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JU ST A S I WA S SAY I NG G O O D BY E to my parents for the last time, I saw Tauno, dre s s e d

all in black, slouched aga i n st a pillar. Knowing he was th e re made me uneasy

and also exc i ted, in a helpless sort of way—a feeling bet ween ve rtigo and 

s e a s i c k n e s s .

This was Fe b ru a ry 1963, Va n c o u ve r. I wo re a black turt l e n e c k, black pants,

black leather boots, and a sage - green cord u roy coat. I had what was then called

an Italian cut, short hair with shaggy curls, which I’d tucked under a knitted black

hat stitched with black sequins. I wo re ve ry pale lipstick and green eye s h a d ow

and I’d painted a st reak of black eyeliner across my eyelids in a st yle I thought of

as Fre n c h .

I’m almost certain I’d made love with Tauno six we e ks earl i e r. We’d met at my

f riend Vi c k y ’s Chri stmas part y, and we’d all had too much to drink and smoke .

John, John, the grey goose is gone

And the fox is on the town-O, town-O, tow n - O ,

H e’d many a mile to go that night

B e fo re he’d re a ch the tow n - O .

He had an unusually deep voice that I thought sounded Russian, re m e m b e ri n g

the bass voices in my fa th e r’s old re c o rds of the Don Cossack Chorus. But he said

I couldn’t be more wrong. He was born in Tallinn, Estonia, and had lived in

E n gland, Sweden, and Argentina befo re moving to Canada as a te e n a ge r.

“Tow n - O ,” I said. “Ta u n o .”

“Ve ry good.” He smiled and passed me a joint. It was my fi rst ex p e rience with

m a rijuana, and I think th a t ’s why my memory of him is intense and delineate d ,

l i ke a photo graph on a re c o rd album. Tall and slim, high cheekbones, pale skin,

long dark wavy hair. Greyish green eyes that we re endlessly deep. Lagoon, I

thought. Something sequ e ste re d .

E a rlier that evening I’d played the piano at a re c i tal. It wa s n’t an imp o rta n t

occasion, only a small concert organized by my piano teacher at a little room in

the art ga l l e ry. My mother had given me a couple of her Phenobarbital so my

hands wo u l d n’t shake. At the party I still wo re the white dress with long tight

s l e eves, a low squ a re neck and a narrow skirt with little tucks around the wa i st .
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I ’d pinned a huge, red ve lvet poinsettia to my right shoulder and when, fuzzy-

headed from barbitura tes, gin, and marijuana, I spilled my dri n k, red dye st re a ke d

a c ross the bodice of my dre s s .

“You look like a wounded deer,” Tauno said. “A blossom, white as a lily fl owe r,

and a berry red as blood. Like the running of the wounded deer.”

“I didn’t play well. At the re c i ta l .”

“ I t ’s the way you look. Irre s i stible. It’s shit, this music.” He pointed to Vi c k y ’s

p o rtable re c o rd playe r.

“ I t ’s OK,” I said. I didn’t know much about popular music, but va g u e ly re c o g-

nized a song I’d heard befo re on the ra d i o .

“ I t ’s shit. I don’t believe you like it at all.” He took my hand, pulled me to 

the bedroom where he’d left his jacket, and showed me Chet Bake r’s I ta l i a n

S e s s i o n s.

“This is real music. I’ll play it for you, yo u’ll see. But you can tell just by looking

at his eyes. He lives it, and it comes out of his horn.”

I said Chet Baker looked like him, and it was true. They had the same high

fo rehead, the swe et, unhappy smile.

“Ha! He looks like James Dean.”

“Yes, and so do yo u .”

He snorted, but I could tell he was pleased. He was right about the music, 

I thought, listening to These Foolish Things, as we danced to geth e r, hard ly 

m oving, holding each other close.

“ B et ter than Ac ker Bilk,” I said, and he laughed.

I danced and smoked and drank and ta l ked with Tauno. He told me that when

he was a few ye a rs old, his fa ther went to fight aga i n st the Russians, leaving his

w i fe and small son to live with re l a t i ves in the countryside outside Tallinn. As th e

war pro gressed, his mother arra n ged for them to escape on a boat destined fo r

S weden, and the two of them spent more than a year looking for his fa th e r.

E ve n t u a l ly th ey we re re u n i ted in a re f u gee camp. Then Argentina. Montreal. 

The Allan Memorial Inst i t u te. Shock treatment. I wa s n’t re a l ly listening closely. 

