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to my family








IT WAS A STRANGE CHOICE TO DECIDE TO PASS as a Russian. But it was a question of proximity and level of allure. Russians were everywhere in Los Angeles, especially in my neighborhood, and held a certain sense of mystery. I had long attempted to inhabit my Polish skin and was happy to finally crawl out of it. I would never tell my mother. She only thought of them as crooks and beneath us. They felt the same about us, we were beneath them. It had always been a question of who was under whom.








I SEE A COUPLE FROM THE TWIN PALMS FUCKING against their car across the street from my apartment. I’m hiding behind the newly purchased ficus on my balcony and watching them. I wonder if they know each other and I want to know what he’s whispering to her in Russian. I am a few feet away from them, in it with them, and I want to know if she’s a suka or his wife. He wouldn’t be fucking her like that if she were his wife. He grabs at her and she lets him touch her roughly and I wonder how he would touch me.

Is he a cab driver or a businessman?

He turns her around, face toward the car and pushes her against it. He moves his hand in between her legs and pulls one up around him. She doesn’t hesitate.

I whistle. He stops breathing and says something in Russian that I can’t understand. I lean forward, trying to hear better, still hidden behind the bush. It doesn’t matter. I’m not hidden enough and he sees me. The woman says something to me in Russian, spits on the ground, pulls down her dress, and pulls up her panties.

He buckles his belt. Zips. They walk quickly back to the Twin Palms and I sit outside on my balcony, hoping to see more but no one else comes out to fuck from the Twin Palms tonight.

If you walked by the Twin Palms during the day you would surely miss it. The doors are green and it looks like a rundown  relic of old Los Angeles. The sign is yellow with a drawn on palm tree. The cabs are gone and the street is empty, clean of cigarette butts.

I want to get inside the Twin Palms. I want them to ask me what I am. So I wait for the cabs to come back, for the Russians to swarm back like birds.

 

The stores on Fairfax are called apteka and sell prosthetic body parts and humidifiers and medicine that I have never seen before. They are next to the grocery stores that sell aging fruit and herring and halvah. I hate herring. In tubs with oil and onions, the silvery pieces curl onto each other, unmoving. I should love herring. I should love borscht. I should slurp it up with pumpernickel or rye.

As I walk down the street the smell overwhelms me. The smell of rye bread and ponchki filled with prune jam. The yeast smell from the bakery overtakes everything and keeps it an immigrant neighborhood in Los Angeles.

There are Russians and Ukrainians on my street. They are not like the Russians in the Twin Palms. They wear plastic shoes and stand with their socks pulled up. The men wear shorts and their bellies hang down and out of their yellowing undershirts. The women weep. The men yell. I see them watching me through their crocheted curtains, waiting to see who comes in and who comes out of my apartment. Picking the ones I should be ashamed of.

 

The next night something is happening in the Twin Palms and everyone going inside is dressed in fur. I want to really see them so I lean up close to the women in their coats as I walk through and feel the silver foxes and minks brush against my cheek. The coats smell like the one my mother used to have, the one I wanted. It was a silver fox and she used to wear it all  the time in Poland when she was young. The age I am now. My grandmother had a fur too.

A sign of a good husband in Poland is one who puts you in a silver fox – short or long. Long is better. More exclusive.

The women in the fox furs don’t appreciate how close I am to them, how my face touches the scruff of their arm. The mink of their sleeve. They curse me in Russian. Suka. Bitch. In Polish, bitch is kurwa… coorvaaah, but could also be a whore. Was suka a whore too? Who else but a whore would rub her cheek against their furs? I watch them walk up the stairs and want to follow.

I round the corner and hear the sound wafting down the street. Suka. Suka. Suka. The women go upstairs. The men stay behind. Smoke. Snuff out cigarettes.

I try passing again.

