, and her voice rises to join mine, a lovely gurgly coo.
Ava got pregnant pretty early in our relationship. Pretty early in her own sexual life; she was 25, I was her first lover. We had taken precautions. We thought we were safe.
It took Ava awhile to get comfortable with the idea of sex, much less the experience of it. She didn’t seem to think it was her right to have a decent sex life after what her mother had endured on US military bases in Korea and massage parlors in San Diego. Helen had been lured to Kunsan with the promise of being a singer, a star—she ended up an indentured “bar girl”, forced to work off her debt under US servicemen. I had seen the bite marks on her back, had seen the toll those years had taken on both her and Ava. Ava wanted to break through her own emotional blocks, but they were heavier than even she realized. I didn’t pressure her. It damn near drove me crazy. But I waited. I knew she wanted it to happen. And then she was ready. And then she got pregnant. And now our baby’s sick. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
We had a cake-and-punch wedding at the Aloha Room, our friends Frieda and Ray’s joint by the Bombay Beach trailer park at the Salton Sea. It was nothing like my wedding to Deborah with the chuppah and the broken wine glass and the Hora and the $20 a plate chicken dinner reception. Ray got ordained through some obscure church he found in the back of a magazine and performed the ceremony; Frieda was our de facto caterer, her salmon colored hair poofed up higher than normal as she handed out paper plates of sheet cake. None of my relatives were present. Just Ava’s mom, Helen, plus a few friends and Fish and Wildlife coworkers. Helen and her friend Anchee each carried a bird cage—Helen had Yukam, the Zebra finch, inside hers; Anchee had Sunny, the robin. Ava has a history of accidentally killing her mother’s pet birds; we weren’t sure if the presence of the birds was an act of forgiveness on her mother’s part or a symbol to remind Ava, even on our happy day, of what she had done.
When I married Deborah, I felt as if I was marrying into something greater than myself—a big Jewish mishegas of family and tradition. Even our daily married life felt bigger than the two of us; we were wrapped in a warm cushion of air, like precious, collectible figurines that someone (I’m not quite sure who--our parents? God?) was taking special care of. When I married Ava, I felt myself moving into something smaller—not lesser, just smaller. Riskier. Like I was moving into myself.
I hadn’t told my parents about Ava. They call themselves liberal, but they don’t always walk the talk; the thought of me dating a non-Jewish woman, a Black-Korean-American woman (an “ethnic” woman, in their lingo) would have given them conniptions. They found out about her when I called from a pay phone during the reception to let them know I was married and was going to be a father.
There was a long silence on their end. They had wanted me to have a child with Deborah so desperately; they had begged us to save some of her eggs before the surgery, to use a surrogate, but that hadn’t felt right to either of us. My mother finally cleared her throat and said “Well, we’ll have to celebrate. Are you planning a honeymoon?” Her voice was strained.
I told her no—we didn’t have the money for a honeymoon, plus we were busy looking for a place in Los Angeles; I would join Ava out there as soon as I was done training my Fish and Wildlife replacement at the Salton Sea refuge. I had a new F&W job lined up in Long Beach, studying raptor power line electrocutions.
“We’ll send you two tickets to San Francisco, then,” she told me. “We’ll Express them tomorrow.” She set the phone down on a table with a clunk. I could hear her blow her nose.
“Is she planning to convert?” my father asked me. My mother muttered in the background—either feeding him lines or talking to herself.
“I don’t know,” I said. “We’ve never really talked about it.” I had fallen away from any sort of Jewish practice after I finished saying Kaddish for Deborah.
“You love this girl?”
“I do, Dad.”
“You love her or you love the sex?”
“Dad! It’s not like that.”
“Good nooky can blind a man, Darryl.”
“Dad, I promise you, that’s not why I married her.”
“But she’s pregnant, is she not? That requires sex, the last I checked.”
It wouldn’t have if we had taken Deborah’s eggs out of her cancerous ovaries, if we had mixed them with my sperm in a petri dish and put them up some stranger’s vagina with a turkey baster or whatever they use. The sexiest part of the whole process would have been jacking off into a cup in some doctor’s office; with my wife on death’s door, I can’t imagine having been able to summon the necessary enthusiasm. My father must have been thinking the same thing because neither of us spoke for a while.
“She’s a wonderful person, Dad,” I finally said. “I love her. A lot.”
“I’ll see you at home,” he said, his voice grim. “Mazel tov.”
I hung up the phone, shook myself like a wet dog, and went to find my new bride.
My parents live on Lombard Street. The twisty part, the crazy steep brick switchback where all the tourists go to take pictures and test the turn radii of their rental cars. There is a constant cautious conga line of Hertz and Avis sedans going down the street; it’s like the halting flow of blood cells down a crimped vein. It’s like living next to a mechanical waterfall.
My parents bought the place—a pink Victorian rowhouse—when I was seven. At first I thought it would be cool to live on the twistiest street in the world. I imagined I could sit on my little green skateboard and navigate it down the curves using my hands, but my parents never let me. There were always too many cars, too many strangers. I became an indoor kid, just like Kugel was an indoor cat. My parents were scared that if they let either of us out, they’d never see us again. We’d run away or be run over or be adopted by some other family. They kept us safe behind the heavy pine door.
It wasn’t a bad place to be held prisoner. The air always smelled of chicken broth, which I found soothing. There were many board games in the den. There was a color tv, with an Atari game console. There were books. There was a primitive Texas Instruments computer. A hi fi system. There were markers and colored pencils and lots of construction paper. When I was old enough, there were models of cars and planes and ships (although my use of the modeling glue was carefully monitored.) There was a freezer stocked with Stouffers dinners and leftovers and Dreamsicles, a fridge stocked with Tab and cottage cheese and pickles and always some kind of treat for me—honey cake, or tapioca. There were bagels in the bread box. There was a mother locked in her bedroom, twisting the beige cord of the phone around her finger. There was a father off at work. There was a constantly changing roster of two-times-a-week housekeepers. There was a psycho cat. There was a boy staring out the window, wondering what the air smelled like outside.
