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'[An] affecting debut . . . the nonagenarian gives voice to
a childhood version of himself who witnesses his older
sister's love for a Christian boy break down the
invisible wall that kept Jewish families from Christians
across the street. Yet when major world events touch
the poverty-stricken block, the individual coming-ofage
is intensified without being trivialised, and the
conversational account takes on the heft of an
historical novel with stirring success.'

Publishers Weekly

'The Invisible Wall is a superb, well-told story of a
young Jewish boy growing up in an era long-gone. The
background detail is a history lesson in itself. I
immediately became involved in the lives of the
characters whom Harry Bernstein brings brilliantly to
life, so much so that I felt very strongly for the fate of
the young "Arry" caught up in the illogicalities of adult
behaviour caused by the Invisible Wall. A delightful,
fascinating read which held me spell-bound throughout.'
Billy Hopkins, author of Our Kid

'A remarkable memoir . . . vivid, compassionate and
notably unsentimental'

Times Literary Supplement

'Harry Bernstein is a natural story teller with a
compelling story to tell. I think, by the end, any reader
will feel as I did – that it would be a real pleasure to
meet the author.'

Donald James Wheal, author of World's End
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Ninety-seven-year-old Harry Bernstein emigrated to the
USA with his family after the First World War. He has
written all his life, but started writing The Invisible Wall
following the death of his wife of 67 years, Ruby. The
Dream is his second book, and he is now at work on a
third. He lives in Brick, New Jersey.





Praise for The Invisible Wall

'A compelling narrative of childhood survival . . . the
tale has a freshness, a vitality and a relentless
energy . . . [Bernstein's] memory is extraordinarily
powerful. The Invisible Wall is a triumph of the human
spirit over multi-faceted adversity.' Daily Mail

'Extraordinary . . . Bernstein's storytelling is spare,
uncomplicated, and terribly vivid for it.' Independent

'The Invisible Wall is full of secrets, dreams, hardship
and longing. Harry Bernstein, in his at turns
heartbreaking and yet heart-warming book, has written
about a world that few living people can remember.
This is history as written by one who actually lived it.'
Gilda O'Neill

'A fascinating, poignant story . . . which leaves one
with a sense of hope'

William Woodruff, author of The Road to Nab End

'An exceptional book' Guardian

'[A] heart-wrenching memoir . . . the setting,
beautifully rendered, recalls early DH Lawrence. It is a
world of pain and prejudice, evoked in spare, restrained
prose that brilliantly illuminates a time, a place and a
family struggling valiantly to beat impossible odds. In
Mr Bernstein's hands, the small events of family life
and the daily dramas on the street take on a
shimmering, timeless quality. As an emotional
experience and a vivid retelling of the author's past, it
exerts uncommon power.'

New York Times
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Dedicated to Ruby,

whose love made the dream come true
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Chapter One

Dreams played an important part in our lives in those
early days in England. Our mother invented them
for us to make up for all the things we lacked and to give
us some hope for the future. Perhaps, also, it was for
herself, to escape the miseries she had to endure, which
were caused chiefly by my father, who cared little about
his family.

The dreams were always there to brighten our lives a
little. Only they came and went, beautiful while they
lasted, but fragile and quick to vanish. They were like
the soap bubbles we used to blow out of a clay pipe,
sending them floating in the air above us in a gay,
colourful procession, each one tantalising but elusive.
When we reached up to seize one and to hold it in our
hand, it burst at the slightest touch and disappeared.
That is how our dreams were.

Take, for instance, the front parlour. For years and
years, as long as we had lived in the house, the front
room, intended to be a parlour, had remained empty,
completely without furniture of any sort, simply because
we could not afford to buy any. The fireplace had never
been lit, and stood there cold and grey. But that wasn't
how it appeared in the dream my mother conjured up for
us. It would, she promised, be warm and cosy, with red
plush furniture, a luxurious divan and big, comfortable
chairs. It would have a red plush carpet on the floor too,
and on top of all that there would be a piano. Yes, a piano
with black and white keys that we could all play on.

Oh, it was a wonderful dream, and we used to pretend
it had already happened and we were lounging on the
chairs, and my sister Rose stretched out on the divan.
She, more than any of us, gave vent to a vivid
imagination, playing the part of a duchess and giving
commands to servants in a haughty tone, with an
imaginary lorgnette held to her eyes.