The men stare at me in their black leather dusters. With their Eastern Bloc homemade haircuts – a custom they never gave up in America. Hair falling in between linoleum squares, beside refrigerators, ovens, the missed unswept tufts accumulating. I catch their eyes and know they wonder what I am. If I am one of them. Most of them have gray hairs weaving through those homemade haircuts. They watch my 25-year-old ass move, tight and upright in my black stretch pants, as I walk past them slowly. I want to get up there so I walk even slower. I know what they want to ask. Polska? Ruska? Svedka? Or maybe just Amerykanska. They can’t tell with me.

They won’t ask, instead they stare; whisper something to see if I turn. Flick ash near me to see if I quicken my pace. They want to know if I’m used to men like them. I keep moving slowly because I want to see if it’s working. They look at my ass, my tits, my face last. I turn my head and stare up the stairs into the Twin Palms. The walls are mirrored and I see the women without their furs, in silk and pearls and amber, their hair in root vegetable colors, their false teeth, metal wires showing between  molars. I know some of them used to be village girls back in the old country. I can tell.

 

I lurk behind the community center and watch the cabbies start to circle again. They park. They stand outside of the Twin Palms and wait for the doors to open. They smoke. They laugh. They speak only in Russian. I stare at them and try to decide which one I would take on in order to get upstairs. They are a mix of young and old and the young look rough, like they’ve just arrived. Their leather dusters have a still-new sheen to them, bought with their first paycheck from the cabstand. Would becoming one of their girlfriends even get me upstairs?

I have to watch them closely. Who goes up. Who stays down. Who has a wife. Who is alone.

More people come. Do I want to wait for better Russians to come or should I try my luck with these? If I am going to spend my time at the Twin Palms I want it to be frequent. I want them to know me. I want to pass fully. What will my name be? I will have to change the I to Y. I will have to get my story straight.








THERE ARE 20,000 BABY NAMES IN THE book I purchased from the store that has menorahs in the window and Russian paperbacks in the back. The most popular Russian baby names are as follows:

 

Sasha – spelled Sasha and Sascha. Both make the list.

Karina

Aleksandra

Calina

Anya

Nadya

Agnessa
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I wasn’t sure if the last name was a girl’s or boy’s so I cut it off the list immediately.

They were all acceptable choices – all ending with A and having the same Eastern European feel. I wanted my Y to be prominent. Anya. It could pass for Polish or Russian. I could move easily with it. Fluidly.

I practiced speaking with an accent, but it just sounded like all the times I would mock my mother’s thick Polish accent. Beach sounded like bitch, count like cunt. I sounded like a crude caricature of her, my voice low and thick, rolling the R’s. I could play  her for humor but I could never be her, really. I switched back to my flat American accent and gave up. I was from nowhere and I had lived in too many places to hold on to anything permanent in my voice.








I HAD INHERITED THE APARTMENT FROM someone I once knew and it was strange to live here, to think about what he had done in here. The apartment was vertical blinds, beige carpets, bare off-white walls, and small things I found that people left behind.

Bobby pins in the corner of the bedroom carpet, a hair ball of long blond hair in the living room that the vacuum had missed, six shrimp-flavored Ramen noodle packages at the back of the kitchen cabinet, and purple Fabuloso floor cleaner, untouched.

 

I used the bobby pins, threw away the hair, pushed the Ramen aside, and filled the cabinets with my own food. I threw away the floor cleaner and bought myself Ajax powder, like my mother always used.

The apartment was rent controlled so I wasn’t going to complain. But, I was curious about whose hairball was in the living room. I thought maybe some kind of actress-to-be. The roots were dark brown. She was in need of a touch-up, whoever she was, and her hair was fine, like mine.

I considered keeping the hair, saving it, but I was already holding on to too much.








SOMETIMES, WHEN THERE IS NO PARKING ON Fairfax the Russians park on my street. The men are always alone, having already deposited their wives or significant others curbside at the Twin Palms. Alone, they like to look. I can giggle and coo here without being called a suka or worse, shalava. Here, I can woo freely.