It’s not that I was never let out. I went to school. Fencing practice. Violin lessons. Friends’ houses. Hebrew school. Synagogue. We went on family outings—the occasional picnic in Golden Gate Park, the occasional movie, the occasional weekend getaway to Napa or Palm Springs. By and large, though, I spent my formative years inside those pink walls.
Ava’s presence inside those pink walls nearly blew the windows out, ripped the wainscoting apart. Everything that had seemed so set, so archetypal—the low, tweedy, Danish modern couch, the rubbed-shiny-with-wear wooden banisters, the harvest gold electric stove--now seemed precarious, ready to crumble into dust, with her by my side. Only the Chagall lithographs with their floating people scattered throughout the front hallway seemed solid. My parents hadn’t put any of the pictures of Deborah away. Our wedding portrait was right on the mantle, where it always had been. It occurred to me that no one had taken any pictures when Ava and I got married.
We presented my parents with an ostrich egg that Ava’s mother had carved into an elaborate filigree. We had painstakingly wrapped it in bubble wrap, and carried it by hand on the plane. My father put his thumb through the shell as soon as he opened the package.
My parents tried to be polite, but they were so tense, they could barely sit down. Their shoulders were stiff, their hugs were stiff, their attempts at conversation were stiff. When my dad wasn’t checking Ava out in a way that made me uncomfortable, he was escaping to the office, saying his Ears, Nose and Throat practice was much too busy for him to take time off. My mom was like a zombie; her whole face looked painfully stretched--she had some work done since the last time I had seen her. Her hair was dyed a weird golden orange. She was near tears our entire visit, but her forehead could barely move. It had been injected with botulism—the same thing that caused the bird die-offs at the Salton Sea—to erase wrinkles.
Neither of my parents would leave the Jewish stuff alone. They asked “If it’s a boy, will you circumcise?” and when we said we said probably not, they went apoplectic. They said to Ava, “If you don’t convert, your baby won’t be Jewish. Judaism is passed down through the mother,” and Ava didn’t know what to say. She barely spoke the whole time we were there.
“We’re talking about it, Mom,” I said, even though we weren’t. It didn’t seem like a subject Ava and I needed to discuss. Our life together was outside of religion, outside of tradition, outside of anything I had known.
Our second day there, my mother took Ava out for lunch. She said she wanted to have some girl time; she wanted to get to know her son’s new wife (the fact that she didn’t say her own new daughter-in-law didn’t escape me.) As they left, Ava gave me a look like she was being led off to slaughter. I mouthed “I love you” and a little smile flickered across her face, but I could tell from the angle of her head as I watched her get into the car that the smile didn’t last long.
Ava was in tears when they returned. My mother had taken Ava to a mikvah, a ritual bath that is supposed to be the final step of conversion, even though Ava hadn’t done any of the steps leading up to it. My mother was desperate; she had taken it upon herself to do some sort of guerilla maneuver, some sort of quick fix, even though this wasn’t anywhere near kosher. I could still smell the steam on their skin.
“Something is wrong with her nipples,” my mother whispered to me, loud enough for Ava to hear, as she walked past. The thought that she had seen Ava naked—Ava, who is so protective of her body—made me broil.
“Let’s go,” I said to Ava. “Mom, I’m going to show Ava the town.” It was hard to keep my voice civil.
“I’m going to need the car,” she said. “I need to pick up a gift for Sylvia’s daughter’s baby shower.” It occurred to me that we didn’t have any plans to see my parents’ friends while we were in town, that my mom would never plan a baby shower for Ava. I wondered whether my parents had even told anyone about my marriage.
“Fine,” I said. “We’ll walk.” I slammed the door behind us.
It felt so good to be outside. To be in San Francisco, outside.
My parents don’t take advantage of living in San Francisco—their circle is so small. My mom has a small triangle, really, a route between home, the fancy schmancy shops of Union Square, and the temple, with occasional side trips to her friends’ homes for women’s group havurah meetings. My father’s sphere is only a little bigger—home, office, regular but grudgingly attended board meetings, temple, golf course, the Olympic Club (even though they didn’t used to let Jews in and my parents don’t like to support businesses with an anti-Semitic past; they turn their heads and spit whenever they see a Mercedes. My mom has gotten into a couple of fender benders because of this.) They frequent maybe five restaurants in the entire city. The cleaning-lady-of-the-hour does all the grunt work—the grocery shopping, the dry cleaning runs.
I never understood how amazing San Francisco was until I was in high school and my friends began to get their driver’s licenses and my parents gave me a little bit more freedom. We would drive to the Haight to pretend we were hippies and buy pot. We would drive up to Harbin Hot Springs and sit in redwood tubs and stare at all the naked ‘80s hippie chicks. We would listen to the Grateful Dead in the car and pretend we understood why the hippies loved it so much. We were in awe of hippies. We wanted to be hippies. We were all just a little too straight laced, a little too well-combed to pull it off.
It was because of hippie-lust that I ended up a conservationist. I had a deep crush on a girl I met at Harbin. She was a couple of years older than me. Her breasts were so big, they pointed down instead of up, like balloons full of wet sand. Her dark blonde hair brushed her ribs. She had a toe ring and a pierced nose. This was before lots of people started piercing, so it seemed very exotic, very exciting. She had no romantic interest in me—she was a freshly minted lesbian--but she gave me these long, intense, naked hugs after we talked, and I couldn’t get out of the hot tub for what felt like hours afterwards because it was so hard to will away my hard-on.
This girl was concerned about the redwoods, the whales, oil spills, baby seals, and she wasn’t just sentimental. She knew what she was talking about—she had statistics, figures, congressional records. She told me about the Avian Conservation Program at the San Francisco Zoo. She was opposed to zoos in general, but she was happy they had started the only bald eagle breeding program in the West. She told me she was going to volunteer there; she was going to slip a mama bald eagle puppet head over her hand and feed the babies. The thought of it turned me on—her hand as a mouth. The next couple of times I went to Harbin, she wasn’t there, so I tried to find her at the zoo. I was curious to see what she looked like with clothes on. She wasn’t there, either—it turned out she had gone to Costa Rica to save the rain forests—but I ended up with an equally deep crush on the eagle chicks.
