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E  sther is in her room again, crying. 
I can see it still so clearly.

I knock softly on her door. “Esther, may I come in?” 
The crying stops. I imagine she’s lifting her tear-streaked face from the 

pillow and turning to the door. “I’ll be fine, Bencke,” she says. “You don’t 
have to wait there.”

She won’t be fine. I know that now about my sister. I also know that 
she will, sooner or later, let me in, so I slide slowly down the wall and pull 
my knees up to my chest, hoping the Countess doesn’t come by and see me 
sitting like this. 

I begin stroking the green velvet runner that Brigitte has just brushed 
to a fine pile and start counting. One hundred and fifty strokes takes about 
five minutes. At five hundred I get up and walk to the tall window that 
overlooks the back of the estate. Yellow leaves are skimming along the riv-
erbank. Moses is turning his wagon around at the kitchen entrance and 
heading for the main road, his egg baskets knocking gently against each 
other. I had hoped to put on my boys’ clothes and sneak out on his rounds 
with him, but it’s too late now. 

I go back to Esther’s closed door, slide down the wall again, and wait 
until she lets me in. 

“It happened again, Bencke,” she says when we’re settled on her bed, my 
back against the puffy velvet headboard, her head in my lap.



• A FIST AROUND THE HEART •

2

“What happened, Esther?” 
I know of course what happened. I also know that it calms her to have 

me there, so we sit, the sun seeping in around the edges of the closed cur-
tains, outlining a room that’s larger than our whole house had been in 
Russia. I brush the moist strands of hair from her face, her blond tendrils 
dark with tears. I had so wanted to go around the city with Moses. I would 
have climbed up beside him and held the reins, clucking at Ron to go or 
stop or turn, leaves and gravel crunching under the wagon wheels.

“Will you be all right, Esther?” I ask.
I must have asked her that question a thousand times. I asked when 

I was seven and she was eleven. I asked when I was eleven and she was 
fifteen. I asked until I couldn’t bear asking anymore. I still don’t know 
which was harder, not asking and not knowing, or asking and hearing her 
answer, “Sometimes I’m afraid I’ll die of this.” 
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• CHAPTER ONE •

They say you can’t remember things that happen before you’re 
seven or eight. I know that’s not true. I was only five when every-

thing changed, and I have clear memories of that day in Russia: the 
smell of the laundry in Mamma’s basket as I helped her carry it out-
side; my stocky little legs taking three steps to her every one. Esther’s 
long legs flashing by us on her way to the swing. If my memory isn’t 
playing tricks on me, I can even recall how the air felt that day.

We were in the dirt yard between our house and Nathaniel’s. It was 
more mud than dirt and our boots were sinking in, but I didn’t care. 
None of us did. We were just so happy to be outside after ten days of 
such torrential rain that Mamma hadn’t been able to walk to the castle 
to do the Countess’s sewing. 

Esther kicked her boots off when she got to the swing and started 
pumping, the ropes of the swing creaking as she leaned backward and 
forward, eager to become level with the crossbar.

Mamma set the laundry basket down in front of the line between 
the two pines and began her ritual—bending, lifting, reaching, the bag 
of clothes pegs on her wrist sliding up and down her arm. I stood close, 
ready with the next piece of laundry, proud that I could help. 
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When Nathaniel came out of his house with his bag of marbles, 
I ran to join him. We sat facing each other under the big pine, legs 
straight out, feet touching so the marbles wouldn’t stray, little drops 
of water collecting on the boughs and plopping on our bare heads and 
hands. 

It never occurred to me that the deep pleasure of that day—Mamma 
and Esther and Nathaniel close, the little cemetery behind us, the gen-
tly sloping hills in the distance, the feeling that everything was as it 
should be—could ever change. 

“Anit!” We heard Fat Amos calling to Mamma before we saw him. 
“Anit!” He was having trouble breathing by the time he reached her. 

We turned to look at him, Esther and Nathaniel and I, waiting to 
hear what he would say next. Glancing over at us briefly, he put his 
head close to hers and began speaking in the voice grown-ups used 
when they didn’t want us to hear. 

The sheet fell from Mamma’s hands.
I know now what day that was, what Amos told Mamma. It was 

March 13, 1881. He told her that our tsar had just been assassinated; 
that the Jews were being blamed and they were searching all the shtetls. 
Mamma knew ours wouldn’t be long. 

Things were never the same after that. Mamma stopped humming 
and started jumping at sudden noises. She and Pappa began whisper-
ing at night. I imagine now that she was begging him not to leave 
Podensk to find work, telling him that it wasn’t safe anymore for Jews 
to leave their shtetls. He continued to leave though. I suppose the 
repercussions of not making a living for his family were worse for him 
than his fear of being caught. 

