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For my mother, who taught me to love stories.

And for my grandparents,for whom Yiddish is not only a living language, but the language of their lives.
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Foreword

by Sandra Bark

What does it mean to be a Jewish woman? According to Jewish law and tradition, she is a dutiful daughter, marries the right (Jewish) man, and becomes an eishes chayil, a woman of valor. Women’s intelligence and contributions are not disputed— rather, they are directed toward “appropriate” outlets. “The wisdom of the woman builds the home,” instructed the sages. When the primary building block of the community and the nation is the family unit, this is an honor. But what happens when women want to circumvent custom and reinvent their boundaries?

Set in Europe, Russia, Israel, and the United States during the later nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the stories in Beautiful as the Moon, Radiant as the Stars reflect the perspectives of male Yiddish writers on women and allow Yiddish women writers to define their own issues. The nineteenth century was accompanied by great social, political, and economic shifts. Young men opened their eyes to the rest of the world, and so did young women. Recognizing the unique struggles of women—and reading their stories—is integral to our appreciation of recent Jewish history.

Most of the stories in this volume are pre-Holocaust, full of images from a lifestyle that is now completely destroyed. Concerned largely with relationships, the stories center around women who reach beyond the limits imposed on them by their families, societies, and religion, yet feel bound to their communities. These heroines are wistful mothers, stalwart grandmothers, rebellious teenagers, desperate brides, and star-crossed lovers. They are women fighting to be students, students pretending to be boys, and boys who become brides. They make choices and mistakes. They take chances. They take revenge.

While women have been writing in Yiddish for four hundred years, they are sparsely present, if at all, when we envision the Jewish literary canon. Yet before modern Yiddish culture and literature began to flourish in the later nineteenth century, Yiddish was the voice of grandmothers, aunts, and daughters. While men conducted their religious and literary affairs in the holy Hebrew, women lived their lives in Yiddish, raising their children, running their businesses, and bargaining with God in that language. This is why Yiddish stories by and about women are especially appropriate—Yiddish, the mame loshen, literally, the “mother tongue,” was the language of women’s experience.

When I told my own mother about this collection, she suggested that I take the name from “Sheyn vi di levone,” the Yiddish love song whose refrain goes, “To me, you are as beautiful as the moon, as bright as all the stars in the sky.” This is the way culture is passed on—from mother to child, from generation to generation. I hope you will read this book as both an engaging piece of literature and an exciting piece of cultural history. Language and tradition tie us to our pasts and bind us to our history, as do stories. Diffusion of Jewish culture has long been the province of the women, as the sages charged, and so was the spread and development of Yiddish, the linguistic homeland of the people without a home. After all, when your mother raises you, it is her voice you will always hear in your ears and her language you will count as your first.


Introduction

by Francine Prose

Reading Beautiful as the Moon, Radiant as the Stars, I was reminded of a story I heard from a friend who, as a child, attended a religious Sunday school in her local Reform synagogue. Her teacher was, my friend later realized, a secret feminist, years ahead of her time (this was in the late 1950s), who was determined to do her part to challenge the tenets and assumptions of the patriarchy.

Every week, the teacher told her class, they would be studying a different biblical heroine. And so, week after week, they learned about the brave and noble deeds of Miriam, Deborah, Ruth, and Esther. But though the teacher tried valiantly to make a convincing case for the wives of the patriarchs, the list of suitable subjects was relatively brief, and they ran out of women to study within a couple of months.

“What about the other heroines?” my friend sensibly asked.

Her teacher thought for a long time. “The other heroines,” she replied at last, “were women we’ve never heard of.”

Likewise, the heroines—and heroines they truly are—of this revealing collection of Yiddish stories about Jewish women are (with the exception of a few well-known fictional characters like Isaac Bashevis Singer’s Yentl) women we’ve never heard of. And each one certainly represents millions of real women whose lives must have resembled the brave, complicated, and difficult lives of the Jewish women—young and old, rural and urban, poor and middle-class—we encounter in these pages.

Perhaps what’s most striking about Beautiful as the Moon, Radiant as the Stars is the force with which it reminds us that— not so very long ago and not so very far away—women had to struggle for even the smallest fraction of the autonomy and self-determination that we take for granted today. Set mostly in Europe, the United States, and Israel, mostly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many of these fictions concern women who must fight just to entertain and express a simple opinion of their own or to exert the slightest influence on the shape of their own destinies.

Several of the stories concern the often insurmountable obstacles that young women were compelled to face if they found themselves inexplicably seized by the subversive and socially suspect desire for an education. “A girl only needs to learn how to read her prayers and sign her name,” declares the grandmother in Rachel H. Korn’s “The Sack with Pink Stripes.” In Dvora Baron’s “Kaddish,” a child must witness her grandfather’s helpless grief at not having been blessed with a son who could have said the mourner’s prayer for him after his death. The girl’s love for the old man inspires and intensifies her own heartfelt, well-intentioned, and ultimately futile desire to learn and recite the words of the prayer—a longing that cannot be fully satisfied because she has had the misfortune to be born female.

Like several of the selections included here, Helen Londynski’s “The Four-Ruble War” portrays the wily and frequently desperate survival strategies that young women adopt in order to realize their ambitions. Hoping to raise money for the tuition that will allow her to continue her studies at a private school in Warsaw, Chayele buys cheaper shoes than the ones she has been given money to purchase. In fact, the strength of her passion for learning is so intense that she is driven to steal money from her own father. And Londynski encourages us to see these petty crimes as the rash but ultimately justified means to a worthy and justifiable end.

