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2016


‘Your dad asked me to call. It’s full of journalists here. It might be a good idea if you come as fast as possible.’


‘Why? What’s wrong?’


‘Bob Dylan got the Nobel Prize.’


I leave my lunch untouched on the kitchen table. A brush of mascara and then I cycle as fast as I can. Ten minutes later I’m pedalling up Wollmar Yxkullsgatan. From a distance I see a small queue forming outside the store. It’s not a store really, more a space where Papa arranges concerts one or two times a week or sits drinking coffee with his friends. I rip off my helmet before I reach the crest of the hill. Park my bike outside the store: peering through the window I see Papa already flanked by two of his neighbours. Guardian angels. ‘Here comes the daughter. Let her through.’ I enter the store feeling embarrassed by the importance I’m given. They explain that they’ve drawn up a list of who goes first and that the journalists are waiting outside until it’s their turn. Papa is sitting on his throne in front of the computer, a tall desk chair upholstered in black leather. It’s actually not a desk chair; it’s a barber’s chair, one of those you can pump up and down with your foot, another present from his friends and acquaintances. On his head he sports a sun hat, even though it’s mid-October. Oblivious to the flashing cameras and the glare of television lights, he has a friendly greeting for everyone who enters. Reporter after reporter is granted an audience. They plant snares, trying to make him say something nasty about Dylan. But he sidesteps all their traps, he jokes, compares their cameras, loudly shouting in American English:


‘Which one of you has the biggest? Which one of you is smartest?’


His broad New York Jewish accent fills the room. I recognize his humour. I pass through to the small kitchenette at the back of the store, search for a glass among the litter of folk-music magazines, compact discs and papers cohabiting the shelf with kitchen utensils. Finally I find one that is not too dirty. I fill it with water from the basin in the toilet. Trying not to breathe through my nose. Like the rest of the store, the walls of this tiny WC are covered with paintings and posters. Above the toilet is a framed note I scrawled as a teenager: ‘Gentlemen are requested to lift the toilet seat when peeing.’ A vintage 1980s pink paper clip is fixed to one corner of the note. The soles of my shoes stick to the floor.


I re-enter the makeshift film studio, pass the overflowing bookshelves and hand Papa the glass. I’m rewarded with a smacking kiss on the cheek.


‘This is my daughter. I’d never survive without her!’


In the middle of all this commotion the landline rings. The Swedish Academy wants Dylan’s number. The woman calling, she might have said that her name was Sara, speaks in a dry, terse tone, like the worst sort of journalist. She wants the phone number and she wants it now. I ask her to call back in five minutes. She refuses to hang up. I throw the receiver down, start riffling through ancient address books and email messages. I scan all the phone numbers Papa has scrawled in thick black felt-tip pen on the wall. I open drawer after drawer in the counter built along one of the walls, the one piece of furniture left over from the days when milk and dairy products were sold here. I find some contact information but it’s full of odd number sequences. Papa is busy with the journalists, angry now that they insist on asking their questions in English:


‘Forty years I’ve been living here, I can speak Swedish!’


Though actually he’s jumping between the two languages at random.


A couple of minutes later the woman from the academy is on the phone again and I still haven’t found what she’s looking for. Papa hears the call and gets irritated at the constant interruptions. He shouts:


‘Tell them to fuck off!’


Once more I put down the phone as I hear him tell his story for the hundredth time:


‘Dylan walked into the store, same as everyone else. He picked up a guitar, started playing and then we became friends. I think it took about thirteen minutes. He wrote two songs for me!’


Papa takes a gulp of water:


‘I was the first one to let him play a big hall. That’s why he trusted me. When I rented Carnegie Hall people said to me: “Izzy! Are you crazy?”’


He mimics their wide eyes and gaping mouths:


‘But I just said, “This kid is the best I’ve ever heard.” And I don’t joke about those things.’