I majored in Conservation and Resource Studies at UC Berkeley. I fell in love with San Francisco even more while I was there, especially after I met Deborah my junior year. We crossed the Bay Bridge just about every weekend; we went to Chinatown to buy satin slippers and tree mushrooms; we went to North Beach to eat calzones and spend hours in City Lights Books, we went to the Mission for the tacquerias and the botanicas with their funky magic spells. We honked with the sea lions at Pier 39. We regularly met up with my parents for Shabbas dinner and they welcomed us with open arms.
This was the San Francisco I wanted to share with Ava—if not the welcome from my parents, at least the burritos and mee krob and pupusas and street festivals and hippie beggars and dive-bombing seagulls. I wasn’t sure I wanted to take her to all of Deborah’s and my favorite haunts--I worried that Deborah’s memory would be so thick in the air, Ava wouldn’t feel there was any room for her—but I wanted to show her the city I love.
“Where do you want to go?” I asked her. We were standing outside the front door. There were about five cars haltingly making their way down the hill. There were about twelve people taking pictures, about three people posing right in the line of traffic. I could hear snippets of German, snippets of Russian, snippets of Australian accents.
“I would love some tea,” Ava said, still teary. She rummaged around in her purse and pulled out a chunk of candied ginger. Ava’s stress relief. Ava’s talisman. Ava’s scent.
“I know the perfect place,” I told her.
<><><>
St. Petersburg
He brought her in through the kitchen door. The air smelled of beets and steam and soap. A woman walked up to him, wiping meat juices from her hands onto her apron.
“What is this, Nikolai?” she asked him.
“She has the most amazing arms,” he said. The girl’s head was heavy, half-asleep on his shoulder. “She could be a great dancer some day with those arms.”
“She is a Jew?” She raised her eyebrows.
“Da,” he said.
“They won’t let her in.”
“They won’t have to know. Say she is your niece, an orphan. Say she has no where else to go. Once they see her arms, they’ll let her stay.”
The woman held out her own arms, stippled with grease burns, for the girl; he handed her over. The girl stiffened, reached for the man. He stepped back. He lowered his head so all she could see was the top of his fur hat, its blank animal face. He turned and rushed out the kitchen into the snowy night, coat tails streaming behind him.
“Do you know Russian?” the woman asked. The girl just stared at the door. “You will learn. I will teach you.”
<><><>
The Japanese Tea Garden in Golden Gate Park is one of my favorite spots in the city. It’s a little touristy, but it’s so gorgeous, so peaceful. I love the trees—the tall pointy cyprus, the acacia with their crazy twisted branches. I love the women in kimonos in the little tea house. I love the pagodas draped with cobwebs. I love the humongous koi in the ponds. I love (and hate) the fact that I never went there with Deborah. It was the ideal place to bring Ava.
Ava loved the place, too, especially the drum bridge. I suppose this isn’t surprising—she loves anything that has to do with drums. The bridge is supposed to look like half a taiko drum, a perfect half circle; the bottom half is reflected in the pond, creating a whole round drumskin if you look at it from a distance. The tall, steep, arc is covered with wooden planks, like ladder rungs; it’s like walking up the side of a barrel--you pretty much have to step sideways up the planks and hang onto the railing, if you want to keep from tumbling down. I was a little worried about Ava—what if she fell? What if something happened to the baby?—but she was fine. She went over the bridge several times, tapping on the wooden rails, trying to suss out its inner rhythm, while I hovered below, ready to catch her.
The tea house was smaller than I remembered—just a wooden roof over picnic tables with small square wooden stools—but just as charming. The kimono woman brought us a pot of jasmine tea, two tea bowls, and a little dish filled with cookies and rice crackers. Ava was concerned about the caffeine, but she was craving tea so intensely, she thought for sure the baby wanted some. Two fortune cookies sat atop the sesame and almond and soy-sauce glazed offerings. We opened them up.
My fortune said something generic about finding treasure. Ava’s said “It’s better to have a hen tomorrow than an egg today.” She put the cookie back down.
“I’m sorry I’m such an egg,” she said, her eyes filling up again.
“Don’t be silly,” I told her. “You’re my hen. You’re my tomorrow hen today.”
“I felt like an egg at the mikvah,” she said. “Like I was raw and your mother wanted to cook me.”
“I’m so sorry, Ava. I can’t believe she did that.” I dipped an almond cookie in my tea, watched it soften, watched little crumbs drift to the bottom of the bowl.
“I told her our midwife said not to go into hot water. I told her it wasn’t good for the baby. But she said it wouldn’t be too hot. She said it wouldn’t be a problem.”
“Was it hot?”
“A little. She held my head underwater.”
“Oh, Ava…”
“I’ll convert, Darryl. I’ll convert if it’s important to you. I don’t mind. I don’t want it to get in the way of anything. I know it’s a huge issue for your parents…”
I came around the table and sat on the little wooden stool beside hers. “I only want you to convert if you want to,” I said. “If you have an overwhelming desire to be a Jew, fine by me. But you don’t have to for my sake.”
She took a deep breath. “I don’t have an overwhelming desire to be anything.”
“Then don’t,” I said. “Don’t be anything. Just be you.”
I leaned in to kiss her just as she was lifting the fortune cookie to her mouth. The corner poked me in the lip, a hen peck. Ava, my tomorrow hen. She almost drew blood.
I was ready to peck my mother’s head off by the time we got back to the house.
“How dare you?” I asked her while Ava was off in the bathroom for probably the millionth time since she had gotten pregnant; peeing had become her avocation.
“How dare you?” she said right back to me.
Ava and I packed up our things and checked into a hotel. I didn’t see my father again at all that day, didn’t say goodbye to either of my parents. Ava was worried that she had done something wrong, that it was all her fault, but I assured her it wasn’t about her. It was my parents’ problem entirely. My parents who were mad at me for letting Deborah die. As if I could have done anything. As if I hadn’t done everything within my power.