I ’d never heard of Estonia befo re, and it was not a place that inte re sted me. Pa ri s ,

Rome, Madrid, these we re my dest i n a t i o n s .

The evening was a blur, and the next morning I awo ke, naked, on Vi c k y ’s

couch, a blanket over me, a cushion under my head, my clothes neatly folded by

the side of the bed next to my overnight bag. No time to do any thing but showe r,

d ress, and rush to the booksto re where I wo rked. When Tauno phoned later in

the day, I was dizzy and faint and said I couldn’t meet him.
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“You mean you don’t remember any th i n g ? ”

“ D o n’t ,” I said, embarra s s e d .

“Yo u’re as innocent as a baby,” he said. “It’s true. Your face, when you sleep, is

u n m a rred. Na ï ve, like a child.”

* * *

“ IS T H AT A F R I E N D O F YO U R S, D E A R?” my mother asked, when I turned to look at

Tauno. I could tell she liked him when he came over and handed me a small par-

cel to ta ke on the train. He gre eted my mother with a slight, almost court ly bow,

shook my fa th e r’s hand, and chatted about the adve n t u re of travelling by tra i n ,

then left us to our last good-bye s .

“Nice chap,” my fa ther said.

“And handsome,” my mother added. They looked so appre h e n s i ve, my

thoughtful, decent parents. My fa ther in his good grey suit, my mother in her

ga b a rdine coat and fe a th e r- t rimmed felt hat. I realized that had I been staying in

Va n c o u ve r, my parents would have been pleased to have me go out with Ta u n o .

T h ey ’d seen something fine in him, something th ey re s p e c te d .

Inside my cosy ro o m et te, I opened his parcel and found a small pink pacifi e r

and a book of Thomas Merto n’s poems. On the frontispiece of the book he’d wri t-

ten his name and mine, linked with a red st re a k. It looked like blood. A wave of

nausea swe pt over me, but I memorized seve ral of the poems, re m e m b e ring my

m other telling me that once yo u’d memorized a poem, even if th ey put you in

p rison, th ey could never ta ke away that poem.

* * *

TH E F I R ST RO O M W E S H A R E D was in an enormous old house called the Embassy. 

We we re on the ground floor on the peri m eter of the observa to ry, a large ro u n d

a rea just beyond the grand sta i rcase. The Embassy’s main entrance and sta i rc a s e

we re always crowded with people collecting mail, putting on muddy winte r

b o ots, taking off fur hats and woollen gl oves, meeting friends. For two or th re e

m o n ths a film was shot th e re, and often we had to make our way th rough a col-

lection of lights, cameras and crew, acto rs. A wild young man carrying a limp

woman down the oak sta i rcase. A cluster of people fighting and shouting on th e

l a n d i n g .

In the observa to ry area it was qu i et. We had one of th ree tiny cubicles made

l a rger by huge glass windows but only big enough to hold a single bed, a dre s s e r,

and a lamp. On the curved ceiling outside our room th e re we re tiny sta rs painte d

on the ceiling. Some people dra g ged out blankets or a sleeping bag so th ey
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could spend a night under the sta rs. Tauno and I just stayed in our room, re a d i n g ,

l i stening to jazz on his portable re c o rd playe r, sleeping tightly entwined in th e

n a rrow bed. Sometimes Tauno would play Spanish songs on the guita r, songs he

had learned as a boy in Arge n t i n a .

I have never felt so utte rly absorbed as I did in those fi rst months after he

joined me in Montreal and we found our room at the Embassy. We we re 

c o n n e c ted in a way that left no room for oth e rs. Eve ryone else in the house

o rganized parties and cooked meals to gether in one of the two common

kitchens, but only ra re ly did we stop to chat or have a beer with them. When we

we re n’t in our room we we re out for wa l ks, climbing up the side of the mounta i n

that looked over the city, ex p l o ring “The Main,” st rolling along beautiful St. Denis.

We discove red Montreal to gether at the coldest time of ye a r, immersed in

s n ow, and it seemed our whole wo rld was made white and new. I sang Ta u n o

songs I’d learned at the fundamenta l i st day camp I’d attended when I was fi ve

ye a rs old: B l a ck, black was my heart. Red, red was Chri st’s blood. White is my

h e a rt, washed with his blood.

“Ah, the th ree pri m a ry colours ,” he said, and I suddenly realized th ey we re th e

o n ly colours I’d seen him we a r.