Finally, all the journalists’ questions have been answered. Also, I’ve located the right contact information for Dylan’s manager. I send it in a text message to the woman from the academy. Twenty-four hours later Dylan still hasn’t responded. No one knows if he intends to accept the prize or not. The man is silent. The Swedish Academy tells Dagens Nyheter, Sweden’s major daily, that they were finally able to reach Dylan’s manager. Supposedly he told them that ‘he had no idea if, or when, the artist would acknowledge the prize’. Apparently, Dylan was napping before a concert when the prize was announced and was not to be woken.


Papa, on the other hand, was up at six in the morning for a live interview on Swedish national radio. He managed to set his alarm, dress himself and go downstairs to the street in time to catch the taxi. He can do it, when he needs to.


I’m eating breakfast with the children and turn the radio on. One of the old kind, a box with dials and an antenna. It lives on the windowsill sharing space with kids’ drawings, old newspapers and ripening fruit. Natasha, my daughter, crunches cornflakes and feeds her teddy. I run a hand over her cheek. So soft and round. She’s named after a character I played in a production of War and Peace many years ago. My golden-curled son, Nikolai, taps his phone. Soon he’ll rush out the door on his way to school. He’s grown too big for cuddling. Lasse is grinding coffee beans. When they whirl through the blades it sounds like the kitchen is about to explode. I lean in to the radio to hear Papa’s gravelly voice, just in time to catch the radio host asking:


‘So, Izzy, what do you think about Dylan getting the Nobel Prize?’ He answers without hesitation:


‘He should have got it thirty years ago!’


I sigh with relief. The whole interview could have been a disaster.


An hour later I meet Papa at the store. He stands leaning against the doorpost, waiting for me. He’s calm but eager for a coffee. Arm in arm we walk to our favourite coffee shop on St Paulsgatan. On high bar stools we sit side by side next to the window. Looking out. Watching people passing by. I rub his back and feel the warmth. He’s smaller now. He who used to be the biggest.










1980


I’m six years old and we’re lying in the grass in a nearby park, Mariatorget. As we often do. Papa’s dark-blue suit jacket is spread out under us. He lies on his stomach, writing with tiny letters in his journal. I lean my head on his back and look in my comic book. You can buy them for two kronor each at the store around the corner. They look almost as good as new. The grass tickles my arms and legs.


We lie there like that for an hour, maybe two. Sometimes I run across to the swings or dip my feet in the fountain. Other times I nod off, or Papa does. Then he shakes out his jacket and we walk to the store.


The store. The centre. Papa’s place. There’s always been the store ever since I was a baby. Our second home, Papa’s workspace. He taps on the typewriter, cuts and pastes text and photos into his folk-music newsletter. Page 1, 2, 3, 4. I draw. There are books about folk music. Everywhere. Papa’s library. Ceiling-high bookshelves. The walls covered with photographs and concert posters. Scissors, tape and glue stick. He snips articles from all the Swedish newspapers, and foreign papers when he can get them. He glues them on to blank sheets of paper, scribbles the date and files them in loose-leaf binders. There are binders for folk music, for Dylan, for the war in Cambodia, for the conflict between Israel and Palestine. I make my own magazine, borrow Papa’s pens, sticky with glue, his light box and his rulers.


Papa often props the door open with the Golden Boot he won, a prize awarded by Dagens Nyheter. I don’t really know why he got it. Something to do with folk music probably, something about the store. It looks like a beat-up Charlie Chaplin boot, unglued at the sole with nails sticking up. It’s made of gold; even the shoelaces are golden. I like to carry it around. It weighs several kilos.


People come in sometimes. Usually older men. They ask about some record or book, or they ask if it’s true that Papa knows Bob Dylan. Papa sighs. He doesn’t have much for sale, a few records, an odd instrument, but they should at least buy his newsletter. It only costs five kronor.


‘You should be supporting me!’


If they don’t buy anything, he throws them out and we watch as they scuttle down the street in shock.


Three huge storefront windows look out on to the pavement and the enormous tree on the corner that gives us shade in the summer.