That night, in our hotel room, I kissed and kissed Ava’s belly, kissed her inside-out nipples, kissed the last trace of mikvah water off of her skin, and tried not to think about the fact that Deborah’s and my old apartment was only two blocks away.
Ava found a place for us in L.A. shortly after we got back from San Francisco—a pink duplex (will I ever escape pink houses?) with white wrought iron trim in a little cluster of similar duplexes around a common courtyard in Echo Park. She liked the spindly lemon tree outside the front door, the bougainvillea spilling over the back fence. She liked the fact that there were lots of toys in the courtyard, lots of languages flitting through the air. Our coupledom, so shocking to my parents, wouldn’t be so conspicuous in a complex where the neighbors were a mix of Cambodian and Salvadoran and Haitian, a mix of gay and straight and irrevocably single.
I liked the place, too, as soon as I saw it, even though I was kind of sad about leaving my solar Salton Sea house behind. The rooms of the duplex are small—the second bedroom is not much bigger than a closet—but they have hardwood floors and big windows, and there is cool original tile from the 40s or 50s—pink in the bathroom, turquoise and black and white in the kitchen. The gas stove is ancient and temperamental, and the fridge needs regular defrosting—I’m sure they’re both horribly inefficient energy-wise--but it’s very homey.
Ava enjoyed finding furniture and art at second-hand shops—she never really had a chance to put her own stamp on a place before; she had only lived at home and in her Salton Sea trailer, other than a brief dorm room sojourn (so brief, she didn’t even have a chance to buy the Magritte poster of the bird filled with clouds she was eyeing at the campus bookstore). I rented my Salton Sea house furnished to my Fish and Wildlife replacement, so I didn’t sully her decorating scheme with my own stuff—the eclectic stuff Deborah and I had picked out together. Ava outfitted the house the way she dresses—simple, elegant, clean lines, not a lot of color. She would make a feng shui master very happy, I imagine.
Ava first moved to L.A. when the bird die-offs tapered off; she had been hired to do a temporary Foley job at an animation studio. They set her up in a corporate apartment, paid her more than a decent wage. We saw each other almost every weekend, although the drive to and from the Salton Sea was pretty rough; sometimes we went a couple of weeks without much contact. Bella was conceived in that corporate apartment, under a spongy velour blanket, an awful pastel abstract print hanging on the wall over our heads.
Ava wasn’t sure what she would do after the Foley job was over; she didn’t know if she would return to the Sea or stay in L.A. or go back to San Diego or do something else entirely. The studio helped her decide; they liked her work so much, they hired her on as a sound engineer for a new late-night cartoon series—Welcome to Uranus. She was responsible for creating and managing hundreds of different fart sounds.
It still cracks me up to think about her doing this—Ava, the reserved, Ava, the refined, sitting with her headphones on, mixing up the many types of flatulence. Long whistles. Short staccato bursts. Big explosions. Little puffs of air. She took her job very seriously. You should have seen the concentration on her face as she sat at the soundboard, trying to figure out how to electronically cut the cheese. It was priceless.
She enjoyed the work—she’s so good at what she does, and the people pretty much left her alone with her gas, although she did manage to make a couple of friends: Misuki, the main Foley person, and Layla, who recorded the actors’ voices. It was exciting for her to meet other women who were as into sound as she is, even though she was a bit overwhelmed by their vociferousness. She lives for sound, but she doesn’t make much of it, herself, at least not with her voice. Her drum, of course, is another matter.
Ava filters the whole world through her ears, her ear drums. She brought her tape recorder to our prenatal checkups so she could sample the baby’s heartbeat, the whoosh of the amniotic fluid amplified by the Doppler. She was in awe, having different rhythms inside her body. She tried to mimic the baby’s heartbeat with her changgo drum; she wanted the baby to be able to hear itself from both sides of Ava’s skin. When she started to feel the baby’s movements, first the flutterings, then the sweepings and tappings and kickings, she said she felt like a drum herself, like someone was playing her from the inside out. We never knew from day to day whether the baby was going to beat out a marimba or a slow rolling groove. I loved putting my cheek on Ava’s belly and letting the baby’s foot or elbow mash my face around.
Ava was often paralyzed with fear during the pregnancy. She worried about all the cat poop outside--the neighborhood cats seemed to think the area by our front door was their personal litter box, and she had read that inhaling molecules from cat poop could cause fetal problems. She worried about possible lead paint on the walls, about seeing violent images, hearing especially loud music that poured out of passing cars.
She thought everything could harm the baby growing inside her. She stopped practicing Tae Kwon Do. She held her belly like it was an egg that could shatter at any moment, with any small movement. She’d say “If I can’t keep a bird alive, how can I keep a baby alive?” She’d say “I can’t do this. I can’t do this,” twisting her head so she didn’t have to see the big fragile bulge sticking out in front of her. And I’d say “Yes you can. You’re doing it right now. Your body knows what it’s doing. I’ll protect you both.” And I’d wrap my arms around her and she’d cry into my neck and I would feel a swell of panic. What if we didn’t know what we were doing? What if we didn’t know each other at all? How could we raise a child together if we didn’t even really know who we were together, as a couple?
When Deborah and I talked about having kids, it was all laid out. We knew who would perform the bris if we had a boy, where the bar-or-bat mitzvah would take place. We knew at Pesach our child would read from the same Haggadah we both read from as children; our child would ask “Why is this night different from all other nights?” and we’d know how to answer. With Ava, every night was different from all other nights. It was exciting, the newness, the strangeness, but it was disconcerting, too.
Same with my new job. It always feels weird to go into a new position—it’s like that first day at a new school, when you’re not sure if you’re wearing the right thing, not sure if anyone will like you or if you will like anyone, not sure if it’s the right place to be. I was worried that I’d have to spend way too much time behind a desk, making calls, dealing with statistics, crunching numbers. I was glad to discover that most of my coworkers were pretty mellow, pretty low key; they pulled me into their geeky fold without a fuss. I was also glad to discover that I had a lot of field work ahead of me, a lot of time outside, a lot of time with the power lines, the birds, even though most of them would be dead.
