
1

Quarterly 05 

Everyone 
has an 

elsewhere

ISSN 2979-3017



WritersMosaic Quarterly 05

  

WritersMosaic Quarterly features essays 
drawn from WritersMosaic Magazine, 
showcasing UK writers, especially those from 
the global majority. Previous issues of WMQ 
have celebrated the centenary of Frantz Fanon, 
new writing by Iranian women and reflections 
on the power and poignancy of objects of 

migration. In this fifth edition, writers take  
up the challenge of evoking past truths with 
few sources and unreliable memories.

WritersMosaic Magazine, a division of  
the Royal Literary Fund, can be found at  
www.writersmosaic.org.uk

Hannah Lowe Searching for Nelsa Lowe • 4
Naneh Hovhannisyan Sketches from the edges • 6

Colin Grant Think pathology? • 10
Maria Jastrzębska Forests where past and present meet • 12

Mirza Waheed My father’s places • 16
Suzanne Harrington Luc and Peggy • 19

Andy Bay Anna Freud at the Freud Museum • 23
Isabelle Dupuy King Herod in Florida • 26

Sarah Issever Devotion • 29



33

F or Everyone has an elsewhere, nine writers embark on a quest to evoke 

pasts whose truths are slippery and elusive: a kind of time travel to 

such moments, whether physical, metaphorical or a combination of both. 

This edition takes its title from Mirza Waheed’s tender essay ‘My 

father’s places’ and features similarly poignant pieces, like Naneh’s 

Hovhannisyan’s ‘Sketches from the edges’ and Hannah Lowe’s ‘Searching 

for Nelsa Lowe’, which details her efforts to discover more about her aunt 

Nelsa from very few sources, taking her to Jamaica. The stories by Mirza, 

Naneh and Hannah all serve as bridges between the living and the dead.

A simple pilgrimage to the Freud Museum rekindles Andy Bay’s 

appreciation of Sigmund Freud’s daughter Anna’s pioneering work in 

child psychology along with Andy’s reflections on his own encounters 

with psychoanalysis. ‘Devotion’, an autofiction by Sarah Issever, reads as 

a yearning for reunion and an act of familial devotion towards a brother 

who left home aged six to start rabbinical training.

In ‘King Herod in Florida’, the admiration that Haitian writer 

Isabelle Dupuy feels for the Harlem Renaissance novelist Zora Neale 

Hurston inspires her own journey to Eatonville, Hurston’s hometown. 

In traveling alone as a Black woman writer in the South, Isabelle identi-

fies with Hurston and her fearlessness.

The notion of ‘meeting yourself coming back’ informs Suzanne 

Harrington’s musings on her life as an enquiring and rebellious young 

woman having left Ireland in the 1980s to seek experiences abroad with 

like-minded adventurers. 

Writers may not always like what they find when digging into mem-

ories with their pens. An uncomfortable reckoning with the past is at the 

centre of ‘Think pathology?’, my reflections on the way a medical school 

education had framed my inability to see people as anything but exam-

ples of walking pathology.

My selective perception has evolved since then, I hope, from pathol-

ogy to pathos, and this essay takes its place amongst the others in this 

edition that are all notably shaped by empathy. I suspect you’ll find 

them, as I have, surprising, heartrending, revelatory and a joy to read.

Colin Grant

Editorial
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I ’d always known I had an aunt named 

Nelsa in Jamaica, one of my father’s 

many Afro-Chinese half-sisters and 

brothers. I’d also known, for as long as 

I can remember, that she had taken her 

own life shortly after I was born.

I recall my dad saying she had a bad 

thing for men or perhaps it was a thing for 

bad men.

When my half-brother Rob cleared 

out his mother’s house six or seven 

years ago, he came home with a portrait 
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HANNAH LOWE

Searching for Nelsa Lowe

Nelsa Lowe, 
1955

Courtesy of 
Hannah Lowe
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newspaper, a death certificate, a man who 

knew my aunt in passing 50 years ago. 

How to reconstruct her life, with so little 

to go on?

And whose story is it to tell? From 

the beginning, I was mindful of the ethics 

of writing Nelsa’s story. I hope I have 

walked the terrain of this project with 

enough care.

Over months, I have corresponded 

with writers and thinkers across the 

world: experts in Caribbean women’s 

lives, in the Chinese Caribbean, in sex 

work, and also those from the world of 

esotericism – a tarot reader in Bethnal 

Green, a medium in California, readers of 

the I Ching, the ancient book of Chinese 

divination.

I called on artists to respond to 

Nelsa’s photo and, one by one, letters 

and artwork devoted to my aunt arrived 

in the post, including an image from the 

photographic artist Dominique Nok, who 

coloured in my aunt’s portrait.

All of these responses and 

conversations opened my mind much 

more fully to my aunt Nelsa’s story, 

rooting her in my mind and heart so 

surely, I have often felt she is here beside 

me as I write.

photograph of Nelsa, the only one I’ve ever 

seen. She must have posted it to my father 

in London. The inscription says To Ralph, 

from Nelsa, with all my love, 6/8/55 – but if 

you look closely, you’ll see she has signed 

her name Moy, then crossed it out. Moy in 

Cantonese means little sister – a term of 

endearment and familiarity – and was, 

I came to find out, the name Nelsa was 

known by in Kingston.

But before this, I only had the 

photograph to go on, and one reference in 

the digital archives of The Gleaner, which 

mentions her ownership of the Moby Dick, 

a famous downtown Kingston restaurant, 

and refers to her as the legendary Nelsa 

Lowe.

My search to know more about 

my aunt has taken me back to Jamaica 

several times and to the few people still 

alive who knew her – two of whom told 

me that my aunt was a well-known figure 

in Kingston in the 1960s, not just as a 

restaurant hostess but as the proprietress 

of a waterfront brothel. But women like 

my aunt – despite her success in business 

– are rarely memorialised, not least 

because she worked in a subterranean 

and illegal industry.

A photograph, a brief mention in a 

Moy in Cantonese means 
little sister – a term of 

endearment and familiarity
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I n the year 2000, my mother, my brother and I were living in ‘Bangladesh’, 

which I begrudged – for being far from our relatives, and even further 

from the city centre and my friends. 

Allegedly, when the area was being developed, reports from 

Bangladesh’s war of independence dominated the Soviet news, and 

builders, equating this edge of town with the far-away trouble spot, 

joked that they worked in Bangladesh, meaning a hot and messy, periph-

eral and poor place. 

That is how it felt to me. It was as if I did not live in Yerevan: no 

metro station nearby; the end of the bus route; unmistakably mar-

ginal. Beyond our street, whose address we neither knew nor needed to, 

was arid scrubland. Our part of the Armenian capital, the same age as 

Bangladesh the country, seemed malformed – aged without ever having 

blossomed. 

