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A note
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While this is a fantasy novel, it is set against the backdrop of real historical figures and events. Because the book is set in the mid-to late fourteenth century, I had to base any prayers and terms that were used on pre-existing texts—all of which, at that time, would have been in Hebrew. There is no way to know what accent my characters may have had and therefore if their pronunciation was close to Yiddish in intonation, or the modern Hebrew of today. What we do know is that this was a time period in Jewish history that was pre-Yiddish, which is why, though there is a “shtetl” feel to this book, there was no Yiddish language at the time. The epigraphs at the beginning of each section are from an invented Book of the Solomonars, but every word is based on contemporaneous Hebrew religious texts, among them, Rabbi Isaac Tyrnau’s Book of Customs, written in the early fifteenth century. I did the best I could to accurately reflect the knowledge, texts and customs that the characters would have been aware of at the time. There is a glossary at the end of the book with definitions of all the foreign words used (most of them Hebrew). Note that the sound represented by “ch” in Hebrew is pronounced as a throaty “h,” such as that found in “loch.”
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There was a time when everyone knew about Trnava. Once, it was a bustling market town that sat at the crossroads between the kingdom of Poland and the rest of Bohemia. Once, the king of Hungary, Charles the First, visited the town and conducted important negotiations there. But there are stories you don’t know. Stories the residents of the town like to keep secret.


If you listen closely, sometimes you can still hear the old stories whispered. Legends about Trnava and the people who lived there, about the great forests that once surrounded the town. There are tales of red-haired mountain men and women who could work miracles, of a people who could trace their lineage all the way back to the great King Solomon himself. Tales of a people who kept to themselves, who lived in a tiny quarter of the city of Trnava where they built their own house of worship. They say that on the ceiling of their synagogue there were a thousand tiny stars.


There are stories told that the congregants who worshiped in the synagogue could work miracles; that the oldest among them could fly cloud dragons in the sky. It is said that when the Black Mist spread over the kingdom of Hungary, these people were the only ones who fought and didn’t flee.


But the real story is much more complicated than that. It is the story of a people who forever lived at the edge of others’ kindness and yet still found a way to thrive. It is the story of a family that survived, and of three girls who, when faced with unimaginable tragedy and impossible odds, did what they had to do even though it wasn’t what was expected of them.


Some say they were just an ordinary family who lived in an extraordinary time.


But I know the truth.


This is the story of the Black Mist which swept through the Carpathian Mountains on the wings of a black dragon. Some say they can still feel it when they touch the trees, in the rich black sap that runs down to the roots to the rot that’s buried under the ground. Despite the beauty of the trees and the crystal-clear waters of the lakes and the incessant babble of the rivers and streams, the mist still carries its echo. The animals feel it in their bones.


It could return at any moment.


Once, Trnava was a village like any other village. It was made up of brick houses, a town square, large wooden churches, a small synagogue, a fortified wall that surrounded the town, and a river, named the Trnávka for all the thorny bushes that lined its banks. Once, there were three different forests around the town of Trnava: the Šenkvický wood, the Král’ovský wood, and the ancient Satu Mare which once stretched all the way through the Kingdom of Hungary until it reached the Şinca Veche forest, right on the border of Wallachia. Strange things happened in these forests, things that nobody liked to talk about, but everyone did. There was a saying that was popular in the region once, and some still whisper it, even today. “Do not speak of the forest, for it will remember your name.”


But that is another story, for a different day.










Sarah
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It’s just after sunset. I can still see the bare oak branches, black against the deepening blue of sky, that make up the forest beyond Trnava’s wall. Eema takes a coin out from her pocket and clears her throat. “Girls, candle lighting,” she says. I look away from the window and my heart skips a beat. It’s time.


Eema kisses the coin and says the word “esh,” and to me, it seems like the word crackles and hisses like flame. She puts the coin in the box that sits on the windowsill. Then she transfers fire from her lips to her fingertips, then to the wick of the candle that sits atop her silver candlesticks. “The soul of man is a lamp in the darkness,” she says as I watch the flames she sets on the windowsill—a sign in our window for all those who are lost and weary, and I hear the echo of my father’s voice in my head, the benediction he says over each of our heads on Friday nights—“Only light can hold back darkness. We are the children of Solomon, children of the light.”