“ J u st one,” I argued. “Because the white cove rs eve ry thing. Look aro u n d ! ”

I can still see his face, lit up aga i n st the lighte st of blue skies yet veiled by a

s c reen of large light snow fl a kes that seemed to hang suspended in the air, like

moments about to change or disappear. I remember the snow on my cheeks ,

lips, eyelashes as we wa l ked and wa l ked, my face tingling and reddening, my

body coming alive in a new and electric way, as though I’d lived under wa te r

until Montreal. It was as though in our submerged lives we had found a curre n t

in each other that changed the wo rld in a way we had not imagined. Eve ry day

we saw surp rise in each oth e r’s eyes at being to geth e r, discove ring each oth e r

and our New Wo rl d .

One day as we wa l ked along Pine Avenue, Tauno pointed at the Allan

M e m o rial Inst i t u te .

“A ve ry bad scene,” he said. “Some of the people I saw th e re we re pra c t i c a l ly

zombies. They didn’t know who th ey we re any m o re. They ’d fo rg ot ten eve ry th i n g .”

“Yo u’ve been th e re ? ”

“I told yo u .”

“W h e n ? ”

He shru g ged. “Memory is imp o rta n t ,” he said. “It’s who you are. Alth o u g h

some people find it convenient not to remember things, don’t th ey?” He wa s
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laughing, like it was all a joke .

“ Re a l ly, Tauno, I’m serious. I want to know. What happened?”

“I tried to kill myself. Or, ra th e r, I had a gun and someone found out about it.”

“But why did you want to kill yo u rs e l f ? ”

“ D o n’t ask me about that now.” He put a fi n ger to my lips. “It’s behind me.

Now I want to live .”

On we e k d ay mornings we wa l ked dow n town to geth e r, he to the Classics

b o o ksto re, I to a te mp o ra ry secreta rial job in the Place Ville Marie. After wo rk

we’d meet in an underground bar by the CN station that was set up to look like a

t rain and was called the Club Car. We’d have a drink and then walk home to

a n other night of making love and sleeping with our arms around each oth e r, fa c e

to fa c e .

“When we are old, we’ll nestle to gether like spoons,” Tauno said. “It’s too soon

for th a t .”

* * *

IT WA S MAY W H E N I FO U N D T H E G U N. We’d passed th rough that abru pt and mira c u-

lous tra n s formation when the snow suddenly disappears and you can pra c t i c a l ly

hear buds popping all around as the wo rld turns green and spri n g y. Tauno wa s

re stless and had gone for a walk by himself. He’d been away for a while and I

c o u l d n’t find a match to light my ciga ret te, so I began ri fling th rough drawe rs and

c u p b o a rds. I didn’t re a l ly expect to find any thing but when my hand came up

a ga i n st something hard and smooth and cold, I felt the danger insta n t ly, so

m aybe on one level I did know what I was looking fo r. I held the gun in my hand

and sta red at it.

“I needed to be pre p a re d ,” he said, when he came in and saw me holding th e

gun. “I could feel you moving away from me.”

“You have to get it out of here, Tauno. I can’t stay with you if you have a gun.”

I remember how calmly I spoke when I made him promise to ta ke it away, and

he promised to tell me about the things that troubled him.

That night we ta l ked a lot, most ly about fragments of memories that ke pt com-

ing back to him. Sunny days in the Estonian countryside, playing with his cousins,

t wo clever girls a few ye a rs older than him. Being fussed over by his beautiful

m other and aunts because he was the only male around. The songs his moth e r

sang, putting him to sleep at night. The to rpedoes in the harbour. The patri ot who

d e fi a n t ly hoisted the Estonian flag on a tower as the ship sailed off full of desper-

a te surv i vo rs. The desolate travels th rough rava ged Germany, the crammed tra i n s ,

the unspeakable days in the re f u gee camp until fi n a l ly th ey found his fa th e r. He
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was only six ye a rs old when his fa th e r, a st ra n ge r, stole away the affections of 

his moth e r.

“What we re you doing in a German re f u gee camp? I thought you said yo u

escaped to Swe d e n .”

“My fa ther was fighting on the Russian front. Don’t you understand? We had

to go to Germany to find him.”

“ S o rry. All the fa th e rs I’ve ever known fought aga i n st the Germans. That’s

what it was to have a fa ther in the wa r. They fought aga i n st the Germans. Not

w i th th e m .”

“My fa ther didn’t fight with the Germans, he fought aga i n st the Ru s s i a n s .”