Dealing with a dead hawk here and there didn’t seem like it would be nearly as upsetting as the whole Salton Sea die-off—the biggest die-off in American history so far; over 14,000 birds, dozens of species, died in just a couple of months. The heap of birds by the incinerator was staggering. Sickening. If I hadn’t had Ava there to distract me—even though she ignored me the first few weeks—I don’t know how I could have handled it. The smell alone just about killed me.
The F&W office in Long Beach is a pretty grim affair—all cinder blocks and pale green institutional paint and government sponsored posters, not to mention the prehistoric coffee maker that spits out a really sour brew. My desk there is metal; it’s probably been around since the 40s. I’ve seen ads for reconditioned, chromed-up versions that sell for thousands of dollars, but this desk is nowhere near that cool. It’s dinged up and dingy and the rubber blotter top is sticky and stained and really gross to touch, like some sort of dead monster flesh. The chair, with its metal arms and castered legs and dark green vinyl seat matches it perfectly. I’m glad I don’t need to spend much time there, although the F&W truck at my disposal is pretty grungy as well, and smells of stale cigarettes. I drive with the windows open as often as I can.
Ava’s office is an entirely different story. The animation studio is like a playland for grownups who don’t want to admit they’ve grown up. There’s a game room, with pool and ping pong and foosball tables, plus free soda machines, free snack machines, free vintage video games—Galaga, Tempest, Pole Position, all my old favorites. The furniture is purple velvet and sparkly pleather and crazily welded metal; there are funky lights in all colors hanging on long wires from the ceiling. A constant sound track of side effects and Loony Tunes tunes plays in the common areas. The sound room Ava works in is pretty tame compared to the rest of the building, but it is still cool; a mural of women swinging their hips covers one whole wall.
Ava had some trouble with the bright colors during the pregnancy—they made her queasy. She did a lot of work with her eyes closed. She didn’t have the typical food cravings or aversions; instead, she craved earth tones and tablas music. She couldn’t stand neon or snare drums. She wanted her senses soothed. I did what I could to help, but neither of us were very relaxed those nine months.
We were both horny, though, which was great. Aside from the last cumbersome couple of weeks, pregnant sex was great. Ava really let loose. I think the fact that she couldn’t get pregnant was liberating for her, and it was awfully nice to not have to use birth control. Plus, Ava, who was not always quick to respond—even though she eventually got there, with my persistence--was very juicy. All the time, it seemed. Must have been the pregnancy hormones. Our sex life dried up quite a bit after the baby was born, which I guess is normal, though much lamented, at least on my part.
During labor, Ava called out for her mother. Given their complicated history, I didn’t know how serious Ava was about wanting her there. But she kept yelling “Omma!” during the peak of her contractions, and I thought maybe I should do something about it.
“Do you want me to call her?” I asked. She nodded, her face dripping with sweat, her eyes popping out of her skull, her cheekbones wanting to shoot through her skin. I could swear she was pushing, even though she had been only five centimeters dilated a few minutes before, and our midwife Sally hadn’t said it was time to push yet. It all seemed to be happening so fast.
“I don’t know if she can get here in time,” I said. It was a two, sometimes three, hour drive.
“Call her!” she yelled, her voice coming from a very deep dark place. She grabbed my arm so hard, it left gouges.
I picked up the phone. Anchee answered it the way she always does. “What?”
“Anchee, hi,” I said. “It’s Darryl. Ava’s in labor. Can I talk to Helen?”
“Helen!” she yelled. “Del!” They both call me that. They both have a hard time with my name—Del is much easier. I heard a lot of shuffling in the background.
Helen got on the phone. “Annyong?” she said. She said something else, but I couldn’t hear her. Sally had given Ava her drum to help her get through the contractions. She was pounding on it madly; it sounded like a stampede.
Helen heard it, too. She heard it and she started singing with her scary, amazing, pansori voice, the grunts and dips and trills and shrieks. I put the phone by the end table so Ava could hear her.
“Omma!” she yelled and smacked at the drum harder. Her palms were sore for days.
As she was drumming, as she was squatting naked and drumming and shouting with Helen singing through the wires, the baby’s head emerged. Even Sally wasn’t prepared for it, she practically had to dive across the room to catch the baby. Bella slipped out of Ava straight into Sally’s hands. She wailed and wailed, adding her brand-new voice to this jolting chorus of women.
I cut the cord. It was blue and pulsing and gorgeous. The exact opposite of the wires that kill the raptors. I could imagine a cord like this strung between telephone poles; if a bird lit down upon it, it would turn brilliant colors. It would be able to fly forever.
I kissed Bella’s head, still slick with vernix and blood and amniotic fluid. I looked at her scrunched closed eyes, her open mouth, her bare wet gums. I looked at the little bumps on her cheeks. I looked at her waving fingers, the impossibly tiny windows of her nails. I breathed in her raw warm scent. I think maybe I started to pass out. I think I would have passed out if it weren’t for Helen shrieking through the phone line, if it weren’t for the placenta flopping out of Ava straight on to my shoes.
“I’m sorry,” she said. She was laughing and crying all at once. She held out her red, callused, palms for me to see. They were hot against my lips.
Sally slipped Bella into Ava’s arms. I felt dizzy, looking at the two of them together. My family. I couldn’t believe it. These two strangers, these two incredible strangers, were my family.
Newborn time is unlike any other time I know. Ava and I sat on the couch, staring at Bella’s face, for hours. We couldn’t get enough of the staring. It was like her face was food; we needed a constant infusion of it. We were suspended in a hazy state, sweet as the burnt sugar smell of the top of her head. I loved the top of her head, the fontanel that dipped below her tightly curled hair, the place where we could see her pulse.