2016


I’m sitting on a chair in a stranger’s kitchen. I put my make-up on attempting to look natural, just a shade prettier than usual. The man making the documentary about Papa wants the apartment he’s rented to seem as if it’s mine. I try to look relaxed, sitting by the kitchen window with a cup of coffee. I pull my legs up under me, trying to look bohemian in my black dress.


The film-maker sits perched by the camera a couple of metres away. He talks unceasingly, wants to film me backlit. I ask if I won’t just become a silhouette then. He answers in perfect British English that his super-expensive camera will fix it. Will fix everything. He presses the record button:


‘So, tell me about your father’s store in New York.’


I don’t know all the names of everyone who played in Papa’s store sixty years ago. Also, my English deteriorates when I get nervous. I’m tracing the rim of the coffee cup with my finger, the palms of my hands are all sweaty.


The film-maker isn’t satisfied with my answers. He starts dictating what I should say, spells things out and wants me to memorize lines. I sit straight up, trying to rattle off names as if it were common knowledge that they played there:


‘Joan Baez, Joni Mitchell, Bob Dylan, Emmylou Harris, Pete Seeger, Mississippi John Hurt, Patti Smith and… um… loads of other musicians and poets. They all used to perform at the Folklore Center.’


I notice how the words come out garbled.


‘It was like a… mecca for folk music in Greenwich Village.’


Two hours later I’ve repeated a litany of facts on demand. I related how Papa was born in 1928 in the Bronx and how his parents emigrated to the USA from Poland. With feigned enthusiasm I told the story of how Papa opened his store in New York at the end of the fifties. I described Bob Dylan, sitting at Papa’s old typewriter, tapping out lyrics to his songs.


I clear my throat:


‘But one day Papa had a visit from some Swedish folk musicians, Björn Ståbi and Bror Hjorth. They became friends. He developed an infatuation for Swedish folk music. It was that love, along with his hatred of the war in Vietnam, that made my parents move to Sweden in 1973. I was born a year later.’


The film-maker shuffles his notes. I believe that my parents’ break-up, shortly after my birth, is not something he would be interested in so I don’t mention it. Neither do I describe the way I lived one life with my mother and an entirely different one with my father.


We’re finally done. I’m released out on to Mariatorget. I wipe the palms of my hands on my dress, fill my lungs with fresh air and look up at an open blue sky.










1981


Stockholm is moving slower; the summer holidays are here. Papa and I are sitting on a bench in Björns Trädgård, a city park paved with warm, grey asphalt. We sit opposite one another, two benches with a table in between. Papa has bought a half-litre block of ice cream. Nougat and vanilla. It’s cheaper and perhaps even tastier than ice creams on sticks. He’s brought with him two teaspoons and a knife from the cutlery drawer at home. All badly cleaned. He takes them now from his jacket pocket. Measuring the block, he meticulously performs the holy tradition of dividing the ice cream equally.


Papa, in deep concentration, saws through the ice cream. The carton frays at the cut edges. Once divided, he sets the two pieces next to each other so that we can see if he’s cut fairly. He’s almost always proud of the result. He’s the phenomenal son of a baker ‘from the Bronx’ who learned as a child how to cut loaves of bread in precise and equal slices. The baker’s son who on early mornings, in a New York bakery misty with flour, tossed hot loaves, fresh from the oven, to his little brother.


The ice cream is soft. It took a few minutes to walk from the grocery store to the park. Only Papa and I are here, and a few stubborn pigeons. Stockholm’s other residents have probably left town for summer cottages.


We eat in reverent silence. Scrape our silver spoons against the smooth interior of the carton. Nothing should be wasted. Ice cream oozes from the side of the carton. Sticky. Delicious. Always a drop on Papa’s shirt or trousers.


This is our day’s adventure, the high point, what the loose change in Papa’s pockets allows. On a day that we can splurge we might buy a lottery ticket at the food store. The one with little flaps that you bend up to see if you have the right numbers. We don’t win very often, but it’s always exciting. If we do win, five kronor perhaps, the day will turn out completely differently. We can afford to buy something more, something different.