Even when they succeed in overcoming the prejudice against educating women, these heroines are often tormented by guilt and remorse over what they have left behind and lost. The narrator of Yente Serdatzky’s “Rosh Hashanah”—a self-described “freethinker” who has abandoned the shtetl for the city—longs for the “holy, poetic stillness” of the village where she spent her youth and is devastated when she looks in the mirror and notices that her face resembles that of the grandfather she adores. Women who have successfully broken away and established autonomous lives must face new difficulties and challenges. For example, the three beautiful emancipated sisters who run the lodging establishment at the center of “In the Boardinghouse” inspire fervid gossip, rumor, speculation, and love among the men with whom they come in contact, men who simply cannot believe that the sisters are not “keeping their husbands here in Berlin, but hidden away.”

Stories about girls who defy the strictures of the adult world around them seem like accounts of small, significant triumphs—until we happen to compare them to stories about male protagonists in more or less comparable circumstances. The fourteen-year-old narrator of Rochel Faygenberg’s “My First Readers” scores a personal victory by ignoring her grand-mother’s anxious warnings against wandering around a city that suggests Odessa and by drafting letters for a servant and a wet nurse to send to their fiancés. But when we compare the girl’s experience of the city with that of her male counterpart in a work such as Isaac Babel’s “My First Fee”—a tale about a boy whose passion for a prostitute inspires him to invent his first piece of imaginative fiction—the girl’s bid for independence seems suddenly tame, and indeed the whole story begins to sound as if it were written with the monitory grandmother looking over the author’s shoulder.

Considering the determination with which the parents and grandparents in these fictions resist their daughters’ educational aspirations, it’s no surprise that the girls’ romantic longings and their efforts to determine whom they will love and marry are consistently and fiercely overlooked and ignored. Love, we soon come to understand, too often provides the occasion for the misuses and abuse of power. Matches and betrothals reveal the hidden truths about these women’s lives—namely, that they are little more than property to be traded, bargained for, and disposed of at whim or for reasons of convenience, social advancement, communal pressure, tradition, and superstition—and with little or no regard for the young women’s wishes.

The stories are filled with secret passions and thwarted love affairs, with engagements broken by parental fiat, and with innocent lives ruined as a consequence. In “The Sack with Pink Stripes,” the narrator discovers that her mother has never gotten over the loss of her first love—a handsome boy whom she was forbidden to wed after his sister scandalized the community by converting and marrying a blacksmith. The ironic, delicate sexual comedy of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s “Yentl the Yeshiva Boy” is set in motion when Hadass’s parents prevent her from marrying Avigdor—and consequently throw her into the arms of the cross-dressing Yentl, whom they believe to be a man. Read in the context of this anthology, “Yentl the Yeshiva Boy” seems even more delightful and meaningful than we may have remembered. For the sense of these women’s lives that Beautiful as the Moon, Radiant as the Stars provides makes us realize that Yentl would have had very cogent, very strong reasons—apart from her more inchoate and irrational psycho-sexual urges and promptings—for wanting to lead the life of a man instead of the much more limited, restricted destiny of a woman.

Many of the stories function as cautionary tales—warnings about what happens when a woman refuses to follow, or, alternately, when she follows too closely, the rules and conventions that so narrowly define the manner in which a woman is supposed to behave. The eponymous heroine of I. L. Peretz’s “Bryna’s Mendl” is one of several in the book—among them, the milkman Tevye’s daughter, the title character in Sholom Aleichem’s “Hodel”—who are considerably more resourceful, more capable, smarter, and quicker to figure out the complex ways of the world than the men around them. Married to a dim and barely competent husband, Bryna wants nothing more than to be “his footstool in Paradise. She pampered him and stuffed him with food. She worked like a donkey to support him, to shoe and clothe him and their five children—three girls and two boys.” Dreaming of England, which in his mind is a sort of Promised Land, Mendl fails to notice that Bryna is working—and literally starving herself—to death so that he will be properly cosseted and well fed, until at last she collapses and dies. “Bryna, who had attracted no notice in life, was barely visible on her deathbed. She was so thin!”

What’s interesting about Esther Singer Kreitman’s “A Satin Coat”—yet another story about underappreciated female competence and the perils of forcing, or attempting to force, a woman to marry against her will—is that it examines not only the bonds and restrictions imposed by gender, but also the prejudices and presuppositions associated with money and social class. Here, all of Yidl Glisker’s misguided efforts to gentrify his sturdy peasant family—or at least to create the appearance of gentrification—pale before the intensity of his daughter’s refusal to marry the suitor her father has chosen, “a gentle and silken young man from a fine family.”

In a number of stories, including Sholom Aleichem’s “Hodel,” women are drawn to budding young Communists whose ideology offers, or appears to offer, a promise of something more closely approximating sexual equality. Celia Dropkin’s “At the Rich Relatives” tracks the hopes and disappointments of a young girl whose discomfort over her allegedly inferior social and economic standing is alleviated by a charged flirtation with her attractive and politically engaged cousin—until circumstances remind her that despite her cousin’s noble ideas about the role of women in the revolution and the eventual abolition of private property and class, the power balance is still tipped heavily in favor of men like her rich and privileged uncle. Likewise, the heroine of “Rosh Hashanah” discovers, to her chagrin, that all her modern, urbanized notions about politics and religion cannot match the emotional sway that her memories of her traditional family and her village home still exert over her heart and soul.