I usually sit behind my ficus and wait. I see a few pull up with their Cadillacs and Buicks. These are better Russians. Better than the cabbies. They are well fed and wear their shirts unbuttoned two buttons to show their chest hair, their lion’s mane. I whistle from my ground-level balcony. They look for a moment, or two. I’m not their type or I’m not their girl or I just don’t work because they keep walking.

My neighbor climbs out of the sliding glass door and starts preparing something. He lays down newspaper on the table outside. He brings a floor lamp from inside the apartment outside. He brings out a few knives, and finally a fish. He smiles at me. His mustache is fine haired and ill groomed. He does not have gray yet.

He shakes his knife at me. “Do you want to take a try?” He points to the fish and smiles.

“Gut it?”

“Yes, gut and scale. Easy work.” He laughs at this but I don’t.

His English is thick with an accent. His mother still cuts his  hair in the bathroom. I can see it. The lopsided cuts. The cowlick. The telltale sign of a homemade haircut. His mother only speaks to me in Russian and I do not understand. She comes outside and smiles at me. She wants me to gut the fish and motions to it. She wants me to like her son.

He is much older than me. But still not old.

He lives across the street and walks back and forth. One day he talks to me – more than hello and goodbye.

“My mother thinks you’re pretty,” he says.

I stare at him. I’m not sure how to react so I smile and shrug.

“She said it. I didn’t.”

“Tell her thank you.”

I smile at her and she smiles back with her few silver teeth, just like my grandfather. Her single son climbs into her ground-level balcony every day, pulls open the sliding glass door and goes inside. A few minutes later he comes back out the front door with a small bag of garbage and brings it to the dumpster. Every day.

Why not use the front door each time? It was some kind of strange ritual I did not understand. I never considered scaling my balcony to press through my sliding glass. We were supposed to be cultured here and not do those kind of things in this country. Or call attention to ourselves. I wasn’t sure why he didn’t know that in America we used the front door, always.

My neighbor’s son doesn’t go to the Twin Palms. He walks around the streets with his white athletic socks pulled up high, and black, plastic sandals. And shorts. The men who go to the Twin Palms do not wear shorts. They wear slacks and silk shirts unbuttoned and leather jackets even if the Santa Ana winds are roaring.








I WORK HARD ON MY APPEARANCE. I GO TO A neighborhood salon. The women have curlers in their hair and are all over 50. They will leave the salon with plastic wrapped around their perms so the curl sets properly. I sit in a chair and stare at my hairdresser. I brought a picture from Burda, the only magazine I know of that is for both Polish and Russian women. I can’t read the words but am transfixed by the Cyrillic. The women are smiling and wearing their versions of American styles. I point to the picture. The hair is dark, a maroon tint to it, and much darker than the carefully highlighted mane I have spent years cultivating. She comes back with a tub full of color and brushes it on. She rolls it atop my head and clips it.

“Come to dryer.”

I follow her and look at myself in the mirror as the machine hums. When she washes my hair I notice the dye has stained the skin all around my hairline. My ears. My skin has dark splotches to match my new dark strands. I will have to spend hundreds of dollars to go back to the careful blond.

“Do you like?”

“It’s dark.”

“Yes, moody. Like picture.”

I stare at myself. My eyes are glowing. My hair flat and black, not dark chestnut. With a hint of maroon. Whatever it is, I will have to work with it.

I keep whistling at the Russian men and so far that has not worked. I spend evenings walking back and forth past the Twin Palms. Now some of the men nod at me from the front and stare at my ass from the back. My new slim black pants accentuate my hips and elongate my legs. They seem to like that. My dark hair makes my eyes more cat-like and brighter in hue. More Eastern European. Less American. I am starting to make sense to them. I am taking off all my American skin. Killing my ability to pass for Middle American and quiet and from here. Instead I am from the bloki again. Soviet-built and dooming.