I hated having to go to work. Bella’s face hung in front of me all day; her top lip with its nursing blister, her ridiculously long eyelashes, the hair that furred the edges of her cheeks. I couldn’t wait to get back home and hold her and smell her. She smelled like bread dough, or cake batter—her seedy, mustard-colored poops were yeasty, her mouth a cistern of milk, her skin a fine, sweet flour. I even liked the tangy parts of her—even the weird gray goop that accumulated in the fold between her neck and chin, even her rotting umbilical cord stump, the pus that accumulated below it. I liked to swab it with alcohol dipped Q-tips. When the little scab fell off, I was tempted to eat it.
Ava, lactating, smelled like panne cotta, one of my favorite desserts. Her hair was almond oil, her skin ginger and metal, her mouth ginger and cabbage and steam.
Ava sort of disappeared into motherhood. She was on maternity leave of an indeterminate length. The studio told her she was welcome to come back when ever she was ready; someone else would mix up her farts in the meanwhile. Until then, she existed just to hold Bella, to nurse Bella, to rock Bella. When Bella was asleep, she was just there to watch the pulse in Bella’s throat, to listen for her cry.
Whenever Ava’s mother came to spend time with us, she insisted on holding the baby unless she needed to nurse. She was convinced that Ava was going to do something to harm Bella. But even though there was an undercurrent of blame and guilt to Helen’s visits, a veil of peace descended upon the three of us as we sat together and stared at Bella’s face. It was addictive. It was a drug. A soporific. A high. That little punim made us feel vulnerable and powerful and deeply, deeply, grateful.
When the pediatrician first told us there was a problem, I noticed a strange look on Ava’s face. It was as if she had known something bad was going to happen. As if she had been waiting for the other shoe to drop, as if she was finally getting what was coming to her. As if her mother had been right. Payback for all the birds she had killed—with chocolate, with Teflon and carpet cleaning fumes, with good intentions gone awry. Her expression was resignation mixed with fear mixed with defiance mixed with a weird sort of relief. I didn’t know such alchemy was possible on her face. Even when I kissed her, it didn’t go away. I had to admit, part of me had been waiting for the other shoe to drop, too—ever since Deborah’s death, a tender corner of myself had been bracing inside, ever vigilant, waiting for the next fatal blow.
The doctor showed us what a normal blood cell looks like. It’s kind of like a donut, a round pillow with a little dip in the middle. A torus, he called it, which made me think of bulls. The drawing he showed us was red and glossy. It was beautiful.
“It looks like your nipples,” I whispered into Ava’s ear. Not that hers are red like that. They’re brown, with some pink patches as if the melanin’s been rubbed away. Shabby chic nipples. But the shape was right. Her inverted nipples. She’s always been self-conscious of them, but I think they’re great. They’re charming, the same way dimples are charming. I like the challenge of drawing them out. Her shy nipples.
She shot me a dirty look. I’m sure she didn’t want me to be thinking about her nipples at a time like that, although all we had been thinking about was her nipples—would it be hard to nurse with her nipples? Would the baby get enough milk? We bought special little glass inserts for her to wear inside her bra; they were supposed to help encourage nipple hard-ons. Maybe the temperature usually does the trick—the glass is pretty cold—but it didn’t seem to help her much.
Fortunately, the baby’s mouth knows just what to do. Bella is a vacuum. She pulls Ava’s nipples out so far, they look like Tootsie Rolls. Even I’ve never made them look like that. Bella pulls away and Ava’s nipples are jutting out like hard chewy candies, milk sheeting out of them, and I just stare in amazement. How did we create this little person who could change Ava’s nipples like that?
The doctor showed us a picture of a sickle cell. I was going to whisper to Ava, “That looks like a penis”, but I thought better of it. I didn’t think she’d appreciate that kind of humor. But it did look like a penis, like a pointy penis coming out of the end of a loopy scrotum. It, too, was red and glossy, like the privates I’ve seen on some primates.
“See, the normal blood cell is nice and round. It can move through the blood vessels without incident,” said the doctor. “A sickle cell, on the other hand, is hard and sharp. The cells bump into each other; sometimes they break apart. Sometimes they clog up the blood vessels.”
“What happens then?” Ava asked.
“Well, this can cause pain,” said the doctor. Ava let out a mangled cry. I put my arm around her. She kissed Bella’s head, dripped tears all over her tightly coiled hair. “Or it can cause a low blood count, or anemia, or infection. Organ damage. Delayed growth. Sometimes stroke. I’ll give you a flyer explaining the risks.”
“How did she get it?” I asked. I felt dizzy.
“It’s inherited,” the doctor said. “She got it from both of you. If only one parent has the sickle gene, the baby gets the sickle trait. If both parents have the gene, the baby gets the disease.”
“But isn’t it an African-American thing?” I asked. Ava’s father was a black service man stationed in Korea. She had never met him before, didn’t even know his name. As far as I could tell, I was white as a bone, although some of my relatives on my father’s side, especially my father himself, had what they called an olive complexion.
“It’s predominantly African-American,” he said, “But not exclusively. All babies are tested for it.”
“Is it fatal?” Ava barely whispered.
“It can be, in a small number of cases,” said the doctor, and I felt ready to pass out, “but with treatment and careful monitoring, most patients can lead fairly normal lives.”
“What do we do now?” I asked. My arm tightened around Ava.
“There’s a certain regimen to follow,” the doctor said. “Folic acid every day. Antibiotics every day starting at two months of age. Lots of fluids. No extremes of temperature. Plenty of rest. Regular check ups.”
“That doesn’t seem too bad,” I said. I could feel Ava relax a little in the crook of my elbow.
“Then there are things you have to watch out for,” he said. “Fevers. Shortness of Breath. Excessive tiredness. Abdominal Swelling. Pain. There are other things, as well. I’ll give you a brochure. And you’ll need to make an appointment with a hematologist.”
Ava and I looked at each other. I’m sure we were thinking the same thing—how are we going to know if Bella’s in pain? How will we know if she is crying because her blood cells are backed up rather than because she is wet or hungry? How are we going to tell if her belly is swollen when it’s so round already? How will we know if she’s excessively tired, when all she wants to do is sleep? Don’t all babies sleep a lot?