Beautiful as the Moon, Radiant as the Stars guides us through the life cycle of these perfectly ordinary and utterly exceptional women, from the child at the center of “Kaddish” to the young women discovering first love and the dawning of eroticism in Celia Dropkin’s “Bella Fell in Love” and David Bergelson’s “Spring,” to the elderly aunt whose passing in Blume Lempel’s “The Death of My Aunt” forces her surviving niece to confront issues of love and loyalty, of promises broken and kept, of what women like the narrator’s aunt have brought with them from the old country to the New World.

Two of the volume’s most intriguing stories concern old age. In Shira Gorshman’s “Bubbe Malke,” rage and righteousness inspire an elderly midwife to commit an amazing act of courage, violence, and revenge. In Dvora Baron’s “Bubbe Henya,” a mysterious old woman who has acquired a reputation for almost superhuman generosity and sympathy proves that her powers are far more astonishing than anyone could have imagined. The characters and actions of the two old women could not possibly be more different, yet what they have in common is power, bravery, autonomy, independence, and resourcefulness—in short, all the qualities that the younger women in these stories have been working so hard to obtain.

Reading “Bubbe Malke” and “Bubbe Henya” makes us feel that these women’s struggles were not in vain, that the obstacles they overcame, the roadblocks they crashed through or circumvented, and the surrenders or defeats they were forced to endure were also sources of wisdom and strength—a difficult school in which they learned the lessons that enabled them to become the heroines they were destined to be. Reading Beautiful as the Moon, Radiant as the Stars makes us glad that our own lives are so different from the much more circumscribed fates of the women we are reading about. At the same time, the book makes us grateful to these heroines for having had the courage and resolve to help prepare the way for us to insist upon—and even to take for granted—the ordinary, everyday, absolutely essential freedoms that we enjoy today.


A Note on the Transliteration

There are many ways to write Yiddish in English. Over the years, standards of transliteration have been developed by organizations like YIVO that are widely used and accepted by academic institutions. When considering the approach for this volume, we opted for a more familiar style. We strived for a balance between comfort and standardization, while considering the spellings still in use in contemporary Jewish communities, Yiddish pronunciation of Jewish holidays and references, and words referenced in Merriam-Webster. For this reason, we have decided on Chanukah instead of Khanike, Shabbes instead of Shabes, and so on. While it is unlikely that everyone will be happy with our choices, we hope that all our readers will be able to look beyond the spelling to enjoy the literature presented herein.


White Night

Kadya Molodowsky

Translated by Adrienne Rich

White night, my painful joy,

your light is brighter than the dawn.

A white ship is sailing from East Broadway

where I see no sail by day.

A quiet star hands me a ticket

open for all the seas.

I put on my timeworn jacket

and entrust myself to the night.

Where are you taking me, ship?

Who charted us on this course?

The hieroglyphs of the map escape me,

and the arrows of your compass.

I am the one who sees and does not see.

I go along on your deck of secrets,

squeeze shut my baggage on the wreath of sorrows

from all my plucked-out homes.

—Pack in all my blackened pots,

their split lids, the chipped crockeries,

pack in my chaos with its gold-encrusted buttons

since chaos will always be in fashion.

—Pack the letters stamped Unknown at This Address—

vanished addresses that sear my eyes,

postmarked with more than years and days;

sucked into my bones and marrow.

—Pack up my shadow that weighs more than my body,

that comes along with its endless exhortations.

Weekdays or holidays, time of flowers or withering,

my shadow is with me, muttering its troubles.

Find me a place of honey cakes and sweetness

where angels and children picnic together

(this is the dream I love best of all),

where the sacred wine fizzes in bottles.

Let me have one sip, here on East Broadway,

for the sake of those old Jews crying in the dark.

I cry my heretic’s tears with them,

their sobbing is my sobbing.

I’m a difficult passenger, my ship

is packed with the heavy horns, the shofars of grief.

Tighten the sails of night as far as you can,

for the daylight cannot carry me.

Take me somewhere to a place of rest,

of goats in belled hats playing on trombones—

to the Almighty’s fresh white sheets

where the hunter’s shadow cannot fall.

Take me...Yes, take me... But you know best

where the sea calmly opens its blue road.

I’m wearier than your oldest tower;

somewhere I’ve left my heart aside.


KADDISH

Dvora Baron

Translated by Naomi Seidman with Chana Kronfeld

My grandmother bore my grandfather ten gifts—ten children, but, alas, not a single son. They say that every time a girl was born, he would lift his thoughtful-pious eyes to heaven and sigh deeply:

It seems, Father, that you don’t consider me worthy of a son, a son who could say kaddish for me when I pass on. . . . 

And at nightfall, he would sit down listlessly at the table, open the big Talmud, and sadly, very softly and sadly, sing to himself. Somewhere in a far-off corner between the wall and the partition, my grandmother would sit and listen to the Talmud chant and cry in silence.

Later, after my grandmother had died and my grandfather took me in, a tiny orphan, to feed, I would often hear this very same mournful chant.

Late, very late at night, when a thick, mute, darkness would press up against our little window from outside, my grandfather would light the lamp and sit down at his Talmud. All is quiet now, and melancholy. Only occasionally, from some distant field, comes a soft Hoo, hoo, hoo.

That was the wind, chasing its tail somewhere out there in the darkness, stumbling over naked fields, and sobbing softly.

And inside the house, mute, terror-black shadows would wrap my grandfather in dark shrouds, veiling his clouded-gray face, his high forehead, his deep-set, sad eyes:

Ay, ay, Father, ay, ay, sweet Father.

And it was hard to know, at times like these, whether he was thinking about himself, about his lonesome life, and crying, dry-eyed, or whether he was really absorbed in the words he was chanting.

Ay, ay, Father dear...

“Zeyde.”