Even though we don’t own a car we sometimes buy a parking ticket. You buy them from a machine and they cost next to nothing. Papa lifts me up so that I can press a coin into the slot. My stomach tingles as it drops and the machine spits out a printed ticket. On the ticket you can read the time, the date and how long we’re able to occupy a space on the street. That’s all. A pleasant feeling, the excitement of getting a piece of paper from a machine. I think we’re stealing a parking space from someone.


I go to the swings. Swing to and fro, to and fro, long hair flying, my stomach fluttering. Sticky ice-cream fingers grip iron chains. In the corner of my eye a bird, a cloud, Papa reading the newspaper. I can sit here for hours.


On the way home a seagull poops right on the top of my head. I rub the buildings with my shoulder, walking tight behind Papa. Will he help me to wash it out when we get home? Maybe we’ll rinse my hair in the kitchen sink; maybe we’ll just wipe it off with a paper towel.










2016


It’s November, early morning, and I’ve just packed Natasha off to daycare. The first freeze laid a fragile, overnight crust on all the puddles. I walk with quick steps across the pavements in Södermalm when Papa phones. His voice sounds happy; at the same time he’s almost out of breath. He reads a letter out loud in broken Swedish, stuttering through each syllable.


‘The Nobel Foundation… requests the pleasure… of the company of… Mister Israel Young… at the Prize Award Ceremony on the tenth of December at sixteen thirty…’


He interrupts his reading, says he can’t see if I’m invited too. I ask him to read a little slower. He reads it again, carefully enunciating every word:


‘… to be held in the Stockholm Concert Hall and the following banquet in the Stockholm City Hall… No, there isn’t anything in the letter about you!’


‘If you turn it over…’


‘What?’


‘Maybe there’s something written on the back?’


He reads the same sentence again and again. Finally, he raises his voice, demanding to know what we should do, who we should call. He wants me to rush home and see if I also got a letter. I tell him that I can’t do it right away. At the same time I’m thinking, Well, well, let’s see what happens.


Perhaps I should call someone, maybe the woman from the Swedish Academy who asked me for Dylan’s number. I thumb through my text messages searching for the one I sent her, hear Papa stumbling again:


‘… requests the pleasure of the company of Mister Israel Young at the Prize Award Ceremony…’


He calls me again the next day and manages to read the whole letter word for word and in the right order. Now that he can breathe between sentences we are able to understand that he is expected to bring a companion.


That evening Papa is to have dinner at our place. I pick him up at the store.


‘Did you bring the Nobel Prize invitation?’ I ask as I help him into the car.


He says he doesn’t remember. He might have left it at home, on the kitchen table. I make a U-turn, drive towards Papa’s apartment in Fredhäll, knowing it’s best that I find the invitation before it disappears. If it hasn’t disappeared already.


I leave Papa sitting in the dark, in the car, while I hurry through the entrance to his building. Too impatient to wait for the lift, I run up five flights of stairs. The key slips into the lock. It’s been a while since I was last here. The light in the hallway doesn’t work and I make a mental note to get it fixed. How long has it been broken? Pictures of me and the children are on the fridge that he’s pushed out into the hallway. A lone painting on his bedroom wall, a dusty alarm clock on the bedside table, a few potted plants in the window. A potato has been placed inside a flowerpot, above which a swarm of fruit flies dances.


In thirty seconds I’ve gone through his one room and the kitchen. I should help him put up some more paintings; it’s too bare here. He doesn’t really live here; the apartment is just a thing he’s forced to have. His life is in the store.


The invitation, in a small bright white envelope, lays on the kitchen table that doubles as his desk. Even wiped, the table has a sticky, film-like veneer that’s impervious to scrubbing. On the front of the envelope with fat black letters he’s written ‘10 December’. Carefully, I slip it into my coat pocket. I really should go back to Papa, but something smells. Strongly. I check the bed, lift the blanket stretched neatly over his mattress. Someone from home services must have made it. The blue sheet underneath is wrinkled, littered with flakes of dead skin, like a layer of gravel. I don’t have time to deal with it. Another mental note: Remind home services that they have to make him use the moisturizer. They have to shake out his sheets. Every day! A hard punch to my stomach. I need to come here more often, help him more. What is that smell?


