
FEBRUARY MORNING 
by Helen Portebenko 

Just before I woke up, I heard my 
mother c a l l i n g . Although she has 
been mute and in a h o s p i t a l f o r 
years, she s t i l l c a l l s me f r e q u e n t l y , 
looking shadowy but whole--unparalyzed, 
able to speak. I don't know what she 
wants and have long s i n c e ceased t r y 
ing t o f i g u r e i t out. Poor o l d lady, 
I yawned that morning; there she i s , 
mute in Winnipeg, so why doesn't she 
stop c a l l i n g ? When she f i r s t began 
c a l l i n g , I thought i t was some kind of 
portent of d i s a s t e r but i t had happened 
so o f t e n now i t j u s t seemed l i k e a nor
mal part of l i f e - - i f l i f e had been nor
mal . 

L i f e hadn't been normal f o r months. I 
was unemployed f o r one t h i n g . And 
Jason was gone. Months already. How 
long, I asked the doctor, as she wrote 
another p r e s c r i p t i o n f o r t r a n q u i l i z e r s . 
A long time, she s a i d . How long? She 
looked at me with c o l d and unsympa
t h e t i c eyes. Never, she s a i d , never. 

Shaking o f f the drugged s l e e p , I go up 
to make co f f e e f o r Jeanette. 
-What are you doing up so e a r l y ? she 
-yawned. 
-My mother c a l l e d , I yawned back. 
-I know, she s a i d , coming awake, si n c e 
you're up you could d r i v e me to work. 
It ' s c o l d . 
-Not that c o l d . I don't d r i v e people 
to work. 
-You could stop by the Manpower o f f i c e 
on your way home. 
-Won ' t . 
-You think I'm going to support you? 



-UIC won't cut me o f f . I'm unemploy
able. 
-So what you gonna do? S i t around 
another two months? Wait f o r Jason to 
c a l l ? L i s t e n f o r your mother? Your 
mother was t e l l i n g you to get a job. 
-Won't. My mother worked a l l her l i f e . 
Now she's paralyzed, unable to t a l k , 
unable even to d i e . That's where i t 
got her. 
-Maybe s h e ' l l get her reward in heaven. 
- S h i t . She's already got her reward— 
hoping mutely to d i e . Only sinners get 
saved. 

Nevertheless, I had been s u f f i c i e n t l y 
g u i l t e d that I got dressed and took 
Jeanette to work. I almost went to 
the Manpower o f f i c e . I did stop, in 
act u a l f a c t , having to my great an
noyance found a parking spot. But I 
only got as f a r as the f i r s t door and 
f l e d again, shaking with t e r r o r , 
covered with sweat. I sat in the car 
muttering, then drove away. 

It was a cloudy morning and not as 
cold as Jeanette had pretended. 
There must have been only one patch 
of i c e in the whole c i t y . I h i t i t . 
The t a i l end of the car ahead of me 
swerved a b i t but before I could 
appre c i a t e the s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i s , I 
h i t the i c e . I didn't brake because I 
was too s u r p r i s e d . The car swerved i n 
a s i c k e n i n g f a s h i o n ; I turned the wheel 
in the d i r e c t i o n of the s k i d , then went 
f l y i n g across the road i n t o the path of 
the oncoming t r a f f i c . I saw a man's 
s t a r t l e d face as the m i s s i l e I was 

r i d i n g h u r t l e d past him. Another car 
braked before i t h i t mine, and I was 
f l y i n g sideways towards a large green 
car in the f a r r i g h t lane. The d r i v e r 
wasn't looking at me, j u s t d r i v i n g 
along as i f e v e r y t h i n g was normal. My 
m i s s i l e d idn't reach him. There had 
been only one patch of ice and the car 
s l i d sideways across three lanes of 
dry pavement and stopped. 

I rubbed my forehead, then looked 
around to see other d r i v e r s rubbing 
t h e i r heads in bewilderment. The green 
car was gone, i t ' s d r i v e r presumably 
never n o t i c i n g how c l o s e he had come to 
being b l a s t e d . I got out, checked the 
t i r e s , then found to my amazement that 
the car s t a r t e d immediately. So I 
drove away again, in the d i r e c t i o n the 
car was f a c i n g , which was back downtown 
aga i n . 

But once again, I didn't make the Man
power o f f i c e . Was I r e a l l y o b l i g a t e d , 
having been so nearly dead? At l e a s t I 
made i t home without f u r t h e r mishap. 

Mr. Moysiuk, the l a n d l o r d , c a l l e d me i n 
f o r c o f f e e . I refused but a f t e r g e t t i n g 
u p s t a i r s and f i n d i n g we had nothing to 
d r i n k in our s u i t e , went back again to 
accept. He poured out a vodka as w e l l 
as c o f f e e . 

The woman wasn't there. She had been 
ol d and broken, hopelessly addicted to 
c i g a r e t t e s , c o f f e e and a l c o h o l , shak
ing a l l over, makeup s l i g h t l y awry, 



her soul long s i n c e s h r i v e l l e d by a 
long succession of hor r o r s . Dyadya, 
don't hurt t h i s woman, she's already 
used up. He had s a i d she was h i s 
f r i e n d ' s w i f e , but what d i d that mean 
these days? 

G r i n n i n g , Mr. Moysiuk handed me a 
l e t t e r , w r i t t e n on a scrap of paper 
with a shaky hand. 

Dear Dennis. I t ' s 2 a.m. I've c a l l e d 
a t a x i . I won't be back. You're not 
the man I thought you were. I see now 
that I never meant anything to you. 
Goodbye and god bless you. Love. 

-She wash the f l o o r , Mr. Moysiuk s a i d , 
s t i l l g r i n n i n g . Then she leave. 
I poured myself another d r i n k of vodka. 
-You look f o r job today? Mr. Moysiuk 
asked. 
-None of your business. I almost got 
k i l l e d today. You sleep with your 
f r i e n d ' s wife? 
-None of your business. 
-I w r i t e l e t t e r s l i k e t h a t . 
-You? No, not 1i ke t h a t . 
-Sure. Humble l e t t e r s of love. A l l 
women do. Bless the men who screw them. 
-Don't be f o o l i s h , he s a i d a n g r i l y . 
You're my r e l a t i v e . She, a l c o h o l i c , 
Indian. . . . 

-So she gets screwed more o f t e n . Why 
don't you look f o r a woman, Dyadya, a 
person? 
I l e f t my co f f e e u n f i n i s h e d and went 
back u p s t a i r s . Crying. I had w r i t t e n 
Jason a l e t t e r l i k e that once. Probably 

my mother wrote my f a t h e r a l e t t e r l i k e 
t h a t . 

I hadn't eaten anything and the vodka 
f e l t warm in a l l my blood ve s s e l s so I 
crawled back into bed. But as soon as 
I closed my eyes, the s i c k e n i n g swerve 
s t a r t e d again. How long, Doctor? 
Never. Never? The car stopped even
t u a l l y . But the swerve goes on and on, 
and I'm f l y i n g and f l y i n g out of con
t r o l . 

My mother could have t o l d me. My 
mother knew. But my mother was s i l e n t 
and spoke only in my dreams. She 
probably wouldn't even recognize me 
t h i s year. She recognized me l a s t 
year but there was no joy in the 
re c o g n i t i o n . Anna s a i d the same t h i n g . 
Anna v i s i t e d more o f t e n but there was 
never any joy in my mother's eyes. So 
why did we go? We j u s t went. Year 
a f t e r year, l i k e p i l g r i m s . A l l my 
generation, in an annual mystic t r e k . 
Maybe i f I'd made a home with Jason, 
there wouldn't be any more p i l g r i m 
ages. But Jason was gone. How long, 
Doctor? Never. 
-What did I do? Why? Why? Why? 
-No reason. It j u s t won't work. 
You're too intense, i t ' s your S l a v i c 
temperament. I'm not ready to be t i e d 
down. 
It ' s so d i f f i c u l t nowadays to f i n d even 
a one-night stand. A few hours, i f 
we're lucky. A baby, i f we're lucky, 
to b r i n g up in a shabby, basement s u i t e . 
No baby, but I'd got to wash Jason's 



f l o o r s f o r two years, not j u s t once 
w h i l e w a i t i n g f o r a t a x i . 

Why didn't she say goddamn you? Why 
didn't she s t i c k a k n i f e in h i s gut 
whi l e w a i t i n g f o r the t a x i ? 

She doesn't know how to hate. Women are 
taught love and men are taught hate. 
Fuck o f f , Jason s a i d , j u s t fuck o f f . 
And I had s a i d I loved him. 

I f e l l asleep and didn't awaken u n t i l the 
afternoon. In my dreams, the car flew 

and flew. J u s t before I awoke, I heard 
my mother again. She was in a long 
black dress and black kerchief--whole 
and walking, hands clasped in f r o n t of 
her. P r o s c h a i , she s a i d . That means 
good-bye, but i t a l s o means f o r g i v e . I 
didn't know which one she intended. I 
hope she meant good-bye. There i s no 
p o s s i b i l i t y of f o r g i v e n e s s . She never 
k i l l e d anyone, or drunk up a l l her ki d ' s 
money, or molested a c h i l d . She had 
only laboured i n c e s s a n t l y a l l her l i f e 
and never had q u i t e enough money to l i v e 
on. There i s no redemption f o r those 
who have not sinned. 