And running through the shadows with my tremulous steps, I would sneak onto his knee. 

“I want to listen to you learn.”

And my little body would be set loose between his cold, thin hands, which stroked and hugged me, clutching me close, close to his heart:

“Ach, Rivele, Rivele—if only you were a boy . . .” And a strange look would come over his face and his eyes would become dejected and thoughtful.

What a beard he had, my grandfather, white all over.

I remember the Sabbath days, the winter Sabbaths in my grandfather’s house. Outside—a disheveled, lumbering sky over the congealed, dead earth. It’s quiet and dismal. Every now and then a flock of black crows flies by, hurls a few curses into the air, and then disappears, and again it’s quiet.

But now the winter sky is turning darker, a heavy, angry dusk creeps slowly and icily through the little window, enveloping in black the damp walls, the low ceiling, the table with its white tablecloth, even Grandfather’s white beard.

Dark.

And soon I hear Grandfather rise from his place, scrape together the challah crumbs from the late afternoon Sabbath meal, wrap a thick scarf around his neck, and leave.

With wide-open eyes and beating heart I stay where I am, enveloped in shadow. I listen: everything around is silent. Only from farther away, from the top of the hill, can a monotonous ringing be heard.

Clang-clang-clang! . . . clang-clang-clang!

The church bells are proclaiming that our holy Sabbath is passing away, and now it’s their holy day, the uphill folk’s.

Clang-clang-clang!

Slowly. Every peal distinct. And the wind rocks, rocks and sways:

“Ay-ay-ay... ay-ay-ay...”

That was exactly how my mother howled the night her two sons died on her.

But now a powerful ray of light suddenly pierces the little window, covers the table, scatters into many golden threads, and stabs my eyes: the old solid-walled synagogue, which towers over the hovels around its courtyard like a giant among midgets, watches me with seven fiery eyes—its lit windows. There, in the study hall, they’re praying the evening service. The winter hats sway, the men spit out the closing prayer, wish each other “a good week.”

Grandfather comes in, lights two thin candles, pours himself a little glass of havdalah wine, and looks toward the door. Soon an ugly little kid walks in—he’s the one who’s going to be drinking that wine. He gives me a look with his small, devious eyes, waits for my grandfather to look away, and then sticks out his tongue. If it weren’t for Grandfather, I’m sure that loathsome boy with his grubby paws would just stick his fist under my nose: “Here, take this.”

I feel the blood rising to my head: You rotten snot-nose!

“Zeyde,” I say, “Zeyde, I’ll drink the wine today.”

He shakes his head.

“Child, child—the havdalah wine? You forget, you’re a girl. . . . ”

Child, child... These words ring so bare, so strange. Two deep, deep creases spread across his high, pale brow, his milk-clouded eyes open wider and wider. Now all I can see are two gaping holes; they look off toward the corner between the window and partition.

“Beyla, Beyla, what did you do? You couldn’t have borne me a kaddish, Beyla, huh...?”

And he stretches out a palsied hand, his right hand, the fingers long, pale, the nails sharp and cold.

“Beyla, oh, Beyla.”

And he bursts into tears. I can see his eyebrows trembling now, the tears rolling down.

“Zeyde . . .” I lift my head.

Pacified-saddened now, he sits over the open Talmud, swaying and chanting softly.

He is learning—my soul fills to the brim with happiness. Suddenly, I remember that somewhere in one of the shacks at the very bottom of the hill lives an old Jewish woman, an ancient one. For five kopecks a week she’ll teach anyone who asks how to read Hebrew.

“Five kopecks a week,” I say to myself, and I feel a warm flow seep slowly into my heart and gently, silently, caress it. . . . 

So one beautiful summer Sabbath I go over to Grandfather with tremendous steps and raise my two eyes—full of quiet, holy joy—to his.

“Want to test me, Zeyde?”

Grandfather lifts his head from the Talmud and brushes his brow with his hand. I see an eyelid tremble as he looks at me:

“Child.”

“Zeyde,” I blurt out, and feel as if my heart were about to burst in my chest. “Zeyde, test me.”

He goes to the bookshelf, takes out a prayer book, opens it, and sets it before me. I lower my eyes and look into it.

Yisgadal veyiskadash shemey raba . . . the kaddish. A sweet shudder runs through my entire body. I push the prayer book away with both hands, raise my head, and piously close my eyes.

“Yisgadal veyiskadash shemey raba.”

And the words flow from my lips, they pour out of me into the air so mildly, so sadly...I feel my face flush, break out in a heavy sweat, my heart beats and beats, and I keep reciting. . . . 

And suddenly, Grandfather snatches me in both arms, lifts me up on high, to the ceiling, and rising and soaring himself, he carries the two of us floating through the house, rocking me and tossing me into the air and adorning me with psalms of praise:

“Holy Sabbath, holy Sabbath, holy Sabbath.”

Purplish red are his lips, his high forehead—pure white. His long beard flies in all directions, quivering, and among the strands—two large teardrops shimmer and tremble now like a pair of diamonds.

Just a few days later I’m sitting on a big rock outside the synagogue wall with my head bowed—a congealed sorrow in my heart, two warm tears in my eyes. Over there, in our little house, a single memorial candle is burning. I can’t forget that for a minute. Somewhere on the dirt floor a bundle of trampled straw has been strewn; scraps of white linen—remnants of Grandfather’s shroud; on the door—a lock, a black, round lock... But what do I care? If only I had a black dress, an entirely black dress, I would look more like a boy, a lot more— this, it turns out, is the thought that’s spinning in my brain.

Around me women are gathering, wagging their heads. “So what do you suppose will happen to the orphan girl now?”