Then what happened? My mother must have done a
lot of soul searching and it must have cost her many a
sleepless night before she reached her decision to do
what Rose afterwards, in her bitterness, called treachery.
But what else could my poor mother have done? She was
struggling desperately to keep us all alive with the little
money my father doled out to her every week from his
pay as a tailor, keeping the bulk of it for his drinking and
gambling. She had to do something to keep us from
starving, so she turned the front room into a small shop
where she sold faded fruits and vegetables scavenged
from underneath the stalls in the market.

A common shop, no less, to break that beautiful
bubble. My sister Rose never forgave her, and indeed the
bitterness and resentment lasted a lifetime, and she
hardly ever talked to my mother.

But that's how our dreams were and it didn't seem as
if the really big one my mother had would be any
different. This was the dream of going to America. This
was the one my mother would never give up. It was the
panacea for all her ills, the only hope she had left of a
better life.

We had relatives there – not hers; she had none of her
own, having been orphaned as a child in Poland, then
passed from one unwilling and often unkind household
to another until she was sixteen and able to make her
way to England. They were my father's relatives, his
father and mother, and about ten brothers and sisters, a
large brood of which he was the oldest.

At one time they too had lived in England, and in the
very same house where we now lived, that whole family
crowded into a house that was scarcely big enough for
ours with only six children. No wonder they fought so
often among themselves; it was for space, probably, they
fought, although they fought with their neighbours as
well. They were a noisy, unruly lot, I am told, and my
father was the worst of them all when it came to
battling. In fact, he terrorised his entire family with his
loud voice and ready fists, and even my grandmother
may have been afraid of him and she was pretty tough
herself.

As for my grandfather, he played no part in any of this.
He let my grandmother rule the house, which she did
with iron fists except when it came to my father. But my
grandfather managed to keep pretty much to himself. He
was a roofer by trade and he was away often, mending
slate roofs in distant towns and enjoying himself
immensely. He would sing while he worked, songs of all
nationalities, Jewish, Irish, English, Polish, and often
draw a large, appreciative audience below.

In an old cardboard box where my mother used to keep
an assortment of family photographs I once found a sepia
photo of my father's entire family, all of them ranged in
three rows one behind the other, all dressed in their best
clothes, smiling and looking like well-behaved, perfectly
respectable children, and far from the ruffians that they
were. In the centre sat the two parents, my grandmother
heavy and double-chinned with a massive bosom and the
glower on her face that was always there. Beside her
sat my grandfather, a bearded and quite distinguishedlooking
gentleman holding a silver-knobbed cane
between his legs, wearing a frock coat.

My father was not on that photograph and for a very
good reason. He was not there. He was still in Poland.

The story, I have always felt, was somewhat
apocryphal, yet older members of the family swear to its
truth. At seven years of age my father had been put to
work in a slaughterhouse, where he cleared up the
remains of the animals that had been slaughtered for
butchering. He worked twelve and sometimes more
hours a day. At nine he started to drink. At ten he was
defying my grandmother and was a terror to all of them.
He could not be handled. So one day while he was at
work my grandmother gathered up the rest of her family
and together with my grandfather they all fled to
England, leaving my father to fend for himself. When he
got home and found them gone he almost went mad with
rage. He followed them, however, and after many
difficult weeks of travel finally got to England. He
arrived at our street in the middle of the night. He had
learned from other Jewish people where they lived, and
he banged on the door and demanded to be let in.

My grandmother was awakened along with the rest of
the household. Peering down from her bedroom window
and seeing who it was, she went to get the bucket that
stood on the landing and was used as a toilet for the
night. It was full to the brim. She carried it to the open
window and poured it down on his head. He let out a yell
of rage, but refused to give up and kept banging on the
door until she was forced to let him in.

So now it was the same thing all over again, except
that he was vengeful and more dangerous than ever, and
my grandmother racked her brain for another means of
getting rid of him. It was at this time, so the story goes,
that my mother arrived in England and straight into the
hands of my grandmother, who immediately saw the
solution to her problem in this sweet, innocent young
orphaned girl, who had no friends, no relatives, nobody
in the world to turn to. It was not hard to promote the
match between her and my father, so my mother,
knowing nothing about him, fell into the trap of a
marriage that brought her nothing but misery for the rest
of her life.