Every week, I stare in awe at how my mother does it. She weaves a prayer of words in the air and turns the strands she weaves into fire in the same way my father manipulates air. Eema lights a candle and suddenly everything is brighter. Abba raises his hands to the sky and the clouds lift and clear. “This is the law of Solomon,” Eema chants. “Man and woman, ish and isha: without the yud and the heh, they are esh—fire.” She places a coin in my hand. “Here,” she says. “Now it’s your turn.” The coin is warm—like her hand, like the fire.


It’s my turn. I’ve waited a long time for this moment. I am twelve now, a bat mitzvah, a daughter of Solomon, blessed by his commandments. I am a part of it now. A part of everything. A wielder of the flame of Solomon—like my father and mother and grandmother and all those before me leading back all the way to the great King Solomon himself. I hold the coin in one hand and twist a dark red curl around one of the fingers of my other hand.


Eema opens a small prayer book and hands it to me. She doesn’t need it—she knows the prayers by heart. I’ve been mouthing the words along with my mother and Nagmama and older sister Hannah as they said them together each week. This is the first step. The beginning of my journey into the world of my ancestors. There is so much I have yet to learn.


After today, I’ll be able to start studying with Abba. I know that once the light of the ner tamid burns within me, I’ll start to follow the ways and read all the books and practice all the exercises so that one day I’ll be as powerful as my father. So that one day I’ll be able to lead a community myself—not as a wildflower tamed back, but like a fireweed that lights up everything around her. I want to be someone—or something, that cannot be put out.


Fire-singe tingles at my fingers and mixes with the heady scent of chicken soup and challah bread. Everything feels right about this moment.


Eema points at the words and with a trembling hand I place my finger on the page. “Esh tamid tukad al ha-mizbeyach, lo tichbeh—an eternal fire shall be kept burning upon the altar; it shall not go out.” I close my eyes and feel the heat within me. I imagine the lighting of a spark which will now grow each day. I write the stroke of each letter of the word—esh—in my mind, strokes of white fire in the darkness. I imagine the wilderness of Sinai, like Eema taught me, the place where Abraham and Sarah met Hashem for the first time. I see the fire of the white letters they saw painted across a dark desert sky.


I kiss the coin and whisper the word “esh,” imagining the word composed of letters, the letters composed of strokes, the strokes twining around each other, the flame burning inside me, now shoved out of my chest by my breath, up through my throat and out past my lips into air. My lips are warm. The coin feels hot. Even though my eyes are closed, I see it happen. There is a crackling, like lightning running up and down my arms and legs and to the ends of each strand of my hair. I quickly open my eyes and place the coin in the tzedakah box on the windowsill.


“Power demands sacrifice and the holiest form of sacrifice is giving alms to the poor. What we take from the universe, we must give back.” My mother’s lessons buzz in my head like the hiss of flame. Her words twin with my father’s words, “children of the light,” and I touch the candle-wick quickly. The spark transfers from my fingers. Lightning fast, the candle bursts into flame. I feel wild and a little bit dangerous. Pure power and potential. I want to see what else I can light. I know in that moment I could burn our house down in a flash.


But then I hear Eema’s voice.


“Baruch,” she prompts.


The prayer. I almost forgot. I close my eyes and concentrate on forming the strokes of the letters in my mind again. This isn’t two letters that form a word—this is a whole blessing. “Blessed are You, Lord, our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us with His commandments and commanded us to light the Shabbat flame,” I say, loud and clear and true. This time I weave the letters into words and place the words into a white void—the words reassemble themselves into burning white fire made up of three holy letters—[image: Illustration]—Shabbat. An emptiness which is full of heavenly light. I usher it in. The fire dissipates and shrinks to the size of a spark. It’s still burning inside me, but now it’s just a spark and nothing more—a smoldering ember. I feel a different kind of energy now—something cool and soothing. Relief. I did it! My chest heaves and I smile, tears prickling in my eyes.


I look up. There are tears in my mother’s eyes too. I’ve waited years for this moment, for her approval. There are so many things I’ve done wrong over the past years, so many mistakes I’ve made. Not listening to my parents, fighting them at every turn. Sziporka, they always call me, little spark. But this time, I did something right. My face glows. Gold and bright, like the light of a thousand flames.