One of them even strokes my hair. “Would you like a little bun, maybe?”

A band of schoolboys shows up, looking at me with fascinated pity, and I announce to them very earnestly: “I’m not afraid of you.”

I jump up from my place and follow them.

“Where are you going?” they ask.

“I’m going to the study hall,” I say, and at once feel both my knees start shaking. “I’m going to say kaddish.”

“She’s going to say kaddish,” they snort, and an acrid, stuffy whiff of boy-sweat sears my nostrils. There are men all around me, blocking my way to the lectern, pushing me back—out—out to the entry hall. But from above, from the Holy Ark, two thoughtful-pious eyes look down at me:

“Child, child...,” so lonesome, so beseeching. “Child, child...,” and only I see the light of the memorial candle by the lectern overflow into a burning ocean, engulfing me on all sides. My breath catches and sticks in my throat.

And when I open my eyes I find myself lying with my head against the hard rock in the synagogue yard and around me, like an angry stepmother, the dark, quiet night. There, on the door to our little house, hangs a round black lock. I haven’t forgotten that, and a great fear grips my soul. I lower my face to the damp earth and burst into tears, first softly with dry eyes, and then louder and louder.

Somewhere high up under the synagogue eaves a bird awakens, flutters its wings, and listens with dread.

DVORA BARON was born in a small town in Lithuania in 1887. Her father was a rabbi, and unlike most of his contemporaries, not only was he interested in educating his daughter in typical women’s subjects, but he allowed her to attend the classes he taught the boys of the town (she sat behind a partition in the synagogue). She arrived on the literary scene in 1902, writing mostly in Hebrew—an instant marvel because she was female and was only fourteen years old, which was unheard of among Eastern European Hebrew writers at that time. She immigrated to Palestine in 1910. The first modern Hebrew woman writer, her stories focus on the shtetl and women’s experiences in Jewish Eastern Europe. She died in 1956 in her apartment in Tel Aviv, having spent the previous thirty-three years as a shut-in and the last twenty years of her life completely bedridden. The stories reprinted in this collection are from her earlier Yiddish works.


THE SACK WITH PINK STRIPES

Rachel H. Korn

Translated by Seymour Levitan

It was a fairly long sack made of pink-striped linen, the kind of material that we called gradl and used for quilt covers and pillowcases. It was probably made out of a bit left over from my mother’s trousseau. In it there was a “treasure”— various-colored balls of silk and cotton for knitting and stitching, pieces of violet canvas with started patterns of flowers and birds in cross-stitch, patterns that were never finished. Besides these, there were pieces of silk, velvet, brocade, and plain cotton print and percale, all left from my momma’s trousseau and returned by the honest seamstresses in case it was necessary to fix a rip, sew on a patch, or widen a dress at the waist. As I remember, these remainders were never used because all these brocaded silk dresses intended for wear in the city hung in the wardrobe and were only removed to be aired out once a year just before Pesach. The dresses with the long trains would have been a fine sight in the mud of Fidilske.

And then it became our custom—when we had clothes made for us, any pieces of material left over went into the secret depths of the sack with pink stripes. My greatest dream was to get the most colorful pieces of silk and velvet from those secret depths and sew dresses for my dolls out of them. But I didn’t dare touch the sack, which was at the very bottom of the big chest in the bedroom all the way over under the window. Very deep under the shimmering “treasure” lay a bundle of letters from my mother’s first betrothed. While she was searching for the right ball of thread, they would rustle under her fingers like dry November leaves.

All week I waited impatiently for Sunday afternoon. On Sunday afternoon, the hired farmhands slept in their fresh linen shirts—in the wintertime on the wide ovens and in summertime under the trees on the warm grass. Both summer and winter, the servants would be down in the village at their parents’ houses and the cowherds would be busy with the cattle.

The cats that were always at my mother’s side mewed and pleaded in the gathering quiet. Like a big dark spider, the clock on the wall spun the minutes and hours. The house was emptied of its weekday stir. This was the time when my mother would bend over the chest and take out the striped sack. She would begin to sew a pattern on canvas or mend a pillowcase, but in a little while her hands dropped and her glance wandered over the treetops to a place in the distance hidden from me. And my momma began to unwind the strands of her life, as if the smell of mildewed silk coming from the little sack had opened a secret door that she would never have opened on her own, afraid that it might lead her too far away from her home and children.

Ordinarily my mother didn’t talk much. She was more inclined to listen to others. I never heard her complain about anything. And so the Jewish women of the village would come up to our farm on Shabbes to unburden themselves by talking to her. Most often it was a cousin of my father’s whom we children had to call “Aunt Chaye.” She never stopped finding fault with her husband, Chaim. He’d been cursed by his own father, who wished Korach’s fate on him, and he was stuck with the name “Korach” for the rest of his life. Auntie Chaye would lean her whole body against my mother’s shoulder and whisper endlessly in her ear, because everything was a secret to Chaye. My mother would nod her head from time to time to indicate that she was taking it in, though I’m sure that hardly half of Chaye’s grinding on and on penetrated.

It was only on Sunday afternoon that my mother gave up her silence. To this day, I’m not sure if she was speaking to me or to herself. Years later, as I began to understand what she told me, it occurred to me that my mother wanted her daughter not just to take in the details of her life, but to draw her own conclusions as well.