That wasn't the end of the story. No sooner had this
marriage taken place than my grandmother lost no time
in putting as much distance as she could between her
and her oldest son. Once again she packed her things,
gathered her brood together and took them off to
America, and out of the goodness of her heart she
arranged with the landlord for the newly married couple
to take over her house.

In view of all this it would seem utterly useless for my
mother to appeal to my grandmother – her, especially –
and others in that family for help in coming to America.
Twice they had fled from my father. What chance was
there that they would spend their money to buy the
steamship tickets that she always asked for and that
would bring him back into their lives?

Yet, knowing this, knowing the terrible story of how
they had abandoned him in Poland and the suspicion
that it had been something similar when they went to
America, my mother wrote to all of them just the same.
By this time the children were grown up, and most of
them were married and out of my grandmother's house,
so there were many letters to write.

She could not write herself, since she had never gone
to school; she dictated them to one of us and through all
the years this had been going on the job was handed
down from one to the other as we grew up, until finally
it came to me, and I was the one who sat down opposite
her at the table in the kitchen and dipped my pen in the
ink bottle and waited while she thought of what to say.

At last she began: 'My dear ——' – whoever this was
being written to – 'just a few lines to let you know we are
all well and hoping to hear the same from you –'
Her letters always began this way and eventually after
a few words of gossip about the old street – how Mrs
Cohen had had another baby, how this one across the
street had been sick, how that one . . . – she would finally
launch into her plea for the tickets. She never said
money. She could not bear the thought of taking money
from anyone. But tickets, the steamship tickets, seemed
better, and she would always reassure them that they
would be paid for once we got to America and started
working there.

They did not always answer. Sometimes weeks would
go by and no letter came from America. The postman
knew all about us and what we were expecting. Well, the
whole street knew, but the postman especially. He was
an elderly man with white hair sticking out from under
his peaked hat, and he limped from a wounded leg he had
got in the Boer War. He'd see me waiting at the front door
while he limped his way down the street with his bag
slung over one shoulder, and shake his head before he got
to me and say, 'Not today, lad. Better luck tomorrow.'

We did get a letter from Uncle Abe. And it was an
excited, jubilant letter. He wrote telling us how well he
was doing. He had three suits of clothing hanging in his
closet and . . . in the excitement his words got twisted a
little and it came out: 'I have a beautiful home and a wife
with electric lights and a bathtub . . .'

It was good for a laugh, but what about the tickets we'd
asked him for? Nor did any of the others mention them.
And as for my grandmother, the one letter she wrote in
several years had a caustic touch. 'What do you think I
am,' she asked, 'the Bank of England? Or do you think I
took the crown jewels with me when I left England? . . .'

With all this you'd think my mother would get
discouraged and give up writing letters. But that did not
happen, and I don't know how many letters I wrote
between the time I started, which would have been
when I was about nine or ten, until I was twelve. And
then, one morning, while we were all seated round the
table at breakfast, there was a loud knocking at the front
door.

'Go and see who it is,' my mother said, addressing no
one in particular. She was too busy herself serving the
breakfast and trying to feed the baby, who was propped
up in an improvised high chair made from an ordinary
chair plus a wooden box and a strap.

For a while none of us seemed to have heard her. It was
probably a Jewish holiday of some sort for we were all
home and my father was still upstairs sleeping. We were
not only busy eating, but also reading, with our books
and magazines propped up in front of us against the sugar
bowl or the milk jug or even the loaf of bread or whatever
support we could find. This was a regular practice of ours
at mealtimes. But the lack of response to my mother's
request could have been due to something else. Despite
the absorption in our reading it could have been the
thought that the knock might be from a customer and
that would have been a good reason to ignore it. We
hated customers, along with the shop, still not realising
that it represented our very lifeblood.

And then my eyes lifted from the Treasure Island that
I was reading, and my mother's eyes caught mine and she
said, 'You go, Harry.'

I got up reluctantly and went to the front door.





Chapter Two

It was not a customer. It was the postman. He was
standing outside with his bag slung over a shoulder
and a grin on his face when he saw me. He was holding
out a long, thick envelope. 'All for you, lad,' he said.
'Sorry it isn't America. Maybe next time.'