When I open the bathroom door the stink hits me full force. I turn the light on. Could it be dirty clothes in the laundry basket? The toilet lid is open. The bowl is clogged. I try flushing several times. I fill a vase with water from the kitchen. Papa’s waiting in the car; soon he’ll trudge upstairs, probably worried that I can’t find the letter. He’ll leave the car unlocked. My kids are home waiting for supper. Why do I carry the responsibility for all of this by myself?


I pour vase after vase of water over what’s in the toilet. How long has it been clogged? One day, two days… Still impossible to flush. Only one thing left to do. I get the ugliest kitchen knife I can find. The absurdity of the situation strikes me. Here I am, coat on, with that elegant invitation tucked away in my pocket, cutting what needs to be cut. No gloves. Just do it. I flush again. It works. Quickly I stuff the knife into a rubbish bag, tie it and run down the stairs. I hear the swishing sound as the bag falls down the rubbish chute.


Outside it’s drizzling, as if the weather can’t decide between autumn or winter. I call Lasse and explain why we’re late. If he’d had to do what I just did he would have thrown up. I’m sure of it. Papa is a dark silhouette in the passenger seat. He’s relieved when he sees me climbing into the car, can’t remember that there was ever a problem. I believe he feels sorry for me when I describe what I just went through.


We drive home and he talks the whole way about how healthy and strong he is, how he walks every day for hours:


‘Nobody can beat me!’


And yeah, he’s right. Eighty-eight years old and the man is as healthy as an ox.










1981


If you are on the ground floor at Skeppsholmsgården it always smells of tar. That’s because during the daytime they teach boat building here. Thick ropes coil on the plank floor. I pretend that they’re snakes. A narrow wooden staircase leads to a trap door in the ceiling. When I push it open, I can see Papa’s feet and everyone up there dancing. He’s shouting, calling out the steps. On the dance floor his word is law.


‘ONE, TWO, THREE, FOUR!’


I go upstairs and sit in a chair, dangling my feet, watching Papa teach square dance. He stomps the rhythm with his feet and hollers. Papa’s square-dance orchestra, the Steamboat Entertainers, are all whooping, howling. The floor underneath them quakes. Papa steps in, pulls and pushes the beginners. The fiddler’s stomach tries to escape his trousers, sweat pours, strings burst, his moustache is huge and he always wears braces. There’s another musician with a moustache too; he sings with a tiny nasal voice. Then there’s a woman playing banjo, her hair always tied up in a bandana. I’ve known them all since I was a baby.


‘Back to BAAAAACK!’


One of the dancers does some steps wrong and Papa pulls him roughly, puts him where he’s supposed to be, and mutters:


‘Schmuck and fucking idiot!’


I look the other way. Hear the fiddler shout:


‘For fuck’s sake, Izzy, calm down!’


The instruments pound again. I’m on the floor now, dancing with my daddy.


‘SASHAY DOWN!’


No one can dance like me and him.


The others stand in two long lines, clapping, howling, whistling. We gallop right down the middle. I’m tiny, half as tall as all the others, but I have the rhythm. I fly, hair swinging. My hands have a steady grip on Papa’s.


‘Left hand around, right hand around. CHAAAANGE PARTNERS!’


He is focused, needs to show all the steps, but between our hands, his great, strong fists and my sturdy light ones, music flows.


During the break I sit in the fiddler’s lap, clowning around, joking, playing. I eat a sandwich. His cheeks are fat, hands enormous, he smells of chewing tobacco. He picks up two spoons, lets them gallop like wild horses on knees, tabletops and my shoulders. I can’t stop laughing. The break is over and the Steamboat Entertainers take their positions again. I lie down, press my cheek against the floor and rest. The floor is creaking.


I’m always there. Of course. Both when he teaches dance and when he has concerts, even if it’s late at night. Mostly I just hang around, sneaking in the corners, playing, finding other rooms, rooms that are mine. I know how to sell tickets, I know how to make friends with the people who work the different venues. I know how to wait and I know how to sleep on Papa’s jacket behind the loudspeakers. His journal is in one breast pocket and his pen is in the other.