On those Sunday afternoons, in the shadow of my mother’s quiet words, I was suddenly a grown-up sharing her youth. Till then I had been busy mainly with games, cats, dogs, birds, trees, and dolls—I had no friends on our isolated farm. We were far from the village, and this was my childhood world. In contrast to the village children, who very early had to take on their parents’ worries and concerns about making a living, I knew nothing about work or money. In our house we never spoke about money. Money was an incidental thing. We were never jealous of people who were better off, but when my parents heard of an injustice, of someone being cheated or swindled, they were outraged for a long while after. It pained them exactly as if they’d been cheated themselves.

This was the world of my childhood, guarded by my watchful parents. Until my father’s early death left me an orphan at ten and a half.

On those Sunday afternoons, I learned that both of my zeydes were dead by the time I was born. My zeyde Leyzer Fast I know well from what my mother told me about him. He was tall, broad shouldered, with a thick blond beard that kept his smile warm. He was good-natured and ready to help. With his broad shoulders and warm smile, he would hide the crimes of his six children from Bubbe Rivka’s stern eyes that darted about quick as mice. My mother truly idolized her father, and apparently my zeyde was especially close to her, the youngest of his three daughters.

He conducted business on a large scale. During the week, he went off into the forests he’d bought from the surrounding landowners, while my grandmother ran the farm and a tavern. Like her eyes, her hands never rested. Short, thin, with a dark complexion, she was everywhere. She ordered her sons around, her daughters, her staff. From their earliest youth, her children were expected to work. She hired the best religious and secular tutors for them, but the minute the tutor got up to go, Bubbe Rivka dispersed the group—one to the barn to do the milking, another to the granary, a third to the tavern. For her daughters, the “regime” was even stricter. “A girl only needs to learn how to read her prayers and sign her name.” My mother, quiet and sensitive, couldn’t stand her eternal bustling and dominating. My mother wanted to sit in a corner with a book and mull over the fate of the people she encountered in stories she read. When her mother sent her to the barn to keep an eye on the threshers, she would hide a book under her shawl and drink in the pages while the threshing tools beat the kernels of grain from the dry sheaves.

My bubbe was hot tempered and could blow up over the tiniest trifle. If something displeased her, she “rewarded” you for it then and there, whether or not the house was full of strangers. And then, later, calm, even smiling, as if nothing had happened, she’d go off to her work, leaving the children feeling as if they’d been beaten, shamed by their mother’s unconcerned way. My mother, who took after her quiet, dreamy father, would rather have been slapped in private than humiliated in the presence of strangers. She’d wait all week for Friday, the day her father came home, and cling to his chest while her tears wet his thick broad beard.

My mother was tall and quite slender, with thin arms and legs and blond hair down to her knees. The heavy weight of her braids made her head ache, so she’d often let them hang down over her shoulders. Her little brother, Itsye, would wait for this. He would chase her all over the place and grab on to the long, heavy braids like reins.

My mother got sick when she was sixteen. There was a smallpox epidemic. The windows were curtained to shield her eyes from the light, and she pleaded to have her hands tied down to keep her from tearing at the blisters in her sleep. She knew very well that you could have the signs of the sickness all over your face for the rest of your life. When she got up and looked in the mirror for the first time, she fainted. It looked as if someone had rubbed a grater all over her pretty young face. . . . “And yet he fell in love with me. I don’t know what he liked about me. He was so tall and handsome, with the kind of blue eyes you hardly ever see.”

He really was as handsome as my mother said. His picture on the first page of our red satin photo album bore witness to it. “I also loved him very much, even though we weren’t officially engaged, only promised to each other,” my mother would add quietly with an embarrassed smile, as if she were defensive about being in love with her fiancé. My mother didn’t know, or out of modesty wouldn’t say, why Shmuel Rubenfeld loved her so, even though her face was no longer as fresh and sweet as it had been before her sickness. But I know why—no doubt because Shmuel Rubenfeld recognized her innate refinement and delicacy. And then, too, her graceful figure, her proud walk, her warm brown eyes, and those blond braids hadn’t changed after her sickness.

The date was set for the wedding. The gown and trousseau were ready. Shmuel Rubenfeld was waiting for the day when he could bring his young wife to his small estate, Zalesia, which he’d inherited when he was orphaned at a young age. From his inheritance he had to provide a dowry and wedding for his youngest sister. Since it wasn’t respectable for a young girl to live in a bachelor’s house without appropriate supervision, Shmuel Rubenfeld kept her safe at his older, married sister’s house in Pshemishl. In the meantime, the young landowner of Zalesia had the buggy fitted up or the horse saddled so that he could ride to Matskyevitsh to see his fiancée. Since it wouldn’t look proper either to her household or to the neighbors for him to visit more than once or at most twice a week, he would send a letter by the hired hands every day. These were written so that the lines began with the letters of my mother’s name read from top to bottom: Chania. My mother’s name was Chana. She was called Chantsha at home. But her fiancé called her Chania. These letters from him were in the little pink-striped sack at the bottom of the chest.

Suddenly, like a bolt out of the blue, her fiancé’s sister, the young girl who was staying with her older sister in the city, converted and married a blacksmith. They said that she did it to spite her sister, the wealthy, educated wife of the sawmill owner, because she didn’t treat her well. When she would complain to her brother, he would plead with her, “Hold out just a bit longer. I’ll be married in three weeks and you’ll like living with my Chania.”

One evening he came riding up, pale, upset. He found my mother on the porch and didn’t make any attempt to come into the house. “You probably know what happened.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Your family will do everything they can to break our engagement. According to religious law, they can’t do it without your consent. I want to know one thing—aside from what’s happened, do you want to be my wife?”

“Yes, Shmuel.”

“Can I be sure of you—you won’t let them persuade you?”

“You can be sure of me.”