“Amen,” Eema says and leans down to kiss my forehead. Her hands smell like smoke and the nettle tea she prepared for Nagmama’s joints right before we lit candles. I wonder if I will always remember this moment. If I will always associate lighting candles with the scent of nettle tea.


I am a bit like a nettle—stinging others in all the wrong places—but I know: something that can sting can also heal. Something that can burn and destroy can also light up the night and keep the darkness at bay. I am a spark of light now, no longer bursting with flame and words I can’t contain. I close my eyes again to make sure that for once I did everything right.


There is only white space inside me.


I take a deep breath and open my eyes.


“Welcome, Sarahleh,” Eema says. “You are a daughter of Solomon now. I’m so proud of you.” She embraces me and I smell dough and lavender, nettle and flame, and everything is crisp and clean and bright.


“Brucha haba’ah!” Hannah says. “Welcome, sister!” She’s waiting next to Eema. When she embraces me, I close my eyes to savor the feeling. Her thick auburn hair smells like grass, like fresh air and rosemary. Maybe now I can be more like her. Maybe Eema and Abba and Nagmama will look at me the way they look at her—with pride and respect, not frustration and anger, doubt and regret.


“Nagmama!” Her arms are waiting to enfold me. But when she touches me I see only darkness, and smell something burnt and rotten, like smoke. My heart skips a beat. I quickly kiss her cheek and turn away. I don’t want to ruin this moment. I have to keep the light shining bright.


I remember how jealous I felt when I watched Hannah enter into the covenant. I remember how I felt like my turn would never come. I look over at Levana to see if she feels the same now, but she is staring out the window, looking at the stars. One year from now seems like an eternity, but I know her turn will come sooner than we expect, and someday I will pass the light on to my daughters.


Levana turns her head and grins at me—her pale copper hair surrounds her head like a halo. I lift her in my arms and twirl her around. “Shabbat shalom!” I say, and she giggles. I put her down and Hannah picks her up. I watch and laugh as they spin themselves dizzy. Then Levana holds a hand out to me and we spin until we fall down, over and over again. It’s easy to feel safe here, with a thick thatch of roof over our heads, a fire burning in the hearth, and holy candles lit on the windowsill for all to see. Easy to forget what I saw when I hugged Nagmama.


For the next spin, Hannah doesn’t join us. I see her stand taller, holding herself differently. Now that I’m a bat mitzvah, she is a woman. We are both wielders of the flame of Solomon, but soon she will marry and join her fire with another’s. It’s a burden I’m happy not to have to bear yet, but Hannah wears it like a crown on her head.


There is a knock at the door. Abba bursts in, home from synagogue. He dusts the snow from his big red beard and stomps his boots on the mat by the door. Eema takes his coat and whispers into his ear and his big green eyes find mine. “Mazal tov, Sarahleh!”


I cross the room and leap into his strong arms. I see the pride in his eyes and his face lights up with a glow that comes from the same source as the flame inside me.


Later that night, I lie in bed and even though it’s Shabbat I reach out to the fire that now burns freely within me. I play with it on the inside—not daring to light up the room I share with my sisters, and arguing in my head that I’m not really breaking Shabbat if I’m only playing with a fire I already lit. I stare out the window above Levana’s bed and I wonder what she saw. If she felt the layer of wrongness like I did when I hugged Nagmama—something infected and rotten curling at the edges of everything bright.


I must fall asleep at some point because the next thing I know, I’m dreaming of darkness. There is a black mist winding its way through the trees, creeping along the earth. Everything it touches turns black as tar and then withers, shrinking in upon itself. The mist creeps its way from the edge of the forest, down the stone-strewn muddy streets of town, up the street that runs through the Jewish quarter of Trnava, and through the cracks in the wall of our house. It feels like the darkness is coming for me.


As it starts to drift its way through the window, I sit up in bed and conjure a flame. I’m awake now and fully conscious of the fact that it’s Shabbat and I’ve set fire to my bed. I frantically try to put it out, but before I manage to smother it with a blanket, it rises up and takes the thin shape of a serpent, then slithers up from my bed and out the window. It chases the mist, which shrinks back into itself and goes away. I get up and look out the window—but there’s nothing there. I rub my eyes and keep staring, looking for the light snake and wondering if it was only a dream.