They put on a good face in front of Esther and me, though, pre-
tending everything was fine, but I could tell it wasn’t. 

Even a few weeks later, when they brought Pappa home lying on a 
door and put him in bed, they acted like nothing was wrong. Mamma 
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made a game of serving Esther and me breakfast in bed with him. 
At night, she would set a candle on a chair beside his bed and Pappa 
would make shadow animals on the wall with his hands and ask us 
what they were, what kind of sound they made. 

And then came that cold day in October when Mamma woke us 
earlier than usual to go to the castle with her. Pappa asked her to leave 
us with him, told her that we would have fun, but she told him that 
she needed us to help carry the Countess’s satchel, that it was heavy 
with her sewing. 

I knew that wasn’t true. I had watched Mamma the night before. 
She got out of bed when Pappa started snoring, put the Countess’s 
green satchel on the table, and started putting what looked like Esther’s 
and my clothes in it. She stopped at one point, pulled her chair out 
quietly, and tiptoed to the cot where Esther and I slept. I made my eyes 
into slits so she wouldn’t know I was awake. She reached up into one 
of the baskets on the shelf above our cot and took out the book that 
Esther had made for my third birthday, Pappa’s Pockets. 

* * *

I have the book still on the bottom shelf of the big glass coffee table in my 
office. The bright yellow cover is a dull ochre now, and the leaves Esther 
glued on and painted over with pine resin are gravelly little bumps. 

It’s our story really, about two sisters who live in a small village with 
their mamma and pappa. The pappa builds houses and furniture for 
rich people and is often away. When he comes home he always has 
treats in his pockets, one for his little daughter, one for his big daugh-
ter, and one for the mamma. But before he gives anyone their treat, 
they have to guess which of his pockets it is in. “Is it in that pocket, 
Pappa?” they ask. “Is it in that one?” The game goes on until the right 
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pocket is found and the gifts revealed. Pappa brought home sweets and 
smooth rocks, a potato once that looked like their uncle Zalman, a 
spoon, some wool and thread for Mamma. One day his jacket pocket 
was jiggling when he came in and before anyone could say anything, he 
lifted out a tiny, white, mewling kitten. After that, he always brought a 
treat for the kitten too. 

* * *

My eyelids heavy that night, I watched Mamma put Pappa’s Pockets in 
the satchel with Esther’s and my clothes and take it to the door. She 
went back to the table then, put her arms on the table and her head 
on her arms. I think now that she slept there all night so she wouldn’t 
wake Pappa and have to explain what she was doing. 

* * *

Esther and I loved going to the castle with Mamma. We played in a 
big room off the kitchen while Mamma did her sewing upstairs for 
Countess Chernovski. The Count, a slim, handsome man with a 
pointed beard, came down sometimes and told us stories about grow-
ing up in the castle. He knew every tunnel and tower and promised 
that he would take me through them all one day when I was big 
enough. The Countess came down sometimes with Mamma. They 
would sit and have tea. 

Mamma had a privileged position at the castle, I realize now. She 
was the only servant allowed to live at home. When she and Pappa 
married, the Countess gave her enough fine fabric to cover a duvet 
and make a curtain around their bed for privacy. Every Christmas she 
gave us gift baskets. There was a wooden puppet with a long red hat 
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inside my basket one year; a small box with small gold hoop earrings 
in Esther’s. I think we stayed over at Chernovski Castle one Christmas 
Eve. I remember a long table, shinier than ours at home, with skinny 
white candles, eggs in silver cups, and tiny spoons to eat them. 

I could be making that up. Mamma said I made up a lot of things 
or dreamed them. 

* * *

We left the house early the morning after I stayed up to watch Mamma 
pack the satchel. She didn’t want to be late, she said, so we hurried with 
our heavy sweaters and scarves. Most of the leaves were gone from the 
trees by then so we could see the fat-cheeked chipmunks leaping from 
branch to branch. In the stream, the fish were leaping too, leaving little 
silver arcs on the water. 

Esther and I walked in front of Mamma, holding hands and bump-
ing hips with every other step like we always did. Esther was teaching 
me to count: One bump, two bumps, three bumps, four. Even though 
I was only five, I could count up to thirty. 

When we got to the path that led to the castle, Esther and I turned 
in, but Mamma walked past it. In her quiet voice, she told us to stay 
close. I glanced up at Esther to see what was going on, but she wouldn’t 
look at me. She held my hand more tightly and we walked much far-
ther, all the way to the train stop. 

I was tired by the time we got there, but excited. I thought maybe 
our cousins from St. Petersburg were coming for a visit, but it was the 
Count who stepped down from the train, not our cousins. He picked 
me up with one hand, put his other hand on Esther’s back, and walked 
us up a little step stool to a small wood-paneled compartment on the 
train. The Countess stood up when we came in and lifted two chamois 
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bags from the seat beside her. She gave one to Esther and one to me. 
Esther opened hers and took out a journal, green with gold details at 
the top corners. She curtsied and said thank you.

I took my bag to the window. When I saw that Mamma was still 
there, I dropped it and started banging on the window and yelling for 
her. I was sure they had forgotten her. 

* * *

I know I was easy to dislike on that trip. I cried and kicked and hurled 
myself against the door. I slipped out of the train compartments and 
ship cabins every time fresh linens or meals were delivered. But in my 
defense, I was only doing what any five-year-old ripped from her home 
would have done. I was looking for my mamma. I yearned for the 
smell of her arms, the sound of her voice telling me not to be afraid of 
the speed of the train, the vast nothingness of the ocean, but most of 
all, not to be afraid of the sudden strangeness of Esther’s behavior. 

Esther wouldn’t let me sleep with her anymore. She wouldn’t hold 
me or smooth my hair. She would read to me from Pappa’s Pockets, but 
only if I sat very still beside her with my hands in my lap. Now and 
then, though, she would stop reading, get a vacant look on her face, as 
if she had forgotten where she was and what she was doing. Sometimes 
on our way to the washroom, she would collapse against the wall, 
gripping my hand so tightly it hurt. I could tell she was confused and 
frightened, which confused and frightened me. 

The Countess did her best to console me. So did the Count, but I 
was inconsolable. When our ship reached Le Havre, none of us could 
get out of our overheated cabin fast enough. 

It was mid-November when we docked, but as warm as a summer 
day. A few clouds in a calm sky, seagulls swooping in and squawking 
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off when the children got too close. I have pictures the ship’s traveling 
photographer took that bring it all back. A few are of the four of us on 
the first-class deck; the Count and Countess behind, Esther and I in 
front in our stiff new high-collared dresses; Esther elegant and slender; 
me tall and strong-looking, even then. We have a few pictures of our 
arrival on the wharf that day: men walking with their faces up to the 
sun; women sitting on the wharf, hands on their oilcloth bundles, eyes 
on the children running off weeks of pent-up energy.

I ran along with the children chasing the seagulls, delighted to be 
outside, moving freely. The Count walked with me until I flopped over 
from exhaustion. He carried me back to the bench where Esther and 
the Countess were sitting. Taking a seat between them, he spread a 
map over his lap and traced our route for Esther and the Countess: 
Podensk, St. Petersburg, Le Havre, Halifax, and finally our new home 
on Armstrong’s Point in Winnipeg. I don’t remember all that from the 
trip, of course. The Count retraced the route for me many times over 
the years.

I stood in front of them, trying to get the hang of a skipping rope 
the captain of the steamer had given me. I couldn’t do it. The red dress 
I was wearing was so big and stiff I couldn’t see beyond it to my feet so 
I wandered off, trailing the skipping rope behind me.

 I don’t think I was looking for Mamma anymore. I had accepted 
by then that she wasn’t with us. I was hoping to find Nathaniel. I knew 
he had to be around somewhere because we had seen him on the ship 
a few times coming up from below deck with his family. They climbed 
up a rope ladder in their underwear, I remember, arms wrapped around 
their bodies. A deckhand herded them to a corner and sprayed them 
down with the big black hose they normally used to wash the deck. 
The little ones and the old ones sometimes fell over. 
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When I started sneaking into Esther’s room and reading her jour-
nals a few years later, I saw that her first entry was about the hosing 
down of the people below deck. It had upset her to see people being 
treated like animals. The Count told her, she wrote, that it was import-
ant that they keep clean, that it cut down on lice and disease. He said 
he knew it wasn’t dignified, but they had hope. 

I wonder if Mamma and Pappa will have to travel to us with hope 
instead of dignity, was what she wrote.

When I got to the end of the wharf, I dropped my skipping rope and 
looked out over the ocean, wondering how the seagulls could walk on 
the water. I pulled off one shiny red shoe and threw it in and watched 
it bob off. I did the same thing with the other shoe. Turning to face 
the wharf, I backed down a hanging rope ladder, slowly, carefully, ten-
tatively finding each rung with my foot before I put my weight on it. 

When I opened my eyes, the Count’s face and the Countess’s 
and Esther’s were in front of me. Their lips were moving but there 
were no sounds. The next time I opened my eyes, I was sitting on 
the Count’s lap wrapped in a warm towel. The Countess was on her 
knees in front of me, a steaming bowl in one hand and a spoon held 
out to me in the other.