I took it from him and closed the door, wondering
what could be in it. Yes, I was sorry it was not from
America. A big thick envelope like that could very well
have had tickets inside and my heart had given a bit of a
thump when I first saw it in his hand. But the postmark
on this one was Manchester and the return address gave
the name of a travel agency there. It was addressed to the
Bernsteins, no first name, simply the Bernsteins, and I
was tempted to open it right then and there. However, I
hurried in to give it to my mother.

Looking up from thrusting a spoonful of porridge into
the baby's mouth, she too gave a start when she first saw
it, probably thinking the same thing I had. But when I
told her it was from Manchester the light that had sprung
up in her face died out and she said, 'It's probably an
advertisement. Put it down and I'll look at it later.'

'Maybe it's something important,' I said. 'Don't you
want to open it now?'

'No, later,' she said and went back to feeding the baby.

But my curiosity was too great for me to be put off.
'Can I open it?' I asked.

Impatiently she said, 'All right, open it if you want.'

I did. I opened the envelope, saw what was inside and
the next moment I was yelling, 'It's the tickets!'

At the table the three of them looked up from their
books. My mother stared at me with the spoon
motionless in her hand. I'm not sure that she believed
me. I don't think the others did either. But I was taking
them out of the envelope. They were pink. Each had a
name on it. There was one for each of us. There was the
name of the boat we were to travel on: the SS Regina.
There was the date: 22 June 1922. The departure:
Liverpool. The destination: Quebec, Canada.

I kept taking them out of the envelope and all the time
I was yelling, and soon the others left the table and
rushed over to see the tickets and to grab them out of my
hand, and they too started yelling, and my mother stood
transfixed, not believing what she was hearing and
seeing, she too taking one of the tickets from me and
staring at it, unable to speak.

How does one feel when a dream comes true? When
the bubble you grasp in your hand does not burst but
remains there intact, as beautiful and rose-coloured as it
was floating in the air? What does one say? My mother
said nothing at first, nothing at all, and for a moment I
thought she was going to burst into tears, so deep was the
emotion I saw surging through her.

There were other things in that envelope that we
would have to look at. There was a long letter from the
travel agency giving us a mountain of instructions for
packing, passports, photographs that would be necessary,
vaccinations, but all of this could wait for later when we
had sobered up from that first moment's intoxication.
The house was a bedlam with our shouts and yells of joy,
and the baby crying from fright.

Then suddenly there was a voice saying roughly,
'What the bloody 'ell's going on here?'

It was my father. He had come downstairs and into the
kitchen without our noticing, and at once there was
silence, save for the crying of the baby. Nobody dared
move or say anything, all of us aware that we had broken
the rule of maintaining absolute quiet in the house so
long as he slept upstairs. His face was dark with anger
and he was obviously in the kind of mood that such
noisy awakenings could bring on.

My mother had picked up the baby and was rocking
him back and forth in an attempt to quiet him. 'We
forgot you were sleeping,' she said. 'But we couldn't help
it. The tickets have come.'

If she had expected that this joyous news could have a
softening effect, she was mistaken. 'Tickets?' he said,
with no lessening of the anger. 'What tickets you talking
about?'

'To go to America.'

'Who the bloody 'ell wants to go to America?'

He had said this before. He had made it perfectly clear
that he had no intention of going to America. He had
never shared that dream and there was obviously no
sentimental attachment on his part to the relatives in
America, his father and mother, his brothers and sisters.
Perhaps this was little wonder. They had abandoned him
once in Poland. They had done the same thing here in
England. Of that he was sure and it rankled deep inside
him. Things he had said before had indicated that. There
were things he said now.

There was unmistakable bitterness in his tone: 'What
the bloody 'ell would I want to go to America for? To see
that rotten bunch there? Do they want to see me? Like
bloody 'ell they do. They can all rot in 'ell for all I care.
You can go if you want. You can take your bloody little
bastards and go. Do what they did. Run off. Go!'

'You mustn't talk that way,' my mother said in a low
voice. 'I'm sure they all want to see you. The past is
past. You must try to forget the past. This is our big
chance. If they're as bad as you think they are they
wouldn't have sent us the tickets. It means they want
to see you.'

'Like bloody 'ell it does,' he shouted back at her. 'I'll
bet you one thing. I'll bet you there's no ticket there for
me. I'll bet you anything.'

'Yes, there is,' she said, louder now and more certain of
herself. 'I saw it. Here, see for yourself.'