Levana
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While my sisters are in the kitchen with Eema and Nagmama, I connect the stars. It’s a game I like to play. My eyes trace the shapes the stars make as they emerge.


Halfway through the meal, I pretend to fall asleep on the bench under the window. Now that everyone’s cleared out of the room, I’m free to open my eyes and stare up at the sky.


Nothing gets in the way of the stars—not the Šenkvický wood, nor the long wall around Trnava—not even the four church spires in our town. The stars shine as brightly in the Judengasse—the Jewish quarter, as they do anywhere else in our town.


Even if I could light candles the way my sisters do, I prefer the fire that shines in the stars. Inside our home, Shabbat is a day of rest, but outside, the stars don’t sleep. I feel them, shining bright like pinpricks on my skin. They want to be seen—like me. They want me to see them—I do. They have things to tell me.


I listen.


Today is an auspicious day. Sarah is bat mitzvah, and the skies are more restless than usual. She conjured flame and transferred it, but there are flames in the sky she doesn’t see.


I trace them now again—the arcs they make. One star leads to another, and another. Left, then right, and around in a curve that splits in three.


Three stars. Three sisters. Three paths light the sky.


The stars don’t lie. They change with the seasons, but they tell the truth.


Eema sits down next to me. She runs her hand softly through my hair. “What do you see out there, little one?” she says.


I am not little, I want to say. “Just stars,” I say instead.


“We are a nation of twinkling stars. Have you ever tried to count them?” Eema says.


I shake my head no.


“Hashem told Abraham to count the stars. He made him a promise that his children would number as many as the stars. Do you know the story?”


I shake my head.


“Come.” Eema gets comfortable.


I curl up on the bench and place my head in her lap.
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The night that Abraham was born, a star fell from the sky. “It’s an omen,” everyone said. “Look how it swallowed all the stars in its path—this child will devour nations.”


Abraham’s father, Terach, said it was nonsense, that stars fall every night. But one of his guests went to tell King Nimrod how a star rose in the east, darted across the heavens, and swallowed all the stars in its path.


“What does it mean?” Nimrod asked.


“It means this star will conquer time. It will destroy your empire. You must kill the child so the prophecy will not come true,” his advisors told him.


Nimrod gave Terach three days to bring the child to him.


Terach told his wife, whose name was Amsalai, for she too was born of the heavens.


“I will not allow the king to kill our son,” she said. “Take another child and offer it to the king in his place. He will not know the difference, and I will take our son into a cave and go into hiding until there is a new king who knows not of this prophecy.”


So Terach took an ill child from the village and brought it to Nimrod, and the king killed the baby with his bare hands.


Amsalai took Abraham to a cave in a forest.


Terach visited his wife and son often, and when Abraham was ten years old, they let him out of the cave.


But Abraham had not been raised among the other children of the village, so he did not believe in their gods.


“It is clear to me,” Abraham said, “that the only things worth worshiping are the bodies that bring light into our world—the sun, the moon, and the stars. But who put the light into the sky? Perhaps that is who we should worship.”


Abraham asked his father this, and Terach told Abraham to ask the idols.


But when Abraham asked them, they had no answer, for they did not speak.


When Abraham asked his mother the same question, she told him everything he needed was already in his grasp—there was no need to look to the stars for answers.


But Abraham spent all his time looking at the sky, trying to read what was written on the face of the moon and the stars.
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“Like me,” I say to Eema.


“Yes, just like you, my love,” she says, and kisses the top of my head.
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But one day Abraham broke all the idols in his father’s shop, she continues. When he was blamed, Abraham said, “The largest idol devoured all the smaller ones.”


The news that he’d broken all the idols reached the king, and Abraham was summoned. The king demanded to know who broke the idols.


“I did,” Abraham admitted. “Because they have no sense.”


Nimrod said, “Then you should worship fire.”


“Water can put out fire,” Abraham said.


“Then you should worship water,” the king replied.


“Water disappears into the clouds,” Abraham said. “And wind can blow clouds away, but when the wind blows, the stars stay fixed in the sky.”


The court magician realized what had happened.


“You are the star-child!” he said.


“Is it true?” King Nimrod asked. “If so, cast him into the fire.”


And so they put Abraham into a fiery furnace.


But Abraham was not consumed.