“Then no one can tear you away from me, Chania—whatever happens, you’ll be mine.”

My zeyde Leyzer was dead by then. Just after my mother’s sickness he suddenly collapsed, and in less than three days Leyzer Fast, always healthy, strong as an oak, left this world, his family, his fields and forests. When he went, my mother lost her support in life, her protector, the person who understood her so well, on whose chest she could cry her troubles away. If my zeyde had lived, he would have intervened for the sake of his daughter’s happiness. My mother was sure of that.

The two older sons, Pinchas and Hersh, and the two younger daughters, Esther and Beyltshe, married while their father was still alive. The two youngest, who remained with my bubbe Rivka, were now the responsibility of her eldest sonin-law, Esther’s husband, Reb Mordchele Engel, a man of few words and measured movements, with a long face, a dark complexion, almost as dark as his mother-in-law’s, and a high, scholarly forehead. He knew his own worth and how to carry himself: he wanted everyone to feel he had been worth the large dowry that he received, but he also wanted them to know that he wasn’t just Leyzer Matskyevitsh’s son-in-law, he was Mordechai Engel. And the family went along with it. Whenever there was a business problem or an important family matter, they always asked his advice. Mordchele’s word, no matter how quietly spoken, was law—and not just for his wife, who tried to read his slightest wish from his looks; even his mother-in-law brushed the dust from under his feet. This short, slight woman was the one who made the decisions when her tall, broad-shouldered husband was alive, but to her eldest son-in-law she was as submissive as if her husband’s death had robbed her of all her drive, all her bustling energy.

This same Mordchele Engel, who’d come from Reyshe and spoke Polish like a true “landowner,” quickly acquired a reputation throughout the region as a very clever, sedate young man, to whom one came for advice on all important matters. It didn’t suit him to have the brother of a convert in the family, and he determined to use any means he could, even misrepresentation if necessary, to dissolve the match.

Without my mother knowing it, Shmuel Rubenfeld was called to the rabbi in Pshemishl. What happened there my mother never knew. Apparently the eldest brother-in-law used all his diplomatic strategies to convince her fiancé that it was all occurring with my mother’s approval. And Shmuel Rubenfeld couldn’t even for a moment suspect that this fine, refined man was lying. He probably thought that my mother had allowed herself to be persuaded by her family and had broken her word regardless of the fact that she’d promised him she would never agree to give up the match. When the daily visits and letters from her fiancé stopped, my mother realized that something bad had happened behind her back. She was ashamed to ask what and maybe even afraid to discover the truth. Once when she accidentally opened a dresser drawer, she saw her engagement agreement on the very bottom under all the documents and papers. These things were never discussed in our house. Shmuel Rubenfeld’s name was never mentioned. “What I went through then only God in heaven knows. And what were either of us guilty of? We were going to be married three weeks later.” My mother ended her story and sat quiet, deep in her own thoughts.

Yes, in three more weeks she would have been Chania Rubenfeld. Everything had been prepared.

Reb Mordchele and Bubbe Rivka began to look for a suitable match for my mother... “because the clothes made to order for the wedding might go out of style and they’d have had to order a new trousseau if they waited,” my mother repeated bitterly a number of times. “No one thought of me. Only that the clothes might go out of style. It wasn’t long before I was engaged to your father.”

My parents got along very well together. I never heard them raise their voices. I only knew about arguments between husbands and wives because I was told that they happened in other families. My mother was the best, most devoted wife. She truly loved my father, she knew how to value his intellect and refinement. My father behaved with gentleness and chivalry to my mother. Not just in family matters. Even when selling grain or cattle or buying new plows or threshing machines, he would always ask his young wife’s advice, though she still knew very little about such things.

My mother loved and respected my father, but she never forgot her first fiancé. Once, after she had become engaged again and had gone into Pshemishl with Bubbe Rivka to buy some things for her trousseau, she suddenly saw Shmuel Rubenfeld on the other side of the street. He was walking with his head down, as if he were afraid to lift his blue eyes to the sky. Had he noticed her, too? My mother didn’t know, but she left my bubbe in the middle of the street and ran in the opposite direction. When she got home, she threw herself on her bed fully dressed and cried all night.

When I heard her tell all this, I wanted to scream, hammer my fists on the wall that bad people had set up between my mother and her destined one. “Why didn’t you refuse instead of letting them do what they wanted with you, Momma?”

She lowered her head. “You’re still a child. What do you understand about the world, about life? That’s how things were done in those days. But I made a vow. That I would never keep a child of mine from marrying whoever they care to marry. A child of mine can bring me a shoemaker, a carpenter, can bring me someone off the street—I’ll hold him dear. I will never stand in the way of my child’s happiness.”

Three weeks...if only Shmuel Rubenfeld’s sister had waited three weeks. As it was, she not only destroyed the happiness of her brother and his fiancée, she darkened her own life. The blacksmith would go out and get drunk and beat her half to death. She stood over the washtub all day doing other people’s laundry because her husband dropped all he earned at the tavern. A few years later she died of exhaustion, leaving two tiny children in Gentile hands. My father took sick three years after my parents married. They only lived together twelve years. He left behind a young widow and three small children.

Shmuel Rubenfeld remained a bachelor a few more years. When he finally did marry, he was also fated not to have an easy married life. A few years after the wedding, his wife was crippled. “Maybe everything would have been entirely different if people hadn’t meddled with us.” My momma sighed softly, as if even now after so many years she was trying to bargain with her fate.

The sun slanted down behind the mountain. My mother began to tie up the little striped sack. From the barn came the mooing of the cows to let us know that their udders were full and they were ready to be milked. The wives of the hired hands, who did the milking on Sundays, were banging the milking pails.