She took the tickets from me and handed them to him.
But instead of looking at them he threw them on to the
floor, scattering them all over and cursing: 'You can stick
your tickets up your arse. That's what I think of 'em.
And you can go to 'ell, you and your little bastards, for all
I care.'

My mother had given a cry of horror as he threw them
down and I myself rushed to retrieve them, but as I bent
down my father launched out with a foot and gave me a
hard kick in the behind that sent me sprawling on the
floor; then he stomped out of the room and went back
upstairs.

My mother helped me to my feet and the others, who
had remained silent and shocked by all this, joined in
picking up the pink steamship tickets. Then I, with a
sore behind and hatred in my heart, went outside and I
must have walked for miles trying to drive it all away,
but thinking all the while that some day I was going to
kill my father.

One good thing came out of this: the thought that
since my father was not going with us we would be free
of him for ever, and all the fear and hatred for him that
had hung over us ever since I could remember would no
longer be there. It gave me a feeling of immense
happiness and, because I knew that scene this morning
had thrown a shadow over my mother's joy, I talked with
her about it later in the evening.

She had decided that the first thing she must do was
write a letter of thanks for the tickets, so I was sitting in
my usual position at the table in the kitchen opposite her
with the writing pad and the ink bottle in front of me,
and the pen in my hand, when I brought it up before she
had begun. 'You must tell them he's not coming,' I
reminded her. We always referred to him as 'he' or 'him',
never as 'Father' or 'Dad' or any of the familiar terms that
children use for fathers.

My mother, deeply buried in thought about what she
was going to say, looked up at me and stared for a moment.
'Why do you say he's not coming?' she asked finally.

I was a bit surprised. 'He made it plain enough this
morning,' I said and rubbed my behind a bit ruefully. It
was still painful.

She saw me and understood. 'He's your father,' she
said.

'Does that give him the right to kick me in the arse?' I
asked.

'He can't help it, I suppose,' she said. 'He's been treated
roughly himself from the time he was a little boy,
younger than you are now. It's the only way he knows.'

'I don't care,' I said. 'He's got no right to kick me like
that. And I'm glad he's not coming with us to America.'

'I wouldn't be too sure about that,' she said.

I looked at her, surprised and with a faint disappointment
settling inside me. 'He said he wouldn't go.'

'He says a lot of things that he doesn't mean.'

The disappointment deepened. 'Then he's coming?'

'We'll have to see.'

That was all she wanted to say about it, so we turned
back to the letter and I dipped my pen in the ink bottle
once more. 'Dear ——' she began and halted.

'Who are we writing to?' I asked.

She was puzzled. 'Who did the tickets come from?'

'The envelope had the name of a travel agency in
Manchester,' I reminded her.

'I know that. But didn't they tell us where the money
came from? Look in the envelope. There was a letter
from the travel agency. Maybe it's in there.'

I looked. I took out the tickets, the letter, all the other
literature the agency had sent us with information about
the trip we were going to make. There wasn't a single
word as to who had sent the money.

We began to conjecture. Not Grandma – she was not
the Bank of England, nor did she have the crown jewels
when she left England. With this caustic statement still
fresh in our minds she was eliminated from the start.
And if not Grandma then certainly not Grandpa, for he
would have less to do with anything than anybody. So
who, then? Uncle Abe, who had three suits of clothing
hanging in the closet and a beautiful wife with electric
lights and a bathtub? But he with his boasting would
surely have let us know that he was paying for the
tickets? What about Uncle Morris, who was such a nice
man and wrote such pleasant letters when he did reply,
and his wife Leah, who wrote too, sometimes, in his
place and gave us such a cheerful picture of their life in
America – though never saying a word about the tickets?
Or Aunt Sophie, who was nice too and had recently
married a barber named Sam, who was supposed to be
quite well off? Hadn't she once said that she'd love to see
us all? And Uncle Barney, the comedian of the family,
who wrote such funny letters, once suggesting that we
all take swimming lessons and maybe swim across the
Atlantic Ocean to America?

There was name after name that came to us. Uncle Joe,
Uncle Harry, Aunt this, Aunt that, until we'd eliminated
virtually every one of the ten members of the family
including their spouses without coming up with one that
we knew for sure was our benefactor.

It was a complete mystery, and the letter had to be put
off until we found out, so I put away my pad of paper and
ink bottle and pen in the drawer of the dresser, and my
mother went back to her clothes washing in the scullery.
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