“Essentially, just watch for anything unusual,” the doctor said.
At that point, everything was unusual. Having a baby was unusual. Being married again was unusual. Living in L.A. was unusual. If he had told us to watch for something usual, I’d have a better idea what to look for.
We had a steady stream of visitors. Helen, mostly—sometimes with Anchee, sometimes alone. The house always smelled wonderful when Helen came to visit—she was constantly brewing up soups, setting up kimchi, braising short ribs, steaming rice in our little kitchen. After the sickle cell disease was diagnosed, Helen stopped being so hard on Ava. She must have seen Ava’s face, seen that she was blaming herself enough already.
Ava’s babyhood was so difficult for Helen; it was wonderful to see her hold Bella and just be able to love her, to sing to her (much to my relief, she kept the pansori out of her lullaby repertoire; her voice was lovely when it wasn’t terrifying.) Ava and I speculated about whether the fact that Bella’s skin tone is so much closer to Helen’s than Ava’s made it possible for Helen to feel such a connection with her. When Ava was little, Helen didn’t like to be seen in public with her—the disparity of their skin tones made her self-conscious, made her feel vulnerable to attack. With Bella, she didn’t have those fears. It was as if Bella was her true daughter.
Our friend--Ava’s old landlord, Frieda, and her nine year old daughter Jeniece drove out from the Salton Sea a few times, once the day after Thanksgiving with a huge turkey and all the trimmings from the Aloha Room (on the actual holiday we had eaten grilled cheese—very thankfully, I might add).
Neighbors we hadn’t even met yet left occasional casseroles on our small concrete front porch—tamale pie, tofu-and-squash hot pot, big heaps of rice noodles in peanut sauce. I didn’t know who to return the dishes to—I left them washed on the front step with thank you notes inside. They were gone by the next time I opened the door.
Misuki and Layla from Ava’s work came by, bearing a baby Hello Kitty t-shirt, teensy Doc Martens and one of those little canisters that moo when you turn them upside down. The people in my new office gave me a box of pink bubblegum cigars. The people from my old office sent a plush pelican doll. Its lower beak looked very scrotal. I wasn’t sure I wanted Bella playing with it; I put it high up in our closet where I hoped I would forget about it until she was in college.
My parents flew down from San Francisco five weeks after Bella was born. I was hesitant to invite them—I wanted to wipe my hands clean of them after the mikvah disaster—but Ava insisted.
“I want Bella to know her family,” she said, the way only someone who had known precisely one relative could. “I want them to know her.”
“Even after what my mom did to you?” I asked.
“I didn’t drown,” she said, tears filling her eyes.
They arrived the first night of Chanukah, which, that year, happened to also be Christmas Eve. They were upset we hadn’t set out a menorah, although they were relieved we hadn’t set up a Christmas tree, either. Ava and I hadn’t gotten around to any sort of holiday planning—Bella was all the festivity we needed. My parents were particularly upset about the sickle cell—it seemed to be their main reason for coming down. I don’t know whether they would have wanted to meet their first grandchild, otherwise. Their non-Deborah grandchild.
Ava tried to keep busy during their visit—going to the bedroom to nurse Bella (even though she normally had no problem nursing in front of people), working at her computer with headphones clamped over her ears—but she couldn’t avoid my mother completely. Things were fairly civil until my mom offered to bathe Bella.
“Like hell you will!” Ava snarled, and my mom’s head snapped back as if Ava had punched her. After a moment, though, both of them started to laugh, and the tension in the air dissolved, at least long enough for us to enjoy a round of jelly donuts.
Right before my parents left, my father placed a small cardboard box, wrapped around with several layers of packing tape, the kind with tough strands striped through it, on the coffee table.
They had already given us a crystal menorah, a teak dreidel, the silver rattle from my babyhood, three pink outfits from Saks, miniature tennis shoes, hooded towels, a wind up swing, a bouncy chair, a small mezzuzah for Bella’s bedroom doorway, and a set of bottles, even though we had told them Ava was going to breastfeed.
“Another gift?” I asked.
“Not exactly,” said my father. “These were my mother’s journals. They might hold some answers for you.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “Answers to what?”
“You’ll see,” he said. “She was a dancer—did you know that? A dancer in Europe.”
“I had no idea,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“She didn’t want anyone to know about her past,” he said. “It made her too sad to think about it.”
“Why didn’t you tell me after she died?”
“I guess it made me too sad to think about it, too.” He put the box on my lap. It was surprisingly heavy.
It shouldn’t have been weird to think of my grandmother having a past, but it was. Growing up, I figured she had always been an old woman. She was very religious, very strict. Boring, I thought. I figured she had always led a pretty humdrum life, a long beige run of it. I had no clue she had ever been a dancer. She was so wracked with arthritis all the years I knew her, she could barely move (although, now that I think of it, there was something about the way she lit the Shabbas candles, some deftness in her fingers, some beauty in her wrists…)
Mostly, my grandmother was just this little crabbed and crabby presence in my life; she was an obligation, more than anything—my interaction with her was limited to thank you cards for the strange presents she sent (salt and pepper shakers, satin handkerchiefs, sock garters), a few stilted phone conversations, and the yearly trip we took to Chicago to visit her in her retirement hotel.
I remembered the veins on her hands, how they stuck up like blue worms. I had wanted to stick pins in them to see if they would ooze blue liquid, like snowcone syrup. I remembered her musty smell. I remembered the jar of pickled onions she kept in her dorm-sized fridge, next to the celery sticks in a cup of water and the tube of liverwurst. I remembered the little rye toasts, the size of doll bread. I remembered her accent, guttural and liquid all at once. I remembered the way her spotty scalp showed through her wispy hair. I remembered her soaps that smelled too loudly of roses, her prim guest towels that everyone was too self-conscious to use, the scary looking enema bag that hung from the faucet in the tub. I remembered a gold picture frame that was always turned face down on the table next to her sofa. Once I tried to lift it and she gave my hand a slap.