WHEN I SEE HIM I KNOW IT’S GOING TO BE HIM. He is not exceptionally tall, not exceptionally anything. He is nondescript in the Eastern European way. The Soviet way. Brown, muddled hair, like deerskin. He is beginning the slant toward overweight.

I watch him walk toward the Twin Palms and I know he’ll appreciate all the work I have put in. Should I yell to him in words I have just learned or speak to him in English? I panic and speak English. More of a grunt than a sentence. Something vague about the weather. The street. I catch him off guard. I wonder if women ever talk to him. If they ever come on to him. He is not the man I saw outside pressed up against his car, against a woman. He is new, fresh and I know I can hold onto his attention for a while.

“It’s street cleaning today. You’ll get a ticket,” I said. He stares at me blankly.

“You can’t park on that side on Tuesdays and Fridays between 12 and 2 and you can’t park on this side Mondays and Thursdays. From 1 to 3.”

“Who says?”

I point to the signs. “The city.”

He shrugs his shoulders.

“Do you understand?”

He looks at me, inspecting me really. My hair, my eyes. The  signs of who I am and where I am from, if he wants to talk to me or deal with me or if I am just another American. He has a clean haircut. A barber cut, or even a salon. Not from the kitchen, over a basin with fine brown hairs dropping on peeling linoleum. He’s slack-jawed and has pocket eyes, blue or green or something in between. Like a shark.

“Fuck them.”

He walks away, down the street and toward the Twin Palms. He doesn’t turn around to see if I’m still watching him. He’s older than me, probably in his late 30’s. I pull the dead leaves off my ficus. It’s not taking to the dips in temperature at night.

When my Russian comes back there is a ticket on his car and he says a string of words in his brusque language and stares at me like I’m supposed to know. I blush, get nervous. He calls to me in his accented English and asks me if I saw them do it.

I say no.

“You should have listened to me. I think.” I say it with a smirk. He looks up, taken by surprise.

“What’s your name?”

I tell him it’s Anya. A good, strong Eastern Bloc name. I watch him move toward me.

He stares up at my apartment building. Satellites hanging off every balcony. He asks me if I live here. I tell him yes. And then he asks me what I wanted him to ask me.

I pause and wonder what I should say. If I should tell him the truth or if I should tell him what he wants to hear.

“Do you think I’m Russian?” I counter.

He says something to me in Russian. Something I can’t comprehend completely, maybe a word or two, but said so quickly it just sounds like a scramble. He has his answer, I am not. He stares at me, looks me up and down. “So, what are you then?” he asks.

I hesitate, I can be anything, but I revert to some kind of small pride. “Polish,” I say.

He cocks his head, like he knew all along and was putting me through the motions. He says something to me in Polish. Now I can understand: “Polish girls are very beautiful. Almost like Russians.”

I blush in the way you blush at an insult. I have named myself to him now. “Have you been to the Twin Palms?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says and laughs.

“What’s it like?”

“Not for girls like you.”

“What kind of girl is that?”

He stares at me and starts backing away. And as he does I know exactly what kind of girl that is. He turns and walks back to his car and I already want to see him again.

I ask him what his name is.

“Lev.”

He doesn’t even smile.








WHAT I AM IS ALWAYS THE FIRST QUESTION. Since the camps. Since always. One camp was in Austria when I was very small, after we left our village and before my father began to fear everything. While we waited for a country to take us, Reagan became our hero. While he worked hard to stamp out Communism, he let us sneak in on a Pan Am flight.

I was sent to the other camp when I was eleven.

Bandera, Texas.

Camp Rainbow was a camp for immigrant children, a place where we could learn to be American. We took classes like arts and crafts and classes about appropriate assimilation and learned about MTV. American pop culture. I already knew about it. I danced hungry like the wolf.

I never wanted to be a good Polish girl.

When I was young in Texas, the woman across the street had a snake hose that flailed around, sending water sailing through the air. Her yard was still brown and I had a hard time trying not to get wet as I walked up the steps to knock on her door.