The Sunday afternoon ended.

RACHEL H. KORN was born in Podliski, East Galicia, in 1898. A writer of both prose and poetry, Korn escaped from Poland into the Soviet Union during World War II, settling in Montreal in 1948. She wrote “Dos roz-geshtrayfte zekele” [The Sack with Pink Stripes] near the end of her life. One of the two completed chapters of a memoir titled Mayn heym un ich [My Home and I] that she was planning on writing, this chapter has not been published before in Yiddish or in translation. The other chapter, “Dos naye hoyz” [The New House], written mainly from a child’s point of view, tells of the building of the house she lived in through most of her childhood and adolescence. Korn’s work has been translated into Hebrew, French, German, and English, and she was awarded the Manger Prize of the State of Israel in 1974. She died in Montreal in 1982.


WINTER BERRIES

Fradel Schtok

Translated by Irena Klepfisz

Afresh snow covered the roofs, and the town was white. A winter happiness shone into the houses.

Reyzl wanted to go out, so when her mother gave Hessi the glass jar and five graytsers to buy kerosene, she offered to go instead. Everyone was taken aback that Reyzl had suddenly become such an obedient child, and her mother wondered whether perhaps something had died in the forest.

It was the season for winter berries—the first ice-cold berries. All along the streets Gentiles were hawking them, and when people caught sight of them through their windows, young and old ran out to buy clusters of berries. In almost all the bay windows, you could see bunches of icy berries displayed on white cotton.

Reyzl had a passion for winter berries, and when she remembered how they dissolved like wine in her mouth, her tongue puckered. She gave the five-note a squeeze—kerosene had to be bought.

Outside there was a searing frost, but the sun dazzled as it shone on the snow. Reyzl met a couple of mud-splattered boys running to the store to buy herring. The littlest one hobbled behind because his boots were too tight. Itsye Glezer with his neck all bundled up was carrying a windowpane under his arm. Somehow the frost had turned his yellow beard even more yellow. He was going somewhere to install a bay window.

Reyzl looked at his bundled-up neck and felt somewhat lonely. She remembered how at home she was considered the worst of all: wouldn’t even stick her finger into cold water. At home they mockingly called her “Fraulein Paradisa.” If she could only stop sleeping late, then Hessi wouldn’t be waking her with “Fraulein Paradisa . . . please get up . . . Count Joseph has already gone off to church. . . . So now you too can get up.” It didn’t help to pretend to be sleeping. Hessi knew. And even if she had been sleeping, Hessi’d wake her up anyway. In the morning, while still in bed, she’d think about the most lovely things: about an aspiring lovelorn student, about a wonderful velvet dress trimmed with fur, or about wearing the wonderful velvet dress and dancing with a cavalier. But most of all, she’d think about running away to study in a big city and becoming a doctor—“Fraulein Doctor, excuse me . . . ”

She walked through Chantsi’s shop and noticed fur pieces hanging on display. Over there was a black Parisian hat that would be so becoming perched on her black head. . . . But her father is a poor man, and the brokerage’s failing . . . and she’s only the third in line. Everything has to go to Hessi first and to Rivtsi next and then finally to her. . . . 

But what if she were to steal it? The hat’s hanging so low to the ground, and right now no one’s looking. But it would be recognized immediately. Her father would ask: “Where’d you get it?” “Found it.” “Found it where?” “Don’t know.” And later? Oh, she’d have to face the humiliation . . . Reyzl the thief. Oh yes? A quiet one, can’t even count to two. Go figure . . . really, a decent child. . . . The constable would take her to the town hall, and her mother and father would have to follow right behind. Mother’d cry, Father’d bite his pale lips. Surrounded by shame. Shame. And all the town’s children would call after her: “Thief! Thief!”

No. She’s an honest girl. She doesn’t steal.

She walked farther down the street. She could sense that people were looking at her because she still wasn’t quite grown-up, didn’t stay close to home, respectable-like, but instead was seen everywhere. She had managed to meander to the outskirts of the city and met another Gentile woman with berries. She felt as if her throat were dying of thirst for berries. Precisely because she wasn’t all grown-up, her heart was fainting, longing for something, wanting to escape out of itself and at the same time not wanting to escape at all. Why wasn’t she grown-up yet? She should know why. How should she know? Besides, what does it mean to be “grown-up”? Getting up early, not thinking about the wonderful velvet dress trimmed with fur, washing the dishes, and worrying with her mother because there’s no income . . . drumming it all out of her head: the aspiring, lovelorn student along with the dance and the cavalier and the dreams of becoming a doctor, of becoming respectable. Instead starting to mend socks. . . . 

Oh, berries are bitter and they’re juicy. . . . They’re good and they’re not good, the throat faints for them and the throat faints from them. . . . Where can one get a graytser for a cluster of berries? She’d willingly give up her life for the taste of just one berry.

Reyzl gave the five-note a strong tug and turned red. And then she simply went up to the Gentile and told her to give her five clusters of berries. The woman stopped, put her basket on the ground, and selected the clusters. Reyzl handed her the five-graytser note, which was damp from her hot palm, and arranged the clusters like a bouquet.

When the Gentile was already at some distance from her, Reyzl was still rooted to the same spot. She suddenly asked herself: “What have you done? Nu, and the kerosene?” But she muffled these questions with other voices, so she wouldn’t regret spending the five graytsers. “Nu, and what will you tell them at home?” “Lost. Lost and that’s that.” “How did you manage to lose it? Why didn’t you lose your head instead? That would’ve been better.”
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