King Nimrod was scared. He said he would bow down to Abraham, for clearly his god was stronger.


But Abraham said, “Do not bow down to me: worship the god who created the sun and the moon and the stars. For it is His glory that lights the heavens.”
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“You are my star-child,” Eema says, kissing the top of my head again. “But never forget who it was that made the stars. Come, it’s time for bed.”


She reaches her hand out for mine. Reluctantly, I follow her. She tucks me into my small feather bed under the window in the room I share with my sisters.


I want to tell her what I see in the stars. All is not well. All will not be well. There are stars falling every night and I know something is coming, something is about to happen that will split the shining star that is our family.


I’m scared, but it doesn’t stop me from looking at the stars. I keep hoping they will tell me more, that I will look at them and see something different. But I don’t.


Eema starts to sing the Sh’ma—“Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One,” I repeat after her.


May the angel who redeems me from harm bless the children and call them by My name and by the names of My forefathers, Abraham and Isaac, and may they multiply like fish in the midst of the earth.


I think about Abraham and the stars as I drift off. I am not a bat mitzvah like Sarah is, not yet a woman like Hannah. I am only me, Levana, Reb Isaac’s youngest daughter—still a child, or so they say, and so I stay silent. No one else sees what’s coming. No one wants to hear the story I have to tell.









Hannah
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7 Nisan 5119


I went outside as soon as Shabbat was over and counted three stars in the sky. I said the right prayer—Blessed is He who separates light from darkness—even though I know Abba prefers we say Havdallah with him, when he comes home from synagogue. But the garden had waited untended since sundown on Friday, and it called to me like a dog might bark for attention from its owner. It’s Eema’s garden, and it was Nagmama’s before that, but now it feels like it’s mine in a way that was never theirs.


I am connected to this land, to the earth. There is restlessness here—the soil shifts uneasily. It grows darker each day. Lately, I can’t drown out the sounds of the garden—the pops plants make when they burst through soil, the sound of leaves unfurling to light and freedom. I’m only able to silence the hum when I’m outside—my toes curled in the soil and my hands touching the red shoots of the dogwood and the green shoots of horehound, when purple flowers curl around my fingers at my command.


I hear Abba’s sonorous voice in my head: “Lest you should say in your heart—my power and the might of my hand did this wondrous thing.” I know it is not me who controls what grows—it is God, the Borei Olam—father of all living things. My hands channel His will. That’s what Abba would say. Still. Out in the garden, where every green thing responds to my touch, it is hard to think that it’s all divine energy.


I need to start documenting what I see. Eema writes down the recipes for her poultices and remedies, she writes down the stories she tells. Abba writes down everything lately as well—and I’ve become his scribe. It’s time for me to write down my own observations, but there is no room in a spellbook or a holy book for a young woman’s thoughts.


These are the things I know:


Our house sits at the edge of town in the Jewish section of Trnava.


Four gates and thirty-six towers make up the brick wall that surrounds the city—the Malženická gate is not far from our house and it leads to a road that takes you to the Šenkvický forest and the mountains, and eventually all the way to the kingdom of Poland.


I was a baby when we came here, to Trnava, and I’ve never left our town.


Though it’s large, and the brick wall and her guardians keep us safe, sometimes I want nothing more than to walk beyond the gate, to keep walking and never stop.


That’s also a fact, but perhaps it doesn’t belong in this list.


Still, lately I can’t help but think—There must be more to see out in the world than this village. Maybe these things are happening elsewhere too. I don’t know if it’s my own mind speaking, or the whisper of a trail I should follow.


Abba has been traveling more often lately to consult with the other Solomonar families in neighboring towns, Reb David Ben Zakkai in Nitra, Reb Daniel Bezalel in Bratislava. My father himself was born and raised in Vienna—a place I only dream of seeing one day.


The last few times he traveled, I wondered if he’d come back with a name—a son of one of these illustrious families who he’d hand-picked to be my groom, someone steeped in the Solomonar tradition. But he never did, and he’s never offered to take me with him. Perhaps my future is not the purpose of his visits. But that makes me want to know what is.


I know everything happens for a reason, every blade of grass has an angel that tells it to grow. But can’t he take me with him just once?