His beautiful mouth st rained as he spoke about how the Estonians hated 

the Russians. For centuries, and for good reasons. He re c o u n ted the sto ries his

p a rents and gra n d p a rents had told. The Russian atrocities in 1917. The soldiers

tossing babies in the air and catching them on their bayo n ets. He sang the song

his mother had sung, about how little boys had to do men’s wo rk because th e

men had gone away to war and died.

“I don’t want to hear any more .”

“But th a t ’s how it was. Sometimes when my aunt was ve ry angry with me

she would say I was born with a Russian flag in my hand. It was the cru e l l e st

insult she could give .”

“Please let ’s sto p .”

“In Argentina, th e re was a man with a camera, fo l l owing me, keeping tra c k. 

I could never catch him, but I knew he was th e re. That basta rd. Wi th all the 

p h oto graphs, all my memori e s .”

“You know th a t ’s not tru e .”

“So you say, but he still fo l l ows me. Nothing can stop him. Not booze, not

d rugs, not shock tre a t m e n t .” He cupped my face in his hands. “For a while I

thought you might be able to do it.”

* * *

AS S U M M E R CA M E, O U R S M A L L RO O M G R E W H OT at night and I began to spend more

time in the kitchen where it was cooler. I would even join some of the oth e rs at a

p a rty for an hour or so. Or go next door to drink a cold beer with our neighbour,

Kevin. Tauno never came.

“You go,” he would say. “It’s good for yo u .”

The heat and humidity made it hard to bre a the. Walking th rough the fro n t

door of the house I would feel faint with the dampness, the airlessness. One

S a t u rd ay night in Au g u st the people on the th i rd floor had a big part y, which sim-

p ly meant dragging tables out in the hall, loading them up with beer and chips
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and dip, and blasting music from someone’s re c o rd playe r. I’d had my hair cut

ve ry, ve ry short and bought a thin cot ton dress with spaghetti st raps. I wa n ted to

go out, and said the party would do us good. The heat was getting to us, I said,

but he said he’d ra ther stay in the room and listen to cool music.

“ G o ,” he said. “If th a t ’s what you wa n t .”

“Come with me,” I replied, “if th a t ’s what I wa n t .”

To hell with him, I thought, when he simp ly turned away. As I opened the 

door of our room I ran into Kevin and he wa l ked upsta i rs with me, loudly joking.

“I’m glad yo u’re getting out. This is the most I’ve ever seen of yo u ,” he said,

l e e ring. “It’s ve ry elegant the way that dress reveals so much and is still qu i te

m o d e st .”

At the party I ta l ked to a girl I’d seen a few times in the kitchen, and she intro-

duced me to some English boys who’d moved in a few we e ks earl i e r. After danc-

ing with one of them, Gordon, for a little while, I went dow n sta i rs to try to per-

suade Tauno to join us. The room was dark and qu i et and it looked like he wa s

sleeping so I went back upsta i rs by myself. Gordon and I took some beer to his

room so I could hear his Bessie Smith re c o rds. We ta l ked for a while, and danced

some more. When I awo ke I was alone in a st ra n ge room, with sunshine st re a m-

ing th rough the curtains, and a moment later Gordon bounded in with two cups

of coffe e .

“I must go,” I said. I hunted for my shoes, ran my fi n ge rs th rough my hair and

rushed dow n sta i rs to my own empty ro o m .

* * *

SO M E M O M E N TS H AV E A N A I R O F I N E V I TA B I L I TY, as though a number of st rands have

woven to gether to cre a te exa c t ly that instant. I was sick with dread, and yet

resigned, waiting to see what would happen next. I did what I could to pass th e

time. Had a showe r, put on a linen dress Tauno had bought for me at the sta rt of

the summer. It was ye l l ow and white, with a full circle skirt that reminded him of

a dress his mother had worn when he was a child. I made coffee and polished

my nails. Fi n a l ly I couldn’t stand it any longer and decided to go looking, and I

wa s n’t long on the st re et befo re I suddenly realized where he’d be. Of course! 

I saw him as soon as I ente red the station, sitting on a bench where we’d always

m et befo re going to the Club Car.

“You look beautiful,” he said, when he turned and saw me. “Vi rg i n a l .” He

l o o ked as though he’d been sitting th e re for days, a displaced person, his fa c e

d rawn with pain. “It’s soothing watching the trains. They come from now h e re ,
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and go now h e re. People arri ve and depart. There’s always another tra i n .”

“ Nothing happened last night.”

“ Nothing you re m e m b e r, in any event. It’s happened befo re .” He smiled with-

out looking at me.

“You think I’m a slut, don’t yo u ? ”

“What are you talking about? Yo u’re the centre of my wo rld. It’s not you I’m

a n gry at. I’m the one. You are innocent.” He jumped to his fe et, angry for a

moment, and slumped back, pale and defl a ted, like a fallen bird .

I re m e m b e red lines from the Merton book he’d given me at the Va n c o u ve r

t rain station: “The trains go th rough the summer qu i et as paper,/ And, in th e

p owe rhouse, the singing dynamos/ Make no more noise than cot to n .”

Tauno smiled and added, “. . . Like white birds shot to death .”

“ L et ’s wa l k,” I said. “It’s too hot for train stations. Let ’s walk to the wa te r.”

We headed south down Peel towa rds the old Bonsecours Market, past th e

Old Sailor’s Church and along the wa te rf ront until we found a place to sit where

we could watch the fre i g h te rs .

“W h e re would you go, Tauno, at this moment, if we could just ta ke off ? ”

He paused, and his eyes we re green and distant, like a fa raway sea.

“I would ta ke you to Tallinn, and show you the house where I was born. I’d

s h ow you the Un i ve rsity of Ta rtu, where my fa ther studied philosophy. And my

gra n d p a re n t s’ house, made of stone and bri c k, with an elegant we a th e rvane and

t wo carved, wooden doors .”

“We’ll go th e re, Ta u n o .” I said. “One day we’ll go.”

“The Russians are th e re now, foolish girl. Did you ever hear of the Iro n

C u rta i n ? ”

“I wish I could dive into the ri ver and swim away.”

We sat qu i et ly on the dock, not speaking. The heat was murd e rous. After a

while Tauno took off his shirt and spread it out so we could lie down and re st our

heads on it. We we re both tired and slept until we we re awa kened by the sound

of objects hitting the wood beside us. Looking up we saw men on the deck of a

n e a r by fre i g h ter laughing and flinging ora n ges at us. We called to them and th ey

s h o u ted back in a language I didn’t understand. We waved, ge st u ring for them to

join us. They shru g ged, exc h a n ged a few wo rds and then, one after anoth e r,

b e gan th rowing more ora n ges. 

“ L o o k, Tauno. The wo rld is coming to us now,” I laughed, ga th e ring the fruit in

my skirt. The ora n ges rose up in the blue sky and fl o a ted down into our out-

s p read hands.
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The sun blasted down as we began to walk back th rough the narrow sto n e

st re ets. From a window above a French re sta u rant, a little girl blew perfect bub-

bles that fl o a ted, round and ra i n b ow- c o l o u red, hove ring ove rhead and then ri s i n g

a b ove the pretty ro o ftops. Seated on a low wall by the old market, a ve ry th i n ,

d a rk man played a tenor saxo p h o n e .

We made our way up ste a my St. Law rence Bouleva rd, passed the sex shops,

the clubs fe a t u ring exotic dancers, the Montreal Pool Room with its th re e - fo r- a -

qu a rter hot dogs piled high with sauerk raut and fried onions, passed the Fre n c h

Casino and the Crystal Palace. At the Canasta Club we stopped for a qu a rt of

b e e r. Because it was Sunday we we re supposed to order food, but the wa i ter just

th rew down one of the plates of greenish cold cuts and wilted lettuce that we re

m oved from table to table th roughout the day. There was a despera te energ y

about that hot Au g u st evening. Men to re off their shirts; women bared th e i r

m i d ri ffs. It seemed as though eve ryone was half-naked. As we wa l ked home, cats

h owled in dark alleys. People we re dragging mattresses out onto balconies and

d rinking beer on their doorste p s .

It was too hot to sleep in our room that night. We just lay on the bed, liste n i n g

to a scra t c hy re c o rd of Coltrane and Hartman, My One and Only Love.

“ M aybe we should get a bigger place.” I imagined a bed-sitting room in which

we could move around and have enough space to leave the re c o rd player out

p e r m a n e n t ly. “Wo u l d n’t that help?”

Tauno was silent, sta ring at the ceiling. When he turned his pale face towa rd s

me, his dark eyes unreadable, I saw again the seriousness in him that I did not

p o s s e s s .

“ S s h h h ,” he said, st roking my hair. “Listen to the music. Just fo l l ow it, one note

at a time.”