NANEH HOVHANNISYAN

Sketches from the edges
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Officially, the district was called Malatia-Sebastia – the two towns 

which Ottoman Armenians who settled there in the early twentieth 

century had fled. By the time we moved there, Malatia-Sebastia was 

absorbed into the greater Yerevan, its inheritance of expulsion replaced 

by a symbol of resistance: General Andranik’s statue at the main round-

about. In brutal, phallic glory, 1970s and ‘80s high-rises stood in clusters 

along wide streets, overlooking a district of functionality divided into 

nameless segments: A1, A2, B1, B2. 

Our rented apartment was on the top floor of a nine-storey, con-

crete-panelled block. Insolvent without being homeless, this was all we 

could afford. Running water was a problem, so showers were a bitty 

affair involving buckets, scoops and immersion heaters. The roof leaked, 

so under the crack in the hallway permanently sat either a bowl or a 

pail, swapped in quick choreography when either one filled up. Clumps 

of dust formed on our disused balcony, where we hung the washing  

and plastic bags with erotic images, foreign words or the names of 

Western brands. 

In this home of ours, we tried to marry our reality and aspirations. 

Yet hope was no abstract concept. With the backs of our necks, through 

EVERYONE HAS AN ELSEWHERE
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In this home of ours, we 
tried to marry our reality 

and aspirations. 
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With every 
soothing 
sentence, 
she watered 
seeds of 
hope; every 
word leaving 
her mouth 
lifting me for 
that day.
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unarticulated pathways of our minds, we nursed a distant ambition for 

a long-awaited place of our own.

Meanwhile, we huddled together around a coil heater as my mother 

remade old sweaters into cardigans, and my brother revised for univer-

sity. On weekends, he, as a porter, and I, as a receptionist, supplemented 

the household’s income at a boutique hotel an hour away. Weekday eve-

nings brought light relief as the Colombian soap opera Coffee with the 

Scent of a Woman aired from Moscow. In it, Gaviota, a mere – yet spirited 

– plantation worker made her way in a world set up against her. 

On my days off from my job at the radio station, my mother and I 

visited her friend. Also renting in Bangladesh, single mum Rita was 

unconventional and entirely unconcerned by her social predicament. 

She played Eduard Zorikyan’s songs on her guitar, stored sugar in a 

Café Pelé tub and, as a certified astrolog and Tarot card reader, earned 

a modest living with her seances. She 

forecast our future for free, shooing away 

our shared ennui, and her prognosis took 

years off Mama: ‘This Capricorn,’ she said, 

eyeballing me, ‘will go far.’ Say a flat in cen-

tral Yerevan, I thought. With every sooth-

ing sentence, she watered seeds of hope; 

every word leaving her mouth lifting me 

for that day.

As we walked back, placid stray dogs 

ignored us. Bangladeshtsi – as we were 

referred to in Armenian – were undisturbed. 

Self-sufficient and young, free of idling  

visitors, the district was kissed by the curse 

of all suburbs: its air of resignation left to 

itself. Cars screeched up the tarmacked 

slope, honking various tunes, and young-

sters in Zico sandals squatted, silently 

smoking. Couples strolled past – he, with 

an arm on her shoulder; she, gazing ahead. 

Young trees, a carousel and tiles neatly laid 

on the pavement in the park. Residents 

roamed – grannies with swaddled babies in 

their arms, toddlers on fathers’ shoulders, 
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schoolboys playing football. Bakeries churned out warm matnakash, 

husbands brought home the meat, and lifts in the high-rises whirred 

and creaked their laborious way up.

Maybe this corner of Yerevan – was it still Yerevan? – though not in 

the centre of events, did have its charm.

Still, I daydreamed about the city proper, which seemed light-years 

away. Light-years away were the clever conversations in Abovyan Street 

cafés, busloads of glamorous visitors from the diaspora, bouquets from 

Brabion Flora Service, mushrooming electronics shops, and – a novelty 

– black 4x4s driven by shady characters. Light-years and a fifty-minute  

ride from our ultimate stop in a rickety number 77 white Latvian RAF 

minibus on its uptown route (for, in topographic terms, you are in a dip 

here). Through the layers of linoleum and metal in the hole of the mar-

shrutka’s floor, I’d follow the asphalt’s run all the way to Operà, where 

life pulsated. 

Here, for my radio show, I once interviewed the editor of a women’s 

magazine. She was living my dream: her own business and home in 

central Yerevan. When I enquired about her plans, she smiled a wide, 

red-lipsticked smile, shook her mane of wavy black hair, swept her fringe 

off her magnificent forehead and said, ‘Pareez, Pareez’. Then, rolling her 

eyes, ‘All I want now is to see Paris and then die’. 

So the ground under my feet was shifting. Events had no centre, or 

it was always elsewhere.

No photos exist of our time in Bangladesh – none were taken. A 

camera was beyond our means. Besides, documenting the present was 

the last thing on our minds. All that preceded that hallowed focal point, 

the future, was a nuisance, an obstacle on our way. Yet our ninth-floor 

flat, that swan song of our rented accommodation, is precious. 

As the twentieth century premiered, Zvartnots Airport’s futuristic 

tower stood as if in a sci-fi movie. In the departure lounge, families steal 

one more quick hug, holding tight till the last announcement to board 

the flight. Among them, mine. 

Like an accident victim walking away from the site of the crash,  

I left Bangladesh, Yerevan and Armenia. 

*Names have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.
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T he tattered black-and-white 1985 

yearbook with passport-sized photos 

of my fellow medical students – men 

with sideburns affecting gravitas and 

beguilingly earnest women – heralded 

future lives in a profession that I would 

soon leave. The book was a reminder 

of my five years of unhappiness. 

Nonetheless, in 2025, I accepted an 

invitation to attend a reunion.

More than 40 years earlier, I had 

arrived in Whitechapel to start my 

training at the London Hospital Medical 

School. My first impression was that 

most of the local population was sickly 

and emaciated by poor diet, with 

horrific dentition and skin as grey as the 

buildings. If a local resident died and 

left their body to the medical school, 

dissection revealed lungs blackened not 

necessarily by tobacco smoke but by 

the car fumes that hovered around the 

London Hospital like a permanent cloud.

In one of our first lectures, given by 

a tall, imperious pathologist-provocateur 

called Dr Leeming, whose tangy sarcasm, 

we suspected, had not lessened in all his 

years of lecturing, we were instructed to 

always: ‘Think pathology!’ We all dutifully 

scribbled in our notebooks as he explained:

 ‘You’re walking down the high street, just 

outside, and you see a Bengali woman 

with a hacking cough, honking onto the 

pavement. Observe the colour of the 

sputum. Is there blood in it? Tuberculosis? 

There’s a sixty-year-old fellow whose 

route to the off-licence takes him past the 

entrance of this hallowed institution every 

day. Bent over like an arthritic jockey, he 

has a mirror in his hand so that he can see 

where he’s going. On the few occasions 

when he straightens up, you’ll see half his 

nose is missing. That’s tertiary syphilis, 

isn’t it? Keep your eyes peeled and think 

pathology, always be thinking pathology.’

Leeming may have been cynical, 

but his approach was preferable to the 

ritualistic, verbal dressing-downs that 

passed for education on ward rounds. 

Before medical school, I had associated 

the practice of public humiliation with 

the ill-educated, ignorant English people 

who dressed up their antipathy towards 

my Jamaican father and his friends with 

a kind of surly, faux politeness. I expected 

it from them. But it was a shock to see 

scorn as the default position of learned 

medical practitioners at an institution 

that was once home to Joseph Merrick, the 

‘Elephant Man’, and had striven to live up 

to the motto: Homo sum: humani nihil a 

me alienum puto (I am a human being,  

I consider nothing that is human alien  

to me).

Medical school served up a daily diet 

of humiliation: it was built into the very 

COLIN GRANT

Think pathology?
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that if I remained in medicine, I would 

count amongst the sick, at least mentally. 

I would cross over from the golden elite 

who dispensed medicine to the great mass 

of the pathologised who received their 

treatments. 

Forty years on, I wavered outside the 

teaching hospital. It took me 30 minutes 

of pacing up and down the nearby streets 

before I summoned a friend to help me 

through the doors. In this voluntary 

pilgrimage to the past through the 

reunion, meeting ourselves coming back,  

I realised that I had dodged a bullet. 

In a life of writing, I had been freed 

from having to ‘think pathology’ and 

instead was able to ‘think pathos’. I could 

conceive, in ways I had failed to in my 

youth, that we were all – me and my 

newly rediscovered medical friends with 

their double hip replacements, broken 

marriages and florid manias masked as 

eccentricity – candidates for compassion.

fabric of the institution and never even 

questioned. The consultant teaching at 

the London Hospital regularly humiliated 

the senior registrar; the senior registrar 

turned his ire on the registrar; the 

registrar held the senior house officer 

in contempt; and the house officer was 

the last in the line, the dog to be kicked, 

because there was no one else left. It could 

be argued that the medical staff, with their 

withering comments, were preparing us 

for the lives ahead of us. But to see grown 

men and women scorned and infantilised 

by their superiors was disturbing. I felt 

their embarrassment was heightened by 

our being witness to it.  

At heart, I knew in those first weeks 

that I’d made a profound mistake. Even 

though our lecturers reminded us that 

we had chosen our profession wisely 

because ‘the sick will always be with 

us’, I knew medicine was a wrong turn. 

It took me five more years to recognise 

EVERYONE HAS AN ELSEWHERE
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‘Is this paranoia?’ 
I ask Jola. 
‘Well, just 
because you’re 
paranoid 
doesn’t mean 
they’re not out 
to get you,’  
she replies.
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I ’m back again in Warsaw. Lime trees (lipy) are blossoming everywhere. 

The scent of their fuzzy, star-shaped yellow and white flowers hangs in 

the warm air. For this visit, my partner and I have decided to take a trip 

east into the countryside to see the primaeval forest. The forest we want 

to visit is a UNESCO World Heritage Site at Białowiez
.
a renowned for its 

biodiversity, including the famous wild European bison, and it is close 

to the border between Poland and Belarus. Tragically, this borderland 

has become the site of brutal pushbacks against refugees trying to enter 

Poland via Belarus from Afghanistan, Syria, Yemen, Iraqi Kurdistan and 

Cameroon. Some people have lost their lives trapped in this no-man’s-

land, where volunteers, journalists and NGOs are prevented from help-

ing them by the border guards and, more recently, the military. 

Over lunch, our friend Jola explains 

that the Polish authorities have erected 

a steel fence inside the Polish border. 

There have been countless injuries as 

people try to scale it. Now, the Polish 

government is extending the no-go 

buffer zone, aiming to strengthen the 

border. Since the Russian army invaded 

Ukraine in 2022, Russia has been using 

the refugees and migrants, weap-

onising them to destabilise European 

Union states by pushing large num-

bers of them illegally across EU bor-

ders. Increasing numbers of them have 

Russian visas. The Belarussian govern-

ment supports the Russian government 

so is widely seen as complicit in this 

tactic and as taking revenge for previ-

ous EU sanctions. 

MARIA JASTRZĘBSKA

Forests where past  
and present meet
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Ever since the invasion of Ukraine, there is a fear that Poland could 

be next. There is talk of a ‘pre-war situation’. Missiles and fragments of 

drones have landed in neighbouring countries, including Poland and 

Moldova. There’s also talk of a ‘hybrid war’ with borders threatened, 

unexplained arson attacks within Poland and cyber attacks. 

‘Is this paranoia?’ I ask Jola. 

‘Well, just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to 

get you,’ she replies.

We laugh at that old joke from Joseph Heller’s book Catch-22 and 

it lightens the atmosphere. But it’s a grim subject. Compared to other 

families, my parents spoke little about their experiences of the war 

but I remember they were always fearful there might be another one. 

Whenever there were international crises on the news (the Cuban 

Missile Crisis, the Vietnam War), my mother would look at my father 

and ask him if there was going to be another war in Europe. Having been 

Parkland

Photo: Missohio 
Studio
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caught off guard once by the devastation of a world war, she could never 

trust that peace would last. Growing up, I thought they were both being 

over-dramatic. The Balkan Wars of the 1990s and the continuing inva-

sion of Ukraine have proved them right.  

I get all the cutlery out of the metal bucket on the table and arrange 

the knives and forks into borders, the fence and the proposed buffer zone 

extension. It’s the only way I can visualise it. Between the rows of cutlery 

is the no-man’s-land of dense forest that refugees get trapped in, with-

out food or water or shelter, often already brutally injured by the guards. 

Not only are people losing their lives, says Jola, but the animal popula-

tion is suffering too with the increased militarisation of the area, army 

trucks hurtling along roads unsuited to that speed, razor wire endanger-

ing humans and animals alike. At least two bison have been killed. One 

was with a mate. After the dead one was put on a truck for its body to be 

driven away, the partner kept it company by running alongside.

Once we arrive in the east of Poland, we find that the locals are wor-

ried about visitors cancelling their trips. People come from all over the 

world to experience the immense biodiversity of these lands, they tell us. 

They come to see bison, elk, white-winged black terns in the marshlands, 

egrets, cranes and many, many storks and to discover plants such as the 

insect-eating sundew in the peat bog forests further west near Biebrza. 

It is a breathtaking part of Poland, teeming with birdsong and wildlife at 

this time of year, utterly enchanting. We’re up at three in the morning to 

search for bison grazing at the trees’ edge, since with more traffic on the 

roads later in the day they shy away, hiding in dense forestland. ‘I have 

seen four species of woodpecker in one tree alone,’ our forest guide tells 

us proudly. 

This is not the first time that blood has been spilled in these beautiful 

forests. Local people here were murdered by the Nazis and Red Army alike 

during the Second World War. Countless people were deported to the 

labour camps in Siberia by Soviet soldiers. Jews, communists and resist-

ance fighters were publicly executed; hanged outside a local Orthodox 

Church by the Nazis. When some of them hid in the woods and could not 

be found, random locals were rounded up and shot instead, here among 

the very trees we are walking through. 

When we visit the wetlands area, further from the border, another 

guide tells us about the elk, lynxes and wolves and directs our attention 

to animals and birds in the distance. To us, they are blurred dots. It is 
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thanks to her and her long-range fieldscopes that we see elks playing 

together and grazing in the long grass, as well as countless birds, cuck-

oos, egrets and cranes. She also shows us tracks in the earth and differ-

ent kinds of spoor including, to much excitement, the scat of a wolf. ‘We 

used to have a bear coming to these marshlands, but it wandered over 

into Belarus,’ she says. ‘It can’t come back anymore because of the steel 

fence.’ We visit a stork sanctuary full of stork nests, which we can see 

into from tall viewing platforms. The storks are feeding their young. It is 

completely magical. 

We also visit the synagogue in Tykocin, a town which had invited 

Jewish families to live in it during the sixteenth century in order to 

enhance its prosperity. Almost the entire Jewish population was taken in 

trucks by the Nazis to nearby forests and shot. The homes of any remain-

ing Jews were raided and the residents also murdered. Local Christians 

were then forced to dig graves and bury them. We visit the local syna-

gogue, a museum now, not a working temple, and take a few moments to 

sit on the old wooden benches in it.

We skinny dip in a quiet oxbow of the Narew. We take walks in the 

lovely countryside. We eat local potato cakes. Then it’s time to drive back 

to Warsaw. 

I can’t stop thinking about the refugees caught in the forest land 

between the border of Poland and Belarus. I keep thinking how every 

single Polish person I know has parents, grandparents or other family 

members who were once displaced, not knowing if their loved ones were  

still alive or not, wandering hungry, thirsty, trying to escape capture  

or death.  

I can’t stop thinking about 
the refugees caught in 

the forest land between 
the border of Poland  

and Belarus. 

EVERYONE HAS AN ELSEWHERE
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W e’re in Kashmir in a large, 

rectangular garden with at least 

three tall chinar trees presiding over the 

scene. A thin stream runs along the border 

of the garden. Cobblestones mark the 

stream where the grassy ground ends. 

The Tudor-style guesthouse (called 

the Dak Bungalow even though it has 

nothing to do with the dak, or postal 

service, and is considerably larger than a 

bungalow) sits elegantly near the chinars, 

just escaping their all-encompassing 

shade. The entrance to the compound is 

past the maple tree cluster, a path marked 

by a slatted walkway from the metalled 

road that goes to the gates of Verinag, 

the deep spring that is the source of the 

river Jhelum, whose waters come to fill 

the stream in the garden. If you walked 

upstream, you saw its waters branching 

off from the river that gushes out from the 

heart of the spring.

Behind this tourist guesthouse, at 

an oblique angle from the office – the last 

room in a row of rooms on the ground 

floor – is the kitchen and pantry set-up. 

There are some staff rooms here too – 

two painted wooden rooms at most. All 

of this is green: the rock plinth is green, 

the wood beams are green. Asgar Ali, the 

caretaker, lives here, his room so spartan 

and frighteningly clean that you fear your 

presence might despoil something. 

My father is a staff member; he’s 

posted here, an away posting – my mother 

and my siblings, three sisters and a 

brother, have all come along with him to 

this small mountainside resort far from 

the city. He often wears crisply ironed 

pastel safari suits. He oils his hair. It’s the 

early 1980s, a long, pleasant summer in 

the memory, as vivid and fresh as that 

winter’s high snow. 

In that summer, or the summers 

of 1981, ‘82 and ‘83, we cavorted in the 

long garden, rolled on the grass, dipped 

our feet in the stone-cold spring water, 

touched cheek to flower, while tourists 

from Kashmir’s main city Srinagar, or 

from India, visited or stayed in the rooms 

of the ‘bungalow’. Presiding over it all, 

the guesthouse with its own garden that 

would become ours for brief periods and 

the Pir Panjal mountain – tall, conical, 

and dense as a forest should be, I thought 

then. It gave me my first taste of mystery 

and terror.

Kadir, the chowkidar, took it upon 

himself to guard and protect Mehdi Saeb 

(my father’s honorific), his family, and 

every cousin, aunt or uncle who came to 

visit us. Kadir, he who escorted father 

home one night, a glistening axe on his 

shoulder, when Papa was accosted by 

the ‘flip-footed’ female spirit – a Raantas, 

Kadir said, at the gates of the spring. 

MIRZA WAHEED

My father’s places
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There was, of course, a class dynamic 

at play in the office, especially when the 

boss was present, but I do not recall an 

occasion when my father acted superior. 

It was, in fact, later said that he had 

the opposite problem: that he was too 

friendly, too equal with the staff. 

Father attended to the visitors, asking 

Abdul Salam, the main chef, Ghulam Nabi, 

the melancholic housekeeper, Asgar Ali, 

Rashid, or someone else to do this and that, 

to make life comfortable for the guests. 

That was his thing, I know now, to make 

other lives comfortable. Sometimes I worry 

that my father ran himself into the ground 

trying to make the lives of others, starting 

with his children, more comfortable.

In that summer, he must’ve been 

a happy man; he’d secured the most 

comfortable accommodation for his family. 

The boss had agreed to let us live in the 

family suite. Relatives who visited from the 

city marvelled at our plush rooms. Perhaps 

it gave us all a sense of pride that they were 

in some kind of awe: Papa could do stuff 

for them, for everybody. One day, Aunt 

It was said the spirit lured men with a 

hypnotic call and plunged them into the 

freezing water. Many years later, at college 

in Delhi, I would be reminded of her as I 

read about Homer’s Sirens in The Odyssey.

Asgar Ali, the immaculately dressed, 

super-tidy, forever clean-shaven caretaker, 

loved us, fed us, and deeply cared for 

my mother. Then there was the ‘orderly’ 

Rashid, who walked with me like a 

shadow sometimes and bowled endless 

overs so I could bat for long, unbeaten 

sessions. I went to his house one day and 

fell in love with the kitchen garden – it 

looked like it had been painted and then 

planted into the soil. And of course, there 

was the tall dandy Parvaiz, who almost 

always carried a cassette player around 

his neck, playing popular melodies from 

old Bombay films. He wore flared bell-

bottoms and ultra-fashionable striped 

shirts. I wanted to be like him when I grew 

up. Twenty-five years later, he somehow 

found his way into my debut novel as a 

forest-dwelling troubadour who walks the 

high pastures along with his sheep. 

Verinag Spring

Photo: Shyamal Chandra Ghosh
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F swung with wild abandon atop a sofa 

in our room, dancing to a disco tune. We 

laughed and tried to mimic her. She, and 

other aunts and cousins, would stroll in the 

manicured garden below as though they 

were on a film set, or perhaps they actually 

felt like film stars. 

I have remained in that glorious 

garden ever since, going back to it forever 

in my memory. As a friend said, ‘everyone 

has an elsewhere, somewhere, that lives 

and breathes with them in their lives here’. 

But it’s my father’s place, or it’s one of my 

father’s places, where, I believe, more than 

ever, he was the happiest because he felt 

satisfied, adequate to the tasks of his life. 

He came into his own and didn’t feel cut 

down, as he sometimes did in the city.

I’m playing with the daughter of a 

visitor family; she’s fascinated by the many 

nodding flower stalks next to her. Priya, 

or Piya, is different, she’s from the outside; 

she brings with her my first sense of the 

wider world. Papa’s colleagues hover in the 

background somewhere, not unhappily, as 

they know generous tips could come their 

way soon. These are Father’s men, people 

he tries to help from time to time: getting 

Ghulam Nabi a permanent job at last and 

thus removing the source of his lifelong 

melancholy, arranging for Kadir and 

Asgar Ali to be paid a winter allowance, 

sorting out someone’s overdue arrears 

and, most of all, somehow organising rent-

free staff quarters for the men. ‘They have 

families too,’ Father says, then and forever 

afterwards, every time he wants to help 

those in need.

As my father lay on his deathbed in 

Kashmir, his previously alert body and 

mind ravaged by Covid and its attendant 

furies, and then as we buried him, as we 

prayed for him later at home, I thought of 

the Verinag years again. A few years ago, I 

went to Verinag again after nearly 35 years 

and found that both the guesthouse and 

the glorious garden around it had turned 

into rubble: a scene of utter desolation, 

painful reminders of the long war in 

Kashmir.

The tourists leave the garden, the 

sunlight slowly gives way to shadows 

from the large-limbed chinar trees, to the 

larger shade of the Pir Panjal mountain an 

arm’s length away in the photos. My father 

says his goodbyes to his guests, having 

shaken hands with them, having treated 

them well, gone above and beyond as a 

host, and there he stands by the wicker 

chairs in the cool evening light. 

I have remained in that glorious 
garden ever since, going back to 

it forever in my memory. 
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N ever pay more than a hundred pesetas for a 

beer, Luc instructed, a cigarette of unfiltered 

black tobacco hanging from his lips. He was giving 

us a tourist pep talk, as we nodded, not quite 

taking notes but listening intently.

And never drink on the terrace because they 

charge you twice as much for that – stay at the bar. 

If the waiter has to go to you, it’s double.

But, I wanted to whisper, what if you want to 

people-watch? To see the world going by? How can 

you do that if you’re sitting at the bar with your 

back to everything? Had Hemingway sat with his 

back to the world down that dirty side street in 

Bar Marsella? Had Genet? What if I missed some-

thing? What would I write about in the drink-

stained pages of my diary, apart from the barman 

shouting at the waiter and drinks clattering to 

silver trays?

Luc didn’t give a fuck about people-watching. 

His criteria centred around a strict ratio of alcohol / value for money. He 

sounded quite fierce, as he sloshed another refill from an eight litre plas-

tic container of red wine into our empty glasses. It glowed garnet, back-

lit by the Mediterranean winter sun. We were sitting outside, around a 

table on their terrace, high up in their barrio overlooking the whole of 

Barcelona. Not so much people-watching as city-watching.

Luc’s red wine came from the bodega up the hill, where the old men 

of the barrio drank, leaning on an industrial metal counter surrounded by 

looming dark barrels fixed to the wall. You took your empty vessel – in this 

case, your eight litre Font Vella plastic water container – and the old man 

behind the metal counter would fill it from the barrel of your choice. So 

cheap it was almost free. Cheaper than Coke, cheaper than beer.

He was drinking Night Train when we first met, Peggy said, as though 

we would know what Night Train was. She added that it had said on the 

SUZANNE HARRINGTON

Luc and Peggy

But, I wanted 
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what if 
you want 
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To see the 
world going 
by?



20

label, ‘Now Made With Real Grapes’.

We felt like movie stars that afternoon, sitting there in the bright 

winter warmth, Barcelona spread below us. A three-dimensional map, 

sunlit shapes of smoke and ochre. You could see the four towers of the 

Sagrada Familia straight below in the distance, spiking the unbroken 

blue, the sea glittering beyond it. The Three Chimneys to the north, like 

a beachfront Chernobyl.

The roof terrace, an expanse of faded red tiles lined with spiny suc-

culents and a wonky parasol shading the plastic table in the far corner, 

got so hot in summer that Peggy said you could not walk across it bare-

foot. This was late December, and we were in t-shirts.

Luc had no time for fools. Even perfectly nice and inoffensive people 

he dismissed as ‘yogurts’ – his word for bland. He was a pirate with a 
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typewriter, a man who loved booze, books, words, sounds, arguing, get-

ting a reaction. Today he’d be cancelled.

He’d say things like ‘pussy whipped’ or ‘fag’ and referred to Peggy 

as ‘my woman’. But the thing was, under all the invective, he had a 

great kindness. A soft heart, for all his macho shit and admiration of 

Hemingway. He was the most lovable rogue, the greatest host, and also 

the rudest – he’d kick you out when the wine ran out. Peggy was his won-

derwall. Actually, she was more like his supporting wall. Without her, 

he’d have long since collapsed. But in the end, even she couldn’t save him.

Peggy, petite and English and terribly proper, would interrupt his 

flow of anecdote to correct a detail, and they would have a long back-

and-forth like an old unmarried couple, except instead of remember-

ing some boring story about nothing much, the detail would be about 

whether it had been speed or coke, whether the band crashing on their 

floor had been punk or new wave.

They knew everyone. The first names they tossed about – Mark, Nick, 

Gavin, Lydia – had last names like E Smith, Cave, Friday, Lunch. Stories 

about Luc in an LA jacuzzi, being injected with speed in one arm, acid 

in the other, which sounded incredibly inadvisable; Peggy, exasperated, 

having to drive everyone home before she got up for work the next day.

About going to a Bukowski reading, where the poet laureate of Skid 

Row cracked open beer after beer from the drinks fridge by his read-

ing chair – when he ran out of beer, he stopped reading. About meeting 

Burroughs, who was rude to Peggy because she was a woman. About Luc’s 

brief acting career, supported by his day job of being the worst waiter in 

Hollywood. The whole LA punk thing, in which they were enmeshed.

I’d never, ever met old people like them. The weird thing was they 

didn’t seem old at all, apart from their faces.

Luc had no time for fools. 
Even perfectly nice  
and inoffensive people  
he dismissed as ‘yogurts’

EVERYONE HAS AN ELSEWHERE
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Downstairs the whitewashed cool of their flat was a vast cave of 

weird shit. Amid the kitsch of plastic Elvises, Day of the Dead skeletons, 

Day-Glo Virgin Marys, metal robots and spacemen, masks and monsters, 

were homemade ‘planks on bricks’ bookshelves groaning with old, worn 

pulp titles and cult classics. Bookshelves untroubled by the latest best-

sellers; instead, a rainbow of battered spines, yellowed pages, faded letter-

ing alongside brand new oddball titles sent from friends in London.

I craned my neck sideways like an ostrich, scanning. Transfixed in 

their private library, one that would sustain me for a long time to come – 

each borrowed title written in Luc’s lending notebook, noted and dated 

alongside the borrower’s name. He was an efficient librarian. If you hung 

onto a title for more than a few weeks, he’d demand it back. Where is it? 

You’ve had it for three weeks! Have you lent it to some fucking yogurt?

On metal warehouse shelving was a record shop’s worth of records. 

Diamanda Galás to Dolly Parton, Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry to Throbbing Gristle. 

Racks of weirdo Americana. Kitsch country and western. Flamenco. 

Drummers from Mali. Opera. A ton of stuff from Mute Records. Luc’s voice 

on a loop at the end of a compilation of experimental indie noise.

There is no fucking culture there, you know?

There is no fucking culture there, you know?

There is no fucking culture there, you know?

Like the loop at the end of Brighton Rock, but with a heartbroken catch in 

his voice, as though he might sob, from a speech he made in 1985 about 

censored sleeve art. I was still at school in 1985.

Four years later, I was sitting on their terrace, drinking Luc’s rancid 

wine. And it seemed that there was indeed quite a lot of fucking cul-

ture, sucked by them into their little flat in Barcelona, distilled down to a 

potent essence and redistributed via impromptu workshops disguised as 

boozy lunches, where the uninitiated deemed worthy of educating were 

inducted. Luc and Peggy were the kind of cult I was keen to join.

Peggy was his wonderwall. 
Actually, she was more like 
his supporting wall.
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I experienced episodes of deep emotional 

and psychosomatic turmoil in my 

twenties, and I was fortunate enough 

to receive clinical and psychological 

support from a remarkable analyst by 

the name of George Engel. Dr Engel was 

also a medical practitioner who could 

administer neurochemical medication 

to his patients, in combination with 

cognitive therapy, which in his case was 

steeped in the Freudian tradition. I was 

largely unaware of Sigmund Freud’s 

work at the time, except for the popular 

depictions of Woody Allen’s iconic 

characters in films like Stardust Memories 

and Deconstructing Harry. I discovered 

Anna Freud while reading Brief Lives 

(2011), a short biography of Freud by 

David Carter, and I was quite surprised to 

discover that her pioneering work with 

children as a clinician and theorist had 

transformed the discipline and practice of 

child psychology, and that over the course 

of her extraordinary career, she developed 

an independent voice – cautious but 

exacting – unabated in its clarity. 

When I visited the Freud Museum 

recently, my eye was first drawn to 

Sigmund’s study: the famous couch, the 

Egyptian antiquities, the walls dense with 

scholarship. Amidst the glass cabinets, 

a set of Chinese and Egyptian chess-

like pieces on Freud’s desk caught my 

attention, alongside his famous round 

glasses. From this intimate display of 

family memorabilia set among family 

portraits, Anna Freud’s likeness emerges 

like an afterimage: a photograph of her 

as a child reveals a gaze both wary and 

intent. Another photograph, placed more 

prominently in an upstairs room, depicts 

her as a confident woman beside Dorothy 

Burlingham, her lifelong collaborator. Her 

photographs with Burlingham radiate 

a coded intimacy, a quiet assertion of 

self-affirmation against the weight of 

patriarchal stone.

These images, though modest in 

number compared with those of her 

father, insist on Anna’s enduring presence 

in the family home. Indeed, the very 

survival of the museum is inseparable 

from Anna Freud: it was she who ensured 

that her father’s final home would 

remain a place dedicated to medical 

science and scholarship. One senses how 

the daughter became both curator and 

subject, maintaining a museum in which 

she herself was on display. Here, the 

visitor encounters not only the history of 

psychoanalysis, but also the legacy of a 

carefully curated stage set, where Anna 

ANDY BAY

Anna Freud at  
the Freud Museum
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an overstimulated generation.

Thanks to Anna’s work, I can 

appreciate how, in a culture in which 

childhood is caught between therapeutic 

jargon and relentless pressures, we need 

to be reminded that every tantrum or 

silence conceals a hidden message: pain, 

fear, hope, resistance. Modern readers, 

parents, and clinicians will find in her 

work a prescient recognition of the 

complex inner lives of children – an 

awareness that resonates strongly in a 

culture that is currently more aware of 

the realities of early childhood trauma 

and the difficulty of shaping one’s identity, 

set against the collapsing architectures of 

family and obsolete societal norms.

When I watched the Netflix show 

Adolescence, I was disappointed by what 

I believe to be our contemporary culture’s 

obsession with diagnostic codes and 

Freud’s image is both witness and warden, 

with her personal library and publications 

featured in the museum.

I feel a huge debt of gratitude to 

Anna Freud for her pioneering work, 

which enabled me to find Dr Engel 

when I needed help. We live in a world 

where mental health in childhood and 

adolescence is increasingly acknowledged 

in public discourse, and where open 

conversations about this topic have 

acquired a new urgency. Today’s 

childhood unfolds against glowing 

screens, relentless schedules, and 

surveillance disguised as care. Children 

and young adults suffer their own forms 

of conflict, fashion their own defences, 

and create their own fragile fortresses. 

Anna Freud’s insistence that children 

are not miniature adults sounds less like 

theory and more like a survival code for 

Sigmund and Anna Freud, VI International 
Psychoanalytical Congress, The Hague 1920.
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clinical taxonomies that reduce children 

and young adults to data points. Returning 

to Anna Freud’s writing against this sterile 

backdrop asks us to reimagine children 

not as algorithms but as enigmatic 

beings, improvising defences against 

worlds too vast for them to contain. In 

an age where mechanised categories 

and pharmaceutical interventions often 

dominate, Anna Freud’s perspective 

restores the human dimension: the child 

not as a case file, but as a unique person 

struggling to master inner conflicts. As 

a young adult, I was engulfed in a deep 

sense of dissociation from others and from 

myself, which offered no entry point to 

establishing a sense of personal identity. 

I think that the character in the Netflix 

show fundamentally suffers from the same 

type of dissociative neurosis. 

By contrast, in Anna’s writing, 

the individual emerges as an organism 

adapting to invisible catastrophes – 

each case study less a diagnosis than a 

cautionary tale. Her work stands as both 

critique and guide: empathy sharpened 

by analytic discipline. It continues to 

challenge us to view education, therapy, 

and even parenting through a thoughtful 

lens informed by analytic insight.

Anna Freud’s presence at the Freud 

Museum is spectral yet insistent, with 

her photographs staging a dialogue 

between silence and survival. Her careful 

guardianship of her father’s study 

whispers that psychoanalysis was never 

the achievement of a single man, but of a 

family and a tradition. With her clinical 

brilliance, she transformed trauma into 

knowledge and childhood defences into 

maps of endurance. Anna’s legacy lies 

not only in her defence of her father’s 

reputation, but in her defence of the child 

as a person to be heard, understood, and 

protected.

As I walked past the garden’s red 

roses, past the impeccably trimmed 

hedges of Maresfield Gardens, I could 

feel Anna’s voice still resonating within 

me: firm, resolute, compassionate, 

and attuned to the defences and 

vulnerabilities of the young. As a seminal 

psychologist, she was an unflinching 

witness to the lifelong struggle of the 

human psyche between order and chaos, 

tenderness and violence. The impact of 

her work insists that our understanding 

of childhood is also our own mirror, 

reflecting the fragility of the adult world 

that surrounds us.

Anna Freud’s insistence that children are 
not miniature adults sounds less like 

theory and more like a survival code 
for an overstimulated generation.

EVERYONE HAS AN ELSEWHERE
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A s usual on my visits to Miami, I was sitting on my parents’ balcony,       

   drinking Bustelo coffee and eating Haitian patties while my family 

discussed ‘the situation’ in Haiti. The second inauguration of Donald 

Trump was imminent and we were apprehensive. Perhaps this is why 

I thought of Tell My Horse, Zora Neale Hurston’s account of her trav-

els in Jamaica and Haiti in the 1930s. Unlike European commentators 

of her day who’d travel to Haiti seeking reasons to defend colonialism, 

Hurston’s portrait of the Black republic is compassionate and full of 

wonder. Yet in her book she mentions the seeds that have grown into the 

tangled roots that are strangling Haiti today.

Here was another American, a Black woman born in Alabama barely 

a generation from slavery who understood enough about politics and 

morality to see beyond the success of the Haitian Revolution. The next 

day I decided to make a trip to the Zora Neale Hurston National Museum 

of Fine Arts in Eatonville, 250 miles away. I wanted to see Hurston’s 

Florida before the change in Washington.

US Route 27 cuts through the Panhandle, through the Everglades and 

sugar cane country towards Orlando. Miami with its turnpikes and exiles 

was behind me and I switched on the audiobook of Hurston’s last novel, 

The Life of Herod The Great.

‘Silence has many personalities. This profound absence of sound was 

filled with the hysteria of hope.’

The humid air and flat, monotonous Florida landscape jarred with 

the fragrant hills of ancient Galilee. I relaxed into the drive, listening to 

Blair Underwood’s rich American voice. Hurston died in poverty in Fort 

Pierce, an hour’s drive from Eatonville, in 1960, at the age of 69. The Life 

of Herod the Great was consigned to a pile of rubbish outside her cinder 

block house and the cleaning crew set it alight. The deputy sheriff of Fort 

Pierce, a friend of Hurston’s, saw the smoke and, with a garden hose, 

saved the manuscript.

I stopped at a gas station with a cafe. Mark Antony and Cleopatra have 

just entered Herod’s life. I paid at the pump and went towards the cafe and 

the bathroom. A sign asking patrons not to openly carry firearms or shoot 

ISABELLE DUPUY
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them was next to a black flag with a Southern Cross printed in the back-

ground and the word TRUMP in front. I rushed into the unmarked bath-

room and fumbled as I slid the metal lock across the edge of the door and 

into the wall.

Minutes later, I was driving deeper into middle Florida. A river 

sometimes appeared at a bend, presaged by bald cypress trees, their 

roots stretching into the water. Herod rejects Cleopatra’s advances; he 

loves his wife Marianme. The sun stopped beating down. It became play-

ful; its rays filtered through leaves and the soft hills slowed the trucks. It 

should be easy to live here.

I drove into an agglomeration. There were auto repair shops, fast-food 

restaurants and, finally, people: human beings walking on pavements. 

They were all Black. A sign in cursive print welcomed me to the City of 

Belle Glade. Later, I was told it is one of the most violent places in Florida, 

replete with migrants and bosses and machetes and shotguns. I pulled into 

a drugstore to buy a phone charger. It was clinically lit and stocked with 

products, all under lock and key. ‘Hello?’ I shouted into the aisles.

Zora Neale 
Hurston and 
an unidentified 
man probably 
at a recording 
site, Belle Glade, 
Florida. 

(Library of congress)

The humid air and flat, monotonous 
Florida landscape jarred with the 
fragrant hills of ancient Galilee. 
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A sentence from the audiobook crept into my mind. It’s a description 

of Marianme on her way to the gallows for treason, ‘But now that loneli-

ness that surrounds every human at the point of death was upon her.’

Eventually, an employee arrived jangling keys. She didn’t say a word. I 

pointed at the charger I wanted, then rushed to add a bag of crisps at the till.

I threw my plastic bag on the passenger seat and reversed out of the 

parking lot. A man shouted at me as I turned back onto the road. It took 

another two hours to get there. An arch had ‘Eatonville’ written over it. ‘The 

Town that Freedom Built’ was printed below. I’d made it. This is where Zora 

Neale Hurston learned to be somebody. Her father had been both mayor 

and pastor in the oldest African American settlement in the United States.

‘The Hurston’ museum shares a building with a barbershop next to 

the Baptist Church. A volunteer with expensive-looking nails invited me 

to sign a visitors’ log. One corner of the museum is a gift shop, selling 

Hurston’s books as well as T-shirts, posters and tote bags. There’s a pic-

ture of Hurston with a brief biography on the wall.

‘She looks like Queen Latifa, doesn’t she?’ the volunteer beamed.

The rest of the one-room museum is a dedicated art space. There is 

no permanent collection, no things that belonged to ZNH. Yet her spirit 

emerges. Hurston in the Harlem Renaissance promoted the art of the 

African diaspora. Since 1990, ‘The Hurston’ has continued to do this. 

From its annual Zora! festival to the ‘Gathering & Gabbing Book Club’, 

this museum funded by donations not only preserves Huston’s legacy 

but offers hope and recognition to contemporary Black artists, writers 

and performers. For a community used to loss, but also for the Florida I 

had seen, ‘The Hurston’ provides a different and important narrative. It 

could be easy to live here.

The Life of Herod The Great unravelled by the end of the audiobook. 

The manuscript was not only partly burnt, it was never finished. The 

Israelites were a vulnerable community plagued by ignorance and fear, 

not dissimilar to the African Americans moving to Eatonville in the days 

of Jim Crow. In her Foreword, Hurston says she aimed to rehabilitate the 

reputation of the New Testament’s ‘villain of the obscurite’. What I dis-

covered was a tale of the psychological legacies of slavery. Intimacy is 

impossible. Acts of love and generosity provoke fear. Herod draws hatred 

from those closest to him. Their trust in their own humanity is too low, 

their view of destiny too bleak to see Herod’s rise as anything other than 

an abomination.
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you this, Shin – but did you want to leave? 

Are you still training? I know Hashem 

gives us free will. But after that night, I’m 

not so sure.

*

Four years later, we drove up to visit you 

for our tenth birthday. At the restaurant, 

we arrived smelling of rain. The whole 

room turned, necks twisting towards the 

Asian family cosplaying as Jews. At the 

table, you curled your thin, straight payot 

in your index finger and inspected the 

menu. You studied the main courses like 

Talmud. The desserts and appetisers the 

commentaries. Mom wore her best sheitel; 

Obaachan her bulbous rings and pins. 

She took a glance at the menu and Mom 

snatched it from her. ‘You look silly, Mama,’ 

she said. ‘Pretending to read English.’

When the food arrived, wet lamb 

chops on the table, I reached out for 

a limb. The sleeve of my school shirt 

dangled into the oil. You shooed my 

hand away because we must wait to bless 

the bread. It was when you began your 

chanting that Obaachan asked you to 

subtract ten from five. 

‘It’s basic math.’ 

‘He’s gifted in other ways,’ our mother 

said.

You just prayed, ‘King of the universe, 

who brings forth bread from the earth.’

‘What’s five minus ten, Shin-chan?’ 

S hintaro-, I write this because family is 

forever.

And there are things I’d like you to 

know.

I think it began in kindergarten. 

When Rabbi Kugelman entered the 

classroom to wish us a happy birthday.  

We were practising our fine motor skills 

with that rancid, pale putty. While I dug 

my fingers into the tender folds of clay, 

you rolled the putty into twisted tendrils 

and lifted them to your ears.

‘The kid’s giving himself payis,’ 

Kugelman said.

And our teacher nodded, ‘He’s very 

spiritual.’

For the rest of the day, Kugelman 

observed you from the doorway. Like you 

were a hybrid zoo creature – his liger, his 

zorse. Did you know cross breeding is 

against the Torah? It’s written in Kil’ayim.

That night, while you lined your 

nightstand with your birthday gifts – toy 

cars and glass animals perfectly placed – I 

heard Mom and Kugelman on the phone. 

In the living room, his words were muffled 

but assured as ever. Something about 

Elijah the prophet. Something about noses 

and being under them. ‘Is that right?’  

Mom asked. ‘Do you really think so?’ And 

she cried because you were special.

For first grade, they sent you upstate 

to start rabbinical training. I never asked 

SARAH ISSEVER
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Obaachan asked you again. 

‘That’s a trick question,’ Mom said. 

‘Not fair.’

‘I know the answer,’ I tried to say.

‘Tell me, Shintaro-.’ But your eyes were 

shut, such profound concentration.

‘It’s not fair.’ 

‘What are they teaching him here?’

‘It’s negative,’ I said, but no one looked 

at me. ‘It’s negative five,’ I repeated and 

then took a bite from your blessed bread.

*

Three years later, I was one year bat 

mitzvah’d and you would soon become 

a man. I never understood why boys 

become men three hundred sixty-five days 

after girls become women. Do daughters 

mature faster than sons? At thirteen, I 

really thought so. I thought, this is why 

women sit one level above men at shul, 

one level closer to Hashem. And when you 

came home for your bar mitzvah, I was 

sure of this divide. 

In the foyer, Mom gave you a pair of 

tefillin and tallit – a gift from Kugelman. 

Your father would be so proud, she said, 

quivering at the sight of you wrapped in 

leather and wool.

‘Why?’ I asked. We both know our 

father was not a religious man.

‘Because he’s going to be something,’ 

Mom said, patting your back. 

I could see your payot suffocate under 

the tefillin straps.

Obaachan then emerged from her 

room. In her hands were two kokeshi dolls. 

Don’t you remember them, Shintaro-? The 

limbless girls made from Japanese maple. 

The artist signed their name, Hibino, on 

each of their bottoms in black ink. I traced 

my fingers on their waxy skin.

‘That’s avoda zara,’ you said to 

Obaachan.

‘Shintaro-–’ I warned.

‘Shimon,’ you said. ‘It’s Shimon now.’

‘What’s avoda zara?’ Mom asked.

You left for the bathroom without 

saying a word.

‘Is it bad?’ she asked again.

And you returned with a garbage bin 

in your hands.

‘It’s – ’ I began but couldn’t get myself 

to say the word.

‘Idolatry,’ you said. 

I’d never seen such fear when she 

asked, ‘What do we do?’

Obaachan held your doll in 

disbelief. ‘I can just take them back,’ she 

said, ‘to Japan.’ Mom shook her head, 

imitating your verbal economy. Then our 

grandmother handed over your doll; my 
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and known them. When you opened the 

door with swollen eyes, you raised your 

hand. I thought you would strike me. But 

you lowered your hand to my forehead 

and, without irony or bitterness, swept my 

bangs aside and walked away. 

I followed you to the living room, 

where everything started, and watched 

you wrap your tefillin around your arm 

and your body in the tallit shawl. Through 

wool fringes, I could hear you whisper: 

‘God, the soul you have given me is pure. 

You created it, you formed it, you breathed 

it into me. For as long as my soul is within 

me, thankful am I in your presence, my 

God, the God of my fathers,’ you choked on 

that word, ‘the God of my mothers.’ 

Then, you began rocking with a 

violent devotion. ‘Ruler of all creation, 

master of all souls. Blessed are You, God, 

who restores the soul to the dead.’ You 

lifted your index finger to your ear out 

of habit, then put it down, and began 

whispering again.

Can we subtract thirteen from one 

hundred and twenty?  They say the 

righteous have that long. And I have a 

feeling that you are.

Do forgive me, brother. Happy 

birthday.

hands gripped to the wood. I let go when 

she hugged me, her pins against my eyes. 

All angles and amethyst. Our bodies jolted 

when we heard two thuds in the bin. The 

sound of devotion.

*

In school, at the time, we were halfway 

through Shemot. I drew circles around the 

words ayin tachat ayin in my tanakh, an 

eye for an eye. I knew nothing of Gandhi. 

I’d learn about him in the eighth grade. 

So as you slept in the bedroom you left at 

six years old, the glass animals and model 

cars on your nightstand as you left them, 

I entered. I held a pair of French shears 

from Obaachan’s sewing kit and floated 

towards the bed. I listened to the sound of 

you breathing, my ear against your cheek. 

I knew you were sleeping because you 

snore in groups of four. I looked at those 

long things, your putty tendrils real hair, 

however straight. The scissors fluttered 

towards your ear and, suddenly, you were a 

boy again.

In the morning, I waited. I wanted to 

hear a shriek from the bathroom or the 

invisible sound of you twirling your finger 

in the air. I waited for half an hour by the 

corridor. I was no longer a thirteen-year-

old girl, but a woman who had seen things 

I thought you would strike me. But you 
lowered your hand to my forehead 

and, without irony or bitterness, 
swept my bangs aside and walked away. 
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