I also know that as quickly as King Béla granted free market privileges to our town, which he calls Nagyszombat—named for the very market that gives us so much freedom—those rights could be taken away again. Maybe that’s the reason Abba doesn’t take me with him. It’s not safe. Our town’s charter and protection could be revoked in an instant, and we, the Jews, could be cast out and set to wander again.


“The Jew is always a wandering star,” my mother always says, but her stories don’t offer me comfort anymore. They make me nervous. Because as much as I’d like to travel, I don’t want to be a wandering Jew.


Every green thing in my garden has taught me that laying down roots is the most important thing we can do—it is only when we have roots that we can grow.


It’s only when I’m out here in the garden that I feel a modicum of control.


Out here, there are rules.


Out here, if anything winds beyond the confines of the garden, I tame it back. Nothing wanders unless I tell it to.


But lately, the wild strawberry vines follow me. They reach tendrils laden with plump red fruit in the direction of my bedroom window. This is also contributing to the wrongness I feel.


I could tame it back, but some things need to be allowed to grow free.


Back to my list:


Trnava is a big town—our market is one of the largest in the kingdom of Hungary, but the Jewish section of the town is small. “Man cannot live on bread alone,” Abba always says, but that doesn’t stop Dina and her husband Samuel from having the most popular bakery stall in the market. They light the ovens on Fridays and keep them burning all through Shabbat, so they can employ non-Jews to sell their wares on Saturdays.


I wonder if Abba will suggest a match with one of their sons. Their family is large and strong, their sons study at the yeshiva. But most of their boys are too busy helping at the bakery to take their studies seriously. So perhaps not.


My mind spins in circles all the time. What type of man do I want to marry? What type of life do I want to lead? A choice in one direction or another will set the course for the rest of my life. Like the Trnávka river, I want to know beyond a shadow of a doubt which way my life will flow.


What if I married someone who has the power to choose which way a river flowed (like Abba)? What if together we could chart our own course?


But these thoughts feel too big for the small life I lead, and I’ve digressed from my list again.


Maybe it’s better this way. Flowers don’t get to choose when they bloom—they depend on so many factors—the sun, the water, the soil they root themselves in.


Melech and Chaim Ben Yanai grin at me in the market like they’d smile at anyone. Even a flower. How much of what I feel is in my imagination?


Now that Sarah is a bat mitzvah, my future feels like an untamed vine.


Despite the fact that we believe that everything has a purpose and an order to it, as Jews we still dig our toes into the soil cautiously, silently, waiting and watching for the next storm to come and uproot us. A weed can be pulled out on a whim.


But all these thoughts are too heavy for a bright moonlit Saturday night, so perhaps I will stop here. Maybe if I read tomorrow what I wrote today, something will make sense.


It’s always after Shabbat that I feel the heaviest.


I’ll finish my list with some observations:


The anise flowers fanned their white bouquets at my touch tonight and seemed to glow more brightly, but their roots are tinged with gray. I gently pressed my fingers to the soil and watched the gray drift away.


The purple puffs of angelica felt like they leaned into me—but something is growing on the underside of their leaves. I stroked the leaves softly and the black spots disappeared.


The borage trembled. I reached my fingers to reassure their slightly fuzzy stalks and sent them warmth.


Sage leaves pressed their soft skin against my ankles.


Leaves of rue twined themselves around my fingers.


And strangest of all, the dill, lovage and hyssop were tangled. Everything vying for my attention.


It’s not much to go on, I know. Perhaps these are all just the musings of a young girl. Perhaps it means nothing. But something’s definitely wrong.
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I heard something and got up to investigate. I stared out the window at the road that leads to the Dolna gate and eventually to Bohemia.


First, I saw a dot of movement on the horizon. I held my breath and made a wish. I continued to watch, and as the figure in the distance made its way in my direction I saw it was only Abba, walking home from synagogue.


I’ll draw the black spots I saw on the rose stems and the angelica leaves. That way, if they’re not back tomorrow, I’ll have proof.


It is unlike any blight I’ve ever seen.





 




Blessed is Hashem who hasn’t departed from his righteous and just ways and has placed me on the true path to present and correct and make order of the yearly customs of the Solomonars and list them here. To enable and make it easy for every man, in simple words, so that it might be accessible to all—even to those who are not scholars—I have therefore refrained from listing the most complicated and serious of customs. Similarly, I have expounded upon certain laws and customs when appropriate because in this generation there are fewer and fewer true scholars. Every day we hear of the loss of great men, true men of good deeds.