She knew my mother. She felt bad for us. Our threadbare clothing, church donated in black bags, broken-armed dolls. She fed me American things.

My favorite things:

Wonder Bread – I liked to touch it, watch the white bounce back from my fingertips.

Margarine – I didn’t know what it was but it was a bright yellow that looked like egg yolks and slid across the Wonder Bread without ripping it.

Sugar – I had it sprinkled on top of Wonder Bread and margarine. The sandwich had to have the edges neatly pinched together so not a granule was lost. My neighbor did this for me but it was also important for me to reinforce the creases myself.

 

I always ate these sandwiches hungrily. It was my favorite thing. A bread, butter, and sugar sandwich. I snuck away to her house, dust-covered fake foliage in every corner. She fed me sandwich after sandwich and I was careful not to lose a granule. The layer of sugar crunched in my mouth. If I lost a bit on her stoop, while sitting there eating it, I’d take my finger, stick it in my mouth, wet it and run it along the concrete, picking up the sugar and sticking it back in my mouth.

My mother didn’t know about my bread, butter, and sugar sandwiches.

 

We ate galaretka at our house. Things little girls did not like. I picked the pieces of dill off of my potatoes and checked the refrigerator daily, hoping one day there would be a tub of margarine. There never was.

 

But, I wasn’t off the boat anymore, like these people. The second wave of immigrants from Poland, Russia, Laos, Cambodia. We couldn’t speak to one another. They were too fresh. We slept on bunk beds and were told to watch out for scorpions, water moccasins in the river, tarantulas in the trees.

I ate sliced pickles from a jar every meal for two weeks and  lost 15 pounds. My father said I looked like an escapee from a concentration camp. I thought I looked slim and tan and newly American. I kissed a Polish boy there. His name was Poitr and his face was covered in red pustules. I felt them on his back too, when I rubbed at his shirt. I felt one pop. He always wore black shirts. Even in the Texas sun. Piotr gave me presents of N.W.A tapes and the N.W.A hat he was so proud of, the red stitching of the letters bursting from black fabric.

He stuck his tongue in my throat and jabbed it around. Hit my teeth. I giggled and he kept asking me what was so funny. I wanted him to hurry up and finish. I told him I was fourteen and he was already sixteen and I wanted him to put his hand under my shirt but he was scared. He was not a man.

I left him on the picnic tables, alone, and went looking for someone older. Someone less scared. Later, I would put the hat over my face and inhale, play the tape in my boom box, and try to remember him.

I tried to look beautiful for the American camp counselors but they didn’t understand us. They just shoved us together, in the pool, at dances. Told us how we were supposed to act now, swaggering. Accent-less, unlike our parents. We still had a chance in this country, we could still pass.

I had been in America longer than the rest of these children. Mimicry is what I was good at. I observed and made practiced movements, keeping quiet so that I could listen. It pleased me to know I could do these things. American things like shout cocksucker as a punctuation mark, gyrate my pelvis wildly to Duran Duran’s “Hungry Like The Wolf” while mouthing the words “I’m on the hunt I’m after you,” and saunter around the bone-dry landscape as if drunk, as if I were some kind of John Wayne. It didn’t matter that I didn’t know what these things were, just that I was free to do them with no one to stop me.








LOS ANGELES HAS ONE POLISH CHURCH. Catholic, of course. On West Adams. I went there when Pope John Paul died and everyone was sobbing. The mass was in Polish and I could pick out lines and prayers that I had learned when I was a child. Still learning Polish. Still learning English. On one side of the altar hung a large photograph of the deceased Pope. It had no doubt been affixed to the wall when John Paul became Pope. On the other side, a copy of the Black Madonna.

The Black Madonna of Częstochowa, Poland, has a cut on her cheek and a golden crown and holds her son. Her cheek was sliced by the Hussites in the 1400s and it bled. We worship the painting and we worship the scar. I have crawled on my knees in front of her image in Poland.