It’s late and the dance class is finished. Papa pulls out a wad of money and splits it equally with the musicians. I ride on his shoulders, all the way home to Södermalm. The moon shines. On us. On the bridge and on all the windows of the palace across the water.










2016


I’ve picked up Papa at the store. We cross streets, move along pavements on our way to the doctor’s. I have a cold and don’t really have the energy to go with him. I ask how it went the day before, with the guys that are making a documentary about him. He has no idea what I’m talking about, doesn’t remember that he spent the whole of yesterday afternoon with them. He laughs and says:


‘They don’t mean anything to me anyway. Everybody wants a piece of me!’


He dodges the question, like he’s done so many times this past year, and that’s just as well. He doesn’t remember anything at all from this morning either. Despite that, he is still so totally himself. Just like he’s always been, curious and eager as a child. He still stops several times to point at something interesting he has just noticed. It takes a hundred years to walk 10 metres. The knitted hat he’s wearing is neon yellow and his hands are red from cold.


It’s our first visit to this clinic. Quiet, like a library. We both admire the wood panelling in the lift and the stone floors. In the waiting room, sitting side by side on a sofa with flowery cushions, we share a tangerine. The disinfectant smell moves aside for the smell of the citrus. Papa wants me to have more pieces than him as I haven’t had time for lunch yet. We leaf through magazines, he laughs, points at headlines on the cover of a gossip rag:


‘It’s too complicated!’


The clock ticks. The doctor is late. It doesn’t matter where we go, the doctor is always late. I think that I could maybe lean against Papa, close my eyes for a minute or so. I move closer, let my head fall to one side, my cheek against his shoulder. I jerk. His shoulder’s hard now. When did that happen? I lift my head, shocked, deprived of my papa’s shoulder.


The protests begin as soon as we step into the examination room. Papa doesn’t understand why he needs a check-up. He points to the doctor but looks at me, smiling conspiratorially and whispering that it’s all just a waste of time. I get worried that this new doctor will take it personally. He isn’t laughing with us, not the way women physicians usually do when they see us. This doctor wants to ask direct questions. I stay in the background, answer when Papa doesn’t remember or doesn’t understand. The doctor asks him to remove his shirt. Papa flinches at the touch of the cold stethoscope, gets goose bumps. I hold out his shirt.


‘Shall I put it over your shoulders?’


‘No.’


I’m sitting behind him, slightly to one side. I see the shoulder I just tried to lean against, bones that are pushing against the skin. He’s strong and thin at the same time. A small round stomach, hairy in places. Skin soft. Still Papa’s skin, even if his shoulder isn’t what it once was.


In bad English and with a serious demeanour, the doctor proclaims that everything is as it should be. Papa is elated, punches the air with abandon:


‘I told you! Now you have to admit it, I’m really strong!’


The doctor still isn’t laughing, but the receptionist does when Papa tells her that this was the best clinic he’s ever visited.


‘I’ll be back in a couple of years! I only came here today because my daughter made me.’










2016


Light November drizzle hits the store windows. A concert is about to begin. Lasse has the children tonight. The two women who are sharing the bill are warming up in the cellar. There’s a steep wooden staircase right behind the kitchenette leading downstairs. The sound of their harmonica and guitars reaches me and Papa. We arrange the chairs, a mix of old French café chairs in dark wood and folding chairs from IKEA, for the evening’s audience. From the outside, the store looks like someone’s living room; warm, inviting. Attached to the bookshelves are two lights fitted with extra-strong bulbs, pointed towards the space where the musicians will soon be standing. There is no real stage. Microphones and amplifiers have long since been banned. ‘If you have something to say, we’ll hear it’, is Papa’s motto.


The computer starts beeping. It’s Papa’s brother Oscar on Skype from the USA. Papa hurries to the corner desk to answer and just as swiftly the bickering begins. It’s their thing. They call every other day to argue, to squabble bitterly in New York accents. They can’t resist it.