I usually couldn’t wait to go back home, even though I liked Chicago, itself. I loved going down into the coal mines at the Museum of Science and Industry, loved riding the glass elevators of Water Tower Place, but I could never shake my grandmother’s cobweb scent out of my nose, not until long after we were back on Lombard Street.
Maybe the young always dismiss the old. I used to think that 31—my current age—was old; it wasn’t even that long ago. With a child of my own, I finally felt the pull of family history, the family ties cinched around each blood vessel in my body, Bella’s body. I felt how time smoothes over old stories, works them back into the soil; they’re always there at the roots, but at some point, they’re much harder, if not impossible, to find. Now that I had these stories in a box, my grandmother’s stories in a box, I wanted to know them, know her, her sadness.
When Ava showed me her mother’s story, the story she was able to cull from the wild late-night song and drum sessions they share, I was fascinated. I understood why Ava would want to know the story of her mother’s life—it was such a hard story, such a veiled story; I knew she needed to make peace with her mother’s past, or at least begin to make sense of it. I remember feeling a little jealous—and feeling guilty for feeling jealous—because my family history seemed so dull by comparison. Everyone knows the story of assimilated Jews.
Up until the moment my parents showed me this box, it was as if I had thought of my family history in black and white, or sepia tones. Suddenly I had the opportunity to see it in Technicolor.
When my parents left, Ava and I were relieved, but I was also filled with gratitude. I felt a new kind of love for them, a more general and generic love (which was much easier for me than anything specific); Bella wouldn’t be possible without their genes. Bella wouldn’t exist if they, out of all the billions of people on this planet, hadn’t met each other, if they hadn’t made me, if my father’s one sperm out of countless millions hadn’t found that certain egg in my mother; if my sperm out of countless millions hadn’t found that particular egg in Ava, if I hadn’t found Ava in the first place. The fact that any of us existed at all seemed impossible and miraculous. I had to love my parents for that very fact alone.
I set about trying to find a translator. I posted a few queries online and put notecards up on bulletin boards—the language departments at UCLA and USC, coffee shops that catered to the intelligentsia, the Simon Wiesenthal Center, the Holocaust Museum; I placed cheap ads in the LA Weekly, the Jewish Journal. I knew it might be difficult to find one person who could translate all three languages, especially the Yiddish. I figured I might have to hire two or three people to do the job. I made it clear in the ads that I didn’t have a ton of money to offer. It couldn’t be a full time job for anyone, unless they were independently wealthy; it would have to be someone’s side project, someone’s pet project.
I knew it would take awhile, but I was impatient. I wanted to read these pages right away. I wanted to understand these scratches and scrawls, these stories that are scudding through my veins, my baby’s veins. I chided myself for not learning a living language in high school. I learned Greek. Ancient Greek and Hebrew. I thought I was being so scholarly. I should have taken French. Then I could have read at least part of the journals. Not that I had known of their existence. Not that I would have been interested even if I had known of their existence, being wrapped up, as I was, in my earnest pursuit of hippie chicks.
I received very few responses to my ads. One man called, talking in Yiddish so fast it sounded like gobbledygook; I was excited to hear from a Yiddish speaker, but his English was so sparse and spotty, I knew we couldn’t use him. A high school girl called, sounding bright and enthusiastic, but she was only in her first semester of French, and pronounced “Bon jour” with a hard J. One college student who knew both Russian and French seemed promising, but he had so much on his plate already—17 units, a part time tutoring job, school paper reporting duties, wrestling team obligations, a girlfriend. I knew he wouldn’t be able to make the translating a priority, as much as he said he wanted to, and I was impatient (plus, I didn’t want to contribute to what seemed to be his imminent burn out.)
Then Zipporah called.
“I know every language known to man,” she said, in her thick Brooklyn accent. “I’m a savant that way. I can’t speak many languages, but I can read them and I can write them and I can translate them.”
“Every language known to man?” I asked, wondering who this crackpot was.
“And woman,” she said. “Just about. There are just a few of the African languages I don’t know, a couple of Chinese dialects. But otherwise, I have a gift.”
“Where did you find the ad?”
“It found me,” she said. “I was walking out of Canter’s Deli and I noticed something was stuck to my shoe. I peeled it off and Voila! It was your card.”
At least she knew one word of French.
“We didn’t put one up at Canter’s,” I said, although it would have been a good idea. It's on Fairfax, right in the heart of the most Jewish section of L.A. The deli is open all night—it’s frequented by rock stars who have a craving for corned beef after their gigs as well as Hasids who want a good bowl of matzo ball soup after shul. I wondered how the ad had found its way there.
“Anyway, I know French, I know Yiddish, I know Russian. I have some time. I figured it was bershert.”
Meant to be. One of the few Yiddish words I know.
“Can we meet to discuss this?” I asked.
“Canter’s. Tomorrow. Two o’clock. I’ll be the one you can’t miss.” She hung up the phone.
<><><>
The girl’s hair always fell loose from her bun; strands sprang out where they were supposed to lay flat. Her leotard sagged in strange places. Her left foot sickled in, pigeon toed. She didn’t tuck the ties of her slippers neatly under the elastic bands. Her posture was off, her spine crooked. Still, she was the most promising student among the youngest class at the Imperial Ballet School. It was something about her arms. They were magnificent—articulate and fluid and full of power. The teachers would stop in their tracks, just to watch her arms pivot in their sockets. First position, second position, third, fourth, fifth—her elbows and shoulders and wrists rose and fell like the waves, the sun, some primal and fearsome force of nature.
The girl was not allowed to stay with the other students in the damask curtained dormitory rooms. No one said the word Jew, but the suspicion coursed below everyone’s response to her, like an underground river. She slept with the cooks and scullery maids; her “aunt” Masha kept an eye on her, let her scrunch next to her in her cot.
Every night, Masha taught her a few new words. Every night, an axe cut a swath straight through the heart of her dreams. She woke up often, sweaty and disoriented, her heart pounding like mad. She had large circles under her eyes during the day. She looked ill, but she wasn’t. She was just exhausted.
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