She is surrounded by reminders of sickness. Hanging crutches, small crosses worn around the neck of the sick and dying, miraculously cured. All the cured leave the remnants of their maladies all around her in the Jasna Góra Monastery where she is worshiped. She is the mother of God and an image of her hangs in every good Polish person’s house.

 

There is also only one Polish store and two Polish restaurants in Los Angeles. Sausages hang on the walls of the store. The older women do not speak English. The younger ones look bored and tired and don’t want anything to do with me. I am  nothing to them. A strange in between. They grunt at me when I try and place my order in their language. Behind them hang kielbasas; thin and long, short and fat, in between sizes too. Blood sausages, hunter’s sausage, white and special for Easter. Most have names that I cannot read so I point and sound out the words in my head, too shy to say them out loud. One day, maybe I will. Not today. I line the counter with sauerkraut I will never eat, and chocolates filled with plums that will get pushed to the back of the cupboard. Reminders of who I am, but who I am not quite.

 

Lev is waiting for me when I get home to my apartment. I think he is here for me because he’s on my street again, in the same clothes I saw him in before. I want to smell him. Smell his smell. See if he smells like an immigrant or if he has become Americanized, slathering deodorant under his arms to mask the musk and the sweat and that smell that I find so intoxicating. Onions mixed with cheap cologne.

Once I smell him I won’t have to ask how long he’s been here.

He won’t look at me. I’m pulling out the paper bags filled with sausages, tightly hidden behind white butcher paper to mask the smell. The prices are scrawled on the outside with black wax crayon. The fours and nines are curved differently. The twos have a different gait. As I linger I hear Lev clear his throat. I look up and attempt to act surprised. He asks me to watch his car, not let them ticket him this time and laughs at his own joke that I don’t get.

“What’s in there?” He points to my bag and I’m concerned that it’s too invasive.

“Kabanosy and kapusta.”

“Like a good Polish girl.” He smiles his smile at me, his sneer.

I like that I have some pull with him. That I am not just American. That I am closer to him.

That is my trick.

“Do you want some?” I ask.

He pats his stomach. “I have to go upstairs. A party.”

“What do they have up there?”

“Russians.”

I smile at him and start walking away. Tell him I will, in fact, watch his car.

He laughs and tells me, “No, it was joke. I get someone else to make sure it’s okay.”

And then I know he’s somebody. And then I know I want him even more.

In the morning, Lev’s car is still there. I wonder who he went home with. If one of the fur-coated ladies drove him home or if he went with them, to their homes, to their apartments. Where he lives. If they went further east. Toward Little Armenia, where the other Russians live or if he traveled to the valley where the New Russian families live. The ones who moved here in the early ’90s – the new flow.

A different man comes and moves Lev’s car. He is lanky and disheveled and I watch him as he creeps into the front seat and patiently pulls back and forth, trying to get out of the tight spot. He swerves out in one final, impatient turn and drives down the street and disappears. After he moves the car there is shuffling in the apartments across the street. The men from Odessa begin to open doors, water plants. Come alive. It is morning and they are starting the routine of their day. Doing their chores so their wives will permit them to sit in lawn chairs, on their balconies, and watch the cars move back and forth down the street. Our buildings are all squat, two-storied, with balconies. All somewhat the same, tan stucco or white stucco or beige, fading into one another. Nondescript and unobtrusive, always striving to be mildly pleasant and to blend into the California landscape. But our block was different, house plants sitting outside, brightly beaded curtains haphazardly attached to the railing with butcher twine, and faded lace curtains in the windows.  We were still ethnic here. When people walked by, they would point at the windows and say things like, “Why are they drying their clothes outside? Aren’t they afraid they’ll get stolen?” No one’s ever did. Not with Boris hanging out his window everyday, watching everyone go by.

I sit on my balcony and watch people get out of their cars and walk to the small shops on Fairfax and think things like, I was never a good girl, good enough to come back to. And, I want to be more permissive, unlike the wives on my street.

I can’t though. I know myself.
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