Today Oscar is eating a bowl of cornflakes, his bulldog pants in the background. He pulls the dog into the picture:


‘Say hi to Max!’


Papa couldn’t care less, he complains, says he has a concert in half an hour:


‘Can’t you see I’m busy?’


He points at the chairs in rows and the evening’s first customer walking in through the door. The man has obviously never been here before because he’s holding out a credit card. Papa yells that he must be joking, this place is ‘cash only’, but there is an ATM around the corner where the guy can take out money.


‘I’ll save a seat for you!’


The man exits. Oscar persists; he wants to show a box of old stuff he just bought on eBay. He holds up a theatre programme from the forties, wonders if Papa remembers when they were kids and used to go to the Yiddish theatre on the Lower East Side. Papa throws up his arms and sits down in front of the computer:


‘Of course!’


The brothers’ eyes become teary. They look like twins, same balding heads, same noses, same huge, wide hands. Even their voices sound alike. Papa laughs and reminds Oscar how they would, after the Sunday matinée, walk over to the Chinese restaurant where their mother worked. He loved the crispy duck. Oscar grins and says:


‘Yeah, that was the only time you ever shut your mouth. When you were eating!’ He imitates how Daddy used to chomp and greedily lick his fingers.


‘I was always the best eater’, is Papa’s immediate reply.


The musicians stomp up from the cellar with their instruments. One of them has a pierced eyebrow and a ring in her lip. A Venus symbol dangles from her ear and red tangled hair sprouts from under her captain’s cap. A harmonica holder circles her neck. Her gaze is so intense that I can’t tell if she’s dangerous or maybe just one of those few grown-up people in whom the child still lives. The other woman is older. She has short pageboy hair, a fringe falling over rounded glasses, a striped shirt and a cap neatly pulled down over her brow. She is short and grouchy, holds her guitar in a firm grip. Both wave to Oscar. Papa stands and says he has to go.


‘Just a minute!’ shouts Oscar.


Papa groans but is soon lost again in a haze of nostalgia; this time it’s his mother’s chicken soup, simply seasoned with salt and pepper. How they sucked the drumsticks while their mother worried that Papa would break his teeth stubbornly trying to crush the chicken bone into crumbs.


One of Papa’s friends, George, comes in. He’s around eighty, one hand shaking from Parkinson’s. His eyes though, they’re perky. In the corner of his mouth he always has a wry joke ready. You often see him and Papa walking together, two sun hats bobbing side by side in the middle of the coldest winter. They go to concerts together; Papa gets the free tickets and George finds their way to the venues. George doffs his hat:


‘Oh, is it your brother? Are you friends today?’


Oscar’s wife pops into the frame now, waving, surprised to see a crowd looking back at her. We blow heartfelt kisses to one another as she deposits a bagel and the New York Times in front of Oscar. He sees a headline referring to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict and can’t help reading it out loud. Seconds later, the brothers are bitter enemies. Words like ‘schmuck’ and ‘fucking fascist’ fly like bullets. Papa screams he needs to work, but allows Oscar to stay online and watch the concert.


Oscar mumbles, spreading cream cheese on his bagel. Max, the bulldog, licks the screen. Papa pushes chairs aside on his way to the door where guests stand waiting to buy a ticket. He mutters that he can’t believe what a dope his brother is and says he can’t stand watching him stuffing his face and talking bullshit with his mouth full.


The audience streams through the door holding the tiny ticket Papa gives them, hanging wet coats on the backs of chairs, warming up with cheap wine from plastic cups. Oscar watches the whole concert, he pets his dog, takes off and puts on his Yankees cap. He doesn’t walk well these days so when the dog needs exercise he puts him on the treadmill. The dog runs, panting, looking with admiration at his master.


The women hit the guitar strings hard or pluck them softly. The wild one sings a rough-voiced song about her father. I look at my papa. He guards the door, seated on the deep marble ledge in the store’s front window. He listens to the song, drumming the rhythm with his fingers against his knees. The windows are steamy from condensation.
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