From Osterreich to Trnava, I have traveled and found many communities where there are not even two or three men or women who know our ways and customs, so I have had to rely on neighboring communities for assistance. I am but a young man, but I have learned from my father and teachers, men like Rabbi Moshe HaLevi, may his lamp shine, and Reb Abraham Klausner, may his memory be for a blessing. One moment he was guiding his community with light, and the next moment he was gone, and they knew not how to behave. So I must record what we must say on the night of Simchat Torah, what holidays may fall during the seven days of wedding celebrations, and what to read on weeks where there are double chapters of Torah verse to read. Customs are uprooting laws everywhere, even in some cases when dealing with law mandated from the Torah itself.


I begin in the month of Nisan, for it is in that month that the world was created. I have done all of this not for my own honor, only for mankind so that they might know our ways and I might be a lamp that shines for them—a holy guide. May God bless this endeavor and may we see an end to suffering speedily in our days. Amen.





—The Book of the Solomonars, preface
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The night the Black Mist first came to the Satu Mare forest, no one saw the small flame that slipped outside a bedroom window and roared at it like a dragon, chasing it all the way back to the tree line, keeping the darkness at bay.


The next day, when the sun set on the town of Trnava and the stars came out, unusual things began to happen. The stars shone brighter in the portion of the sky above the town. They seemed to dance until they shone with unearthly light and then blinked out. Weeds grew stronger along the banks of the Trnávka river, winding their way out of the confines of gardens, restless and seeking, taking over small patches of forest. Here and there, little flames of fire burst in strange and random places, but then were quickly put out. Sweaters unraveled when no one was looking, and wool sometimes wove itself into garments at night. A fox appeared in the forest and did very un-foxlike things—and owls swooped and dove upwards at the moon instead of down towards the fields.


People always said that the weather in Trnávka was temperamental, not something that could be trusted. Every once in a while, especially around harvest time, when the Solomonars built huts and raised strange branches up at the sky, there was a cloud-shaped mass over the town that looked very much like a dragon. But that was the way of clouds, the residents assumed, and most were content to leave it at that.


A curiosity. Nothing more.


Months went by, then years. It took a long time for the first spots of black to begin to appear on the trees.


And by then, it was too late to stem the tide of what was coming.









Sarah
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It happened slowly and then all at once. The darkness was determined to creep in and there was nothing we could do to stop it.


Now, no night goes by without my dreams tormenting me with darkness. I am defenseless against it. The serpent doesn’t come to me again.


I’m outside watching Abba trying to push back the Black Mist out of our garden by spreading dew that turns into a white mist over the field. I watch him weave letters into words as he mouths, “Bestow dew and rain as a blessing,” and I follow every motion he makes. I see little wisps of cloudlike smoke swirl out from my hands and join his. Neither of us notice until it’s too late. I created smoke, which sparked, and before we know it, our garden and the field behind our house are on fire. I watch in horror as everything burns. And I can’t shake the look I see in Abba’s eyes when he turns around and sees me there.


“Go back inside the house where you belong! Look what you’ve done! You are not ready.”


“I was trying to help!” I yell back. “Maybe if someone taught me, I could actually help.”


“ ‘Those that churn out nothing but sparks are driven by rage. When fire blazes from anger, it devours the earth and all its produce,’ ” he quotes from The Book of Devarim. “Go study the passage and do not come back out here until you understand.”


“But I wasn’t angry!” I rage at him. “I was calm! I did everything you did!”


He turns his back to me and calls down rain to put out the fire.


I go inside, trying and failing to hold back the tears that mix with the rain that falls.


“What happened?” Eema says when I come in.


“Nothing.” I shrug.


“She set the field on fire,” Levana says from her perch at the window.


I lunge for her, arms outstretched. “You little tattletale!”


Hannah takes two large strides and stands between us, her green eyes like hard gems. “Don’t you touch her. She’s not to blame for your mistakes.”


“It wasn’t a mistake,” I say, looking around her to see if I can still get a grip on Levana.


Eema wraps her arms around me from behind. She intends it as an embrace, but instead I feel trapped—caged by her arms. