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Each time I walked into Bloomingdale’s to check on my mother, I was greeted by a Bloomie’s nightshirt, the exact copy of which I had worn to my school dance just to make a statement. Basically I went to Bloomie’s to see what my mother had done wrong that day with her looks. What else would you expect from the woman who got her first pair of earrings at the age of thirty and discovered blowdryers even later? The earrings, some blue stones set in silver, I was told, she had received from her mother on the day of her departure from Moscow. She left the Soviet Union with my brother, then a sweet baby—hard to believe—and her ears weren’t even pierced. She pierced them after she came to America, in a pharmacy down the street from where she lived. She did it strictly for sentimental reasons—she felt lonely, and the earrings were supposed to bring back her mother’s warmth. But she soon stopped being melodramatic about her family back in Russia: she met my father, then an American professor, and one of the earrings got lost while they were both slightly drunk and kissing on the street. The remaining earring she threw out for good luck, and six months later she married my father. The end.

No, just kidding. And trust me, this is not a Christmas story about a girl losing her mother in, say, Macy’s, and then finding her due to the wonderful personnel of that grandiose department store. First of all, we were Jewish. Or at least I am. And my dad is. But my mother is so confused and mixed up that it is difficult to understand who she is, particularly if you see her in the morning in her red bra and green panties. She has no notions about things. “I miss evergreen on New Year’s Eve,” she laments to my father. “Can’t we have a tree like everybody else?”

“But we’re not everybody,” my father tells her. “We’re Jewish, the Chosen People. We don’t need a tree, Honey. We have Chanukah, remember?”

“Chanukah is about lights, right?”

“Right,” I barge in. “Chanukah is about lights, but not on a tree.”

“Okay, then who’s Queen Esther?”

“Esther?” I say. “For God’s sake...” But my father patiently explains to her every year, again and again, that Esther was a beautiful woman whom the king of Persia married, and when Haman, a nobleman, wanted to kill all the Jews, Esther, who was Jewish, interceded for them with the king. The king punished Haman, and the Jews’ lives were spared. The story was about the bravery and courage of the beautiful Queen Esther.

“Oh, I wish my name were Esther,” my mother murmurs dreamily. She is right, it would be better. Her own name is totally strange and unpronounceable: Varvara. Varya or Varyenka is the way my father, for some nonsensical reason, calls her. I call her Moose, don’t ask me why. The word just slipped from my tongue, and from the moment I said it, the name just stuck to her, and I have not called her anything else since. Consequently, for one of her birthdays she was presented with a brown stuffed moose with huge ears and black button eyes. It sat on her bed and I saw how sometimes she hugged it and cuddled with it, which was sort of disgusting. I would never let her do that to me.

Do you want to know how old I am? Well, it’s been a very short time since my parents stopped humiliating me by suggesting that they buy me dinner from the children’s menus in restaurants. I would just storm out of the room the minute they would ask the waiter to explain to me that the only difference in the under-twelve part of the menu was the price. But what was surprising was that one month ago, the day after my twelfth birthday, in a movie theater, I lied and said I was not yet twelve so that I could buy a cheaper ticket. Only after I received the ticket did I notice the sign saying that all tickets were $4.25 before 6 p.m. It was 1:30. 1 have been told that I was born with a thousand-year look in my eyes, and that may very well be true, because it all depends on how many lives you have lived before this one. My mother probably lived none. Or perhaps one, because I have a feeling that I have met her before—as a maid whom I threw out of the window—and she has come back to this world as my mother to pay me back, to annoy me, to ground me (if she only knew what this last word meant).

She is always in the clouds: she forgets everything in the world very quickly, and sometimes I ask myself whether she remembers that she has a daughter. She sure remembers she has a son, my brother Mark. There’s a special bond between the two of them, you see. That forlorn “trip” from Russia to America brought them together. They talk now and then how they had no one here except each other and still cannot forget that misfortune. It’s kind of sickening to look at the two of them at the piano, my mother playing separate notes, arpeggios, chords, and that twenty-year-old idiot trying to pretend he’s a singer. A couple of years ago, Mark decided he would sing in addition to playing the guitar. And it would have been fine, if, first of all, I had not been the designated singer in our family, because when I was a child, I screamed so that the glasses shattered, and everybody said “This one is going to sing at Carnegie Hall.” Second of all, if he at least had a voice. Dad and I giggled in secret for two whole years during which my mother—who back in Russia unsuccessfully studied music for fifteen years—coached Mark’s voice, ears, and God knows what else. So imagine Dad’s and my surprise when one day Mark brought home a tape and, arranging us on the sofa in the living room asked us to listen to it. The voice flung into our living room was that of a version of Sting, or not even Sting at all but someone who was younger, fresher, better than Sting. Dad, of course, didn’t even know who Sting was. It was hopeless to talk to him about such things. I secretly glanced at my mother. She was beaming with pride. So I instantly got the picture. “Mark, is that you?” I said.

His eyes popped out. “Did you recognize me, Katya?”

“Easily,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

“Well?” Mark said. “Do you like it?”

“Uh—huh. I need to do my homework,” I said and left the room.

I stopped right behind the living room door that I had accidentally slammed. “How did this happen?” I heard Dad saying. “The voice, the tone, the intonation, the... It’s wonderful.”

“Thanks, Dad. But did you hear the background thing? La-la-da-da... Who do you think that was? Mom! Can you believe it? Frankly, I think she should go solo.”

I heard the three of them burst out laughing. That was too much. She was not going solo or anywhere else. She was my mother, and she should stay home instead of working in Bloomingdale’s with all those made-up women with their long nails painted dark who were bewitched by her talks and laugh. My mother had it in her, call it an addictive personality or a witchcraft that she practiced on people. She would tell them stories about her life in Moscow—exaggerated stories, stories that never happened, fairy tales really. How she, for instance, had been under KGB surveillance because of her courageous speaking out against the communist system. How the authorities had almost thrown her in prison after hours and hours of interrogation. How she had been in love with a painter who drew his own hand and a milk bottle in it over and over but did not have one penny for a real bottle of milk. How she had married and divorced Mark’s biological father within three days because he had never read Dostoyevsky. I didn’t believe any of these except for that last one. The woman was obviously insane.

One day I decided to punish her for not being a normal mother—for not belonging to the PTA, for mixing up American measurements, for screwing up the English language by saying “she was on the outlook” when she wanted to say “she was on the lookout,” for not looking like my mother but like a teenager, for not even looking like a relative of mine. One of my teachers, Mr. Coulga, a science teacher, decided to talk to our class about life and stuff which would have been fine if the man had at least a shred of a brain. He talked to us about being good and polite and obedient and doing homework on time and turning it in and all that B.S. At the end of his monologue he asked, “Isn’t this what your parents teach you at home?”

“No,” I said loudly.

“Huh?” he said and looked at me from above the enormous turtle-frame glasses that sat on the end of his nose.

“No,” I said stubbornly, feeling my heart in my throat. “That’s not what my mother tells me.”

“What does your mother tell you, Katya?”

Wahoo, I thought. He knows my name and can even pronounce it. Maybe I should have let it go, but the words had already found their way out of my mouth and were galloping like crazy horses impossible to stop: “My mother says, ‘When you’re being raped, shut up and enjoy it.’” The entire class exploded with laughter.

Just as I expected, Mr. Coulga called my mother and asked her to come to school to see him. But what happened next I completely failed to comprehend. The next morning she was very agitated at the kitchen table drinking her coffee, the only kind she and her son drank—Starbucks’ French roast. She asked Dad and me several times how she looked and whether her navy suit was appropriate for a school visit. You see, usually it was my dad who went to all the school meetings. He had a certain way with teachers—a certain charm, my mother would tell him in order to get rid of the matter. And so now she was unsure of herself, and I was enjoying every minute of it. “Why does that teacher want to see me?” she mused over her second cup, unable to swallow her usual bagel with strawberry jam.

“Darling, you’ll be just fine,” my dad was telling her.

“But what if I would not understand something?” Oh! She was really worried! It was a great morning, I thought. If only a ray of sun would stream through the impenetrable wall of rain, just for a better mis-en-scene. But no. The sky was gray, and the trees visible through our kitchen window stood bare, ready for an approaching November.

Finally she left after tightening the belt of her Giorgio Armani raincoat. She had got it on sale, not in Bloomingdale’s but in some run-down disgusting second-hand store. I went to school too, a couple of minutes later.

“Your mom is in the classroom with Mr. Coulga,” my friend Mina, who knew everything firsthand, told me with a wink.

“So?” I said with a transparent desire to hit Mina across the face with my knapsack.

“So nothing. Just wondering.”

“Well, stop wondering.” I said. The bell rang. The door to the classroom opened, and accompanied by a transformed Mr. Coulga as if he had just had a visitation by an angel, my mother came out of the room all smiling and happy. They shook hands as if they were old longlost friends who unexpectedly had found each other. I wondered if a kiss would follow.

In the evening I asked her what Mr. Coulga had wanted to see her about. She just shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, just some nonsense. You told him that I said to relax and enjoy it when being raped, so he took it into his head to meet me. He thought what I told you was so unusual and funny, that only a very extraordinary person would tell her daughter something like that.”

“That’s all?” I asked, searching for any kind of shame, hurt, or confusion in her features. But she looked calm and serene like the tops of trees in good weather. Nothing shook her. Nothing.

“Oh, by the way,” she said squinting at me, “the teacher said you’re very smart, my love.” She tried to kiss me.

“Please,” I said in disgust, “without these sentimentalities.”

“Oh, Katyusha, my darling, smile once in a while. Smile.”

“What did he say?” I insisted.

“Nothing important, dear.” She laughed and brushed off my question as if it was unimportant what I did or said, as if I did not exist at all. But then, nothing was important to her enough to grab her attention for long, and I had stopped telling her things. Because if I did, she did not even let me finish a sentence, as if she knew all along what I was about to say. Patience was also not one of her virtues..

At Bloomingdale’s she worked at the outpost counter that changed its identity every couple of months: companies that paid Bloomingdale’s extra money could have that space to introduce their products. At different times there were fragrances, cosmetics, watches, or other junk. My mother hated fragrances the most and complained that people sprayed them under her nose all day long, giving her allergies, stinging her eyes and making her sneeze, but rarely buying anything. Watches were a different matter. Evidently time was a very important component of human daily life, since everybody wanted more and more watches—those who had them, those who didn’t, those who had a certain kind and who longed for another design as if it would show a different time or give them more opportunities or a longer time to live.

At this time of year the outpost was filled with Clinique cosmetics. Clinique was giving a free gift with your purchase. The representatives from Clinique, two tired-looking women, Carol and Beth, were attacking customers and offering them a makeover or the whole world as long as they bought something. The two women had daily quotas that they had to meet. Beth was just Beth from Pennsylvania. But Carol was Mrs. Cohen and British no less. Her home was Great Britain, London in particular. At the dinner table my mother unsuccessfully tried to imitate Mrs. Cohen’s British way of talking about approaching Chanukah and how many Bar Mitzvahs and Bat Mitzvahs she had either to attend or to give. She apparently had an enormous number of children; my mother could never make out how many exactly. “Carol’s so funny,” my mother mused, “worries too much. For no reason. You know,” she addressed my father, “the kind of worry that angers the person because there’s really nothing to worry about, so the person gets frustrated even more. Today she told me she was very upset. Why? I asked. Because of her husband, she said, and, by the way, she added, she hates all men. Except for her father, of course, who died a good twenty years ago, so she has faint memories of him. She complained how terribly, terribly unfair life is. ‘See,’ she said almost crying, ‘I don’t have help in the house. My father always provided my mother with help. We had nannies and housecleaners and… And we weren’t so rich! Anyway, listen to this, Varya,’ she told me. ‘My mother-in-law hasn’t been to my house for twelve years. You know, she has a problem with me—she’s not Jewish, and she’s scared of Jewish wives who have the upper hand like me. I’m sure she doesn’t like me. So when Nick, my husband, called me and told me that his mother is coming back with him from Chicago, what did I do? I cleaned and scrubbed and changed the linen and put fresh flowers in the vases. I’m tired as a dog. And in the end—she didn’t come! Do you think my husband had the decency to call me and say that his mother was not coming? No! I’m ready to kill him. Just now I called home, and my kids told me he called from the airport. He’s on his way, but he’s alone.’  ‘But Carol,’ I told her, ‘what’s the big deal? It’s even better she’s not coming. Who wants their mother-in-law in their house?’ ‘What are you saying, Varya? Are you out of your mind? I cleaned for six hours nonstop. I wouldn’t have done it otherwise. What do you think I am, insane? I hate men. All men. Except my father, saint that he was.’ ‘Carol, what are you thinking of doing?’ I asked. ‘I see this meanness on your face.’ ‘I’m thinking about with which words I’m going to kill that bastard.’  Then I told her, ‘Surprise him! Tell him, ‘Sweetheart, what a wonderful thing happened. If you hadn’t told me your mother was coming, the house would still look dowdy. But look at it now! It’s clean and beautiful and the flowers are for you.’ ‘You know, Varya,’ she said, ‘ maybe I will take your advice. For the heck of it, just to see what will happen.’” My mother laughed, “I wonder what will happen?”

I thought what a bunch of liars Carol and my mother were. At least Beth was different. Beth was truly American, plain, thirty-one and as innocent as a baby. Her eyes showed constant surprise at what was happening before them. I was sure she believed in toothfairies. Her hair was somewhat curly, like mine, but aside from that I didn’t see anything that matched my mother’s descriptions of “Beautiful Beth.” The one good thing about Beth was that she could always convince my mother to give me money for Jerry’s Pizza because she liked it herself and hoped to pig out on whatever I bought.

“Carol is contaminating Beth,” my mother told my father. “You know what she asked her? Whether she had ever been hit on by a lesbian! Beth almost passed out. Then she asked me.”

“What did you tell her, darling?” my father asked, then as if suddenly acknowledging my presence, added, “Never mind.”

My mother laughed, “I said, ‘Unfortunately, no.’ There were three nuns in the shoe department right across from the outpost staring at us. You should have seen their faces!”

And I had to live with her. And I thought that was the pits. Little did I know what was in store for me.

It all began when one Sunday my dad took my mother, my girlfriend Mina, and me to the movies. Mark was playing a gig somewhere and forbade all of us to show our faces in the club. It was around Thanksgiving and so we went to see Home for the Holidays.  Mina and I sat silently, while my mother laughed and muttered, “Oh, it’s just like my family back in Russia used to be—so crazy.” My dad munched on his popcorn in quiet; his parents were dead.

Mina didn’t like the movie at all. She lived alone with her mother. Her father remained in Iran, where he was a professional, a doctor, and the Iranian authorities wouldn’t let him leave the country. He never called Mina and her mother because it was dangerous for him to do so, Mina told me. But I had my own opinion on that matter. See, Mina’s mother was shy and looked like her own shadow, and men didn’t care about such women who look best at home caring for their children, staying in the kitchen near the oven, cooking, frying. Men were stupid. They liked women like my mother, forgetful, always on the run, with long wrists and ankles, women who know nothing about motherhood. Mina adored my mother. She always checked her over, saying, “Oh, your skirt is so pretty, your hair looks fabulous. Too bad you’re married, you could have gone out with a movie star.’’

“Oh, really? Like who?” my mother inquired.

“Sylvester Stallone,” Mina said with conviction.

I could tell my mother liked hearing that nonsense. She would blush and go to the bathroom, obviously to look in the mirror. Sylvester Stallone! My dad was a hundred times better, but what can you ask from that stupid woman?

After the movie, Dad suggested a “cultural excursion” to Borders Bookstore. Mina and I quickly wandered off from my parents and went straight to the coffee bar. We bought sodas and one chocolate chip cookie so as not to get fat. We brought it all to a table and sat down, looking around at the crowd reading fashion magazines and old newspapers. I noticed two guys in baggy jeans with chains attached to their pockets and teeshirts, one that read “Mean people suck” and the other “Nirvana.” They were staring at me and whispering amongst themselves. I smiled at them and resumed drinking my Italian soda. All of a sudden I saw one of the guys walking towards me.

“Hey, what’s up?” I said to him.

“Hi,” he said. “Listen, my friend over there was checking you out and wondered if you’d give him a phone number.”

“Sure, 911,” I replied. “Sorry, but no thanks.” I glanced at Mina’s desperate face. “We have to go, remember?” I said to her. She got up and walked to the escalator. It was obvious that she was insanely jealous. I picked up our cookie from the plate and followed her to the second floor’s music department. There she ran down the aisles as if looking for something specific.

“What’s the matter?” I inquired. “What is this, a marathon?” She stopped abruptly, turned to me, and said, “I’m a whole year older than you, but he approached you! And you know why? Because you look like a slut with all that lipstick and stuff.”

“Like a slut?” I said. “I look like a slut?” Now, it was true, I had put lipstick on that night, not out of vanity but just to look appropriately older for a late night show. But Mina didn’t hear me. She was on a roll. “What do you think, you’re pretty? You don’t even look like your mom. You look exactly like your dad.”

I was about to answer that looking like my dad was no crime, but at this point my mother’s voice rang into my ear, “Hey girls, here you are. Look what I got. Just look.” She was holding a tape in her hands.

I said, “What is it, some kind of Rachmaninoff?”

“No, no, you’ll love it, Katya sweetie-pie, honeydew.”

“Honey what?” I said in revolt.

“I’ll play it for you in the car, Katyusha, dear. Come on, let’s go everybody.” She rushed Dad, Mina, and me to the car as if we were a herd of sheep and she a shepherdess. She cleared the way through the crowd with her elbows. Her face gleamed with joy. She held her tape as if it were some sort of breakable treasure.

I glanced at the tape and suddenly felt danger. My heart started jumping up and down, up and down. What, I thought, if without my knowing, Mark had made a real tape, a tape of his suddenly unrecognizable singing? What if the two of them had kept it a secret from Dad and me, or just from me, to show how little I meant to them, no more than a piece of snot on the earth. That’s what I was for them. Nothing. You should look at the photographs they keep in the house. They’re always shots of the three of them, of the family, and then separate photographs of me, Katya. I looked at Mina as we were going down the escalator and asked, “Do you want the cookie?”

She nodded with enthusiasm. I gave her the crumpled, wet cookie that I had been keeping in the palm of my hand all this time. “Want half?” she offered.

“No,” I said, feeling a knot in my stomach.

We went into the parking lot, maneuvered our way through the crazy drivers over to our black Honda, and got in. My dad started the engine, and I saw my mother slide the tape into the deck. I held my breath. “Now,” my mother said triumphantly, “listen.” All of a sudden some kind of incomprehensible language filled the interior of the car, some kind of kuku-muchu-kaka-rakuchu in a bossa nova rhythm.

“Oh my God,” I said, feeling relieved. “What the hell is this?” Mina’s eyes rounded.

My mother laughed heavily. “Oh girls, don’t you love it? It’s so wonderful.”

“What kind of language is it?” Mina asked.

“Portuguese,” my dad answered. “Cesaria Evora is the name of the singer.”

My mom sighed, “It reminds me of Russian songs, so melodical, so much feeling.”

“Well, I bought it,” my dad said proudly.

“This is crap,” I said, “and could you please shut it the hell down.”

“Don’t use such words,” Dad said.

My mother was in her dreamworld, singing in unison with the singer, inventing her own words to go along with the music. “I know what I’ll do,” she suddenly said. “I’ll send this tape to Jannie, and she’ll transcribe the words for me. And I’ll be able to sing all these songs in Portuguese.”

“You do that,” my Dad said. “You have a nice voice, dear.”

“Shut up, the two of you,” I whispered so that only Mina could hear. Jannie! I haven’t mentioned her yet, and that’s my mistake. I probably should have started the story with Jannie, in view of all the dark hours of my life she occupied. She was my mother’s best friend. A sister, my mother would tell people—the sister she never had, thank God! Jannie was the most annoying, irritating thing in the whole wide world, and on this my brother Mark and I were in total agreement. To our great happiness and my mother’s great dismay, a year ago Jannie moved back to her native country, Brazil. Ever since my mother and she had been sending each other sickening faxes: “My dear love ... miss you greatly ... love you much...” and the like. I glanced at a few of them and wanted to throw up. Speaking of “Have you ever been approached by a lesbian?”... But no, Jannie is not a lesbian. Jannie was a sinner of another sort. She loved men. According to her, she was ready to eat them up, particularly the young ones. My mother listened to Jannie’s stories and laughed and told her to be careful about AIDS. Jannie said she had a suitcase filled with condoms. Noticing that I was in the room, she said, “Katya’s a woman too. She understands.” I understood that she was as crazy as my mother or even worse. Mark and I hoped that she was never coming back, even though my mother complained that her life had become emptier without her best friend.

I didn’t know whether my mother was happy or not, and I didn’t want to know. I never asked her or even thought about it until the day that will bring my story to its end. It was a Friday night in December. Christmas and Chanukah blues were already hanging in the air, and I didn’t have anything to do. I had just finished my babysitting job, and ordinarily I would have gone to Mina’s house to watch TV or listen to some new CDs, but Mina and I weren’t on speaking terms at the moment. I had bought the same bell bottom jeans that she had been wearing for a while, and she called me a copycat in front of a group of other kids. All of them laughed and yelled, “Katya’s copying Mina! “ I thought that all of them were tremendous idiots and walked away. Well, I could have gone home to hear the same old songs on MTV I knew by heart, but Mark wasn’t even there to annoy me, he was playing somewhere. Dad had said he had some kind of meeting to attend and would be home late, and my mother was supposed to be working until 9:30. So out of boredom I walked into Bloomingdale’s and as usual was greeted by those nightshirts that were the very kind I had worn to my Teen Club dance at school. Only now they were on sale. I checked my watch: it was 7:30. I thought if I played my cards right I might be able to convince my mother to buy me a new bed for Chanukah, a full-size or better yet, a queen-size one. Mine was too narrow and stood in the middle of my room, so that much too often I found myself on the floor on either side of it. In my head I prepared all the necessary arguments as I approached the outpost.

Mrs. Cohen greeted me with a crooked smile, as if a full smile were a waste of time. Her lips formed a British-accent shape. “Why are you here?” she asked me with terror in her voice. “Your mom has already left, of course.”

“She did?”

At this moment a customer, an old woman with a few strands of white hair, approached the counter. “I need a new shampoo,” she said. “My hair is tired of the one I have.”

Mrs. Cohen said, “Which one do you have?”

“Well, I don’t know,” the old woman said, “but I need the other kind.”

Mrs. Cohen showed her two bottles. “This one? Or that one? Do you recall how your bottle looks?”

“I think this one,” said the old women pointing at a bottle filled with white liquid, “or maybe, that one,” and she touched the other bottle.

“Well,” said Mrs. Cohen, “since you don’t remember exactly what you have at home, why don’t you buy both kinds and use the one that is different from the one that you’ve already used. That way you will receive a gift.”

“What gift?” asked the old woman suspiciously.

“This,” Mrs. Cohen said convincingly. “Lipstick and rouge and eye shadow and...”

“What would I do with all this?” The old woman seemed to be more and more distrustful of the situation.

“Put it on your face, of course. To look beautiful! “ Mrs. Cohen exclaimed with ardor.

“I’ve never put anything on my face.”

“It’s never too late to start.” Mrs. Cohen turned to me and winked.

“Hmm. Is it really a gift? Do you people give it for free?”

“Well, with a $15 purchase, you get it for free.”

“That’s not free. And I need shampoo. Can you sell me shampoo?”

“Yes, I can,” Mrs. Cohen said, and her face became red.

“Which one?”

“Both of them.”

“No, I need the one I don’t have.”

“Why don’t you go to the Elizabeth Arden counter? “ Mrs. Cohen suggested in a low voice. “They have everything you need, I’m sure of it.”

The old woman looked severely at Mrs. Cohen, then stared at me for a long minute scrutinizing my hair, then gathered her purse and gloves and left mumbling something under her nose about young people not being respectful to the elderly.

“Do you believe it?! Do you believe it?! That’s what I have to put up with all day long. And when I tell my husband...” Mrs. Cohen suddenly looked at me strangely. “What are you doing here?” she screamed. “I understand it’s across the street. But you should hurry up. It starts at 8. Poor girl, your mother! They only allowed her three songs, you know, since she’s a beginner. But I told her, it’s not the quantity that counts, but the quality—I’m sure she’ll do wonderfully.”

“She will, “ I assured Mrs. Cohen, thinking she had gone mad. I asked her whether I could make a phone call. I dialed my dad’s work number. After a few rings, his voice started with a message that I knew by heart: “You have reached David Wolf at the Library of Congress. Please leave...” I hung up the phone.

“Hurry, baby, hurry. Your Daddy is most likely already in the cafe. But Katya! Be careful crossing Rockville Pike!” I heard these words already on my way towards the exit, and the puzzle in my head suddenly took shape. Cafe. Songs. Singing in a cafe. Across the street. I remembered how some time ago my mother had said to Mark, “There’s a cafe across the street from Bloomingdale’s called European something. They’re looking for weekend performers. Maybe you could play the guitar and sing there. You should try.” Mark had given her a look that could only mean, “Leave me alone. That place is for the mentally retarded. “ But my mother might have thought otherwise. She always had strange ideas.

I walked out of the store gulping the cold December air. I was enraged to an immeasurable degree. My rage kept me warm for a while as I crossed the parking lot. I didn’t tell you beforehand that we lived in Bethesda, Maryland, and it wasn’t because I am stupid or anything, but because I thought you might have guessed. Where else could a girl at any time easily walk to Bloomingdale’s and other places without being attacked by a bunch of murderers you hear about every day on TV or read about in the newspapers? New York City? That terrifying monster I once visited with my dad? He took me to see Phantom of the Opera for my seventh birthday, after which I had nightmares for months. My mother neatly got herself out of it by announcing that she had to work. She had to work! My dad had to work—she just had fun. Though every evening she would not forget to complain how tired she was, how her feet burned from standing on them eight hours straight. Even that was a lie—she had an hour break, and she could sit on her behind for the whole hour doing nothing.

Now imagine: December, wind, cold, dark. I walked to Rockville Pike and stopped to wait for the green light. All the time I had this uneasy feeling that someone was following me, was breathing down my neck. I stood stiff without looking back or to the side, but it seemed to me that another bigger shadow was right next to mine. Suddenly I started shivering inside. This was unusual: I prided myself in being fearless. Across the street I saw a sign swaying back and forth, Touch of Europe. Like some person’s hand it summoned me to come closer, inviting me into its safeness. I stood there on the edge of the pavement trying to concentrate on each passing car and feeling how my heart was beating against my ribs. For a second I wished for my mother to come out and fetch me from where I was just then. I didn’t want to move. As if through fog I finally made out that the light had turned green. My feet were heavy as in nightmares when someone’s following you and you need to run but cannot and instead wake up all sweaty without recognizing your room, your bed. Nonetheless I took a step, and then another. The world before my eyes was as good as deserted. Even the cars seemed to disappear. I heard steps behind me. Expecting the worst, I sort of lost any sense of reality. I reached the other side of the street, all the way hearing heavy breathing at the back of my head. I was about to give up, but suddenly I remembered that I knew how to run.

My mother was a jogger, and every Sunday morning she would drag me out of bed “to meet the sun,” as she put it. “Why me? Why not Mark?” I would whine with my eyes still closed, though I knew the answer perfectly well. Though Mark still lived with us, he was already outside her jurisdiction. Living with us was his choice. He had said, “You guys are the best landlords. I’d rather pay you than some strange asshole. “ Not that he ever did, and of course nobody would tell Mark not to use such words. On the jogging track I at first just walked behind my mother and thought about my own business. Then one day I didn’t even notice how I had started jogging: first slowly, then neck to neck with her. Having no desire to get close to her, I pushed myself way ahead and continued in a much faster path from that time on. Now it was I who would pass by her bedroom on Sunday mornings whispering nonchalantly, “Will you come jogging with me?”

And so I ran. I did not notice how I covered the distance from where I was still hearing somebody else’s heels clicking against the pavement to the sign on the door Welcome to a Taste of Europe. I raced through the door.

It was difficult to distinguish anything in the dim light of the interior of the room. Silhouettes of people crowded around the flickering candles that burned on each table. An empty chair appeared before my eyes, and only after I had lowered myself into it did I realize that my knees were trembling. A waitress came and asked me what I wanted to order. “A cup of tea,” I said, without even thinking of how much money, if any, I had in my pocket. I tried to focus my attention on why was I here, and what was going on inside this place. My eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness. Peering through the air I realized that all heads were turned in one direction from which a low, deep voice sang wordless passages of a song. The singer accompanied herself on the piano. I listened and sighed with relief ​it was not my mother’s voice. The song soon ended to sparse applause. The waitress brought me tea. I took a first swallow. It burned my tongue. I loved it. My mood changed completely. I smiled and joined the public’s thin applause. It even sort of irritated me that the audience was so cold. What bastards! Didn’t they know anything about artists’ torments, nervousness, desire to please? Had they ever put themselves into a situation where they were being evaluated? I looked around and, as I started seeing more clearly, realized that there were not as many people as I had thought. Only a few tables were taken by couples who looked warily at each other, the kind who do not have much to say to each other any more. So that’s what it was. An escape. To sit in a pretend Europe, to stuff themselves with rich, creamy pastries, and to top all of this with someone else’s struggling so that they could forget about their own. Let that struggling singer over there at the upright piano who sat straight, her back to the audience, take upon her shoulders their unfulfilled hopes. Let her suffer so that they could enjoy themselves for once.

There was something painfully familiar in the singer’s posture, or perhaps it was in the color of her blouse or in the blouse itself or in her long thin neck that stuck out of the blouse so vulnerably, or in that one lonely dark curl glued to her neck. My mother’s voice suddenly came through the room and filled my ears with anguish. It said, “And now I want to sing you a song of my country, Russia. And I dedicate this song to my daughter, Katya—or Katyusha as we say in Russian. Those who know the words, please sing with me.”

No! She wasn’t able to see me. That was for sure. Then what had happened? Why me? Why this song? Something stirred in my head as if it were an electronic cashier that was trying to give out the right change. What if it was true what she had been telling me all these years, that it didn’t matter that she had to work long hours and couldn’t make it on time for my fourth grade performance of Alice in Wonderland, that it didn’t matter that her English wasn’t good enough to help me with my book reports, that it didn’t matter that she couldn’t accompany our class on our trips to the zoo like other mothers? What if what she had always been telling me—that I was always with her, in her—was in fact the truth?

She started singing. The familiar words that I was used to hearing from the time I was a baby broke the air: Rastsvetali iabloni i grushi, poplyli tumany nad rekoi. Vykhodila na bereg Katyusha... The apple and pear trees were in bloom, clouds floated over the river. Out onto the shore went Katyusha...

I stared at each and every mouth, waiting for them to open. And they did, only to take in another bite of pastry or another gulp of coffee. Nobody seemed to know the words. Nobody joined in. And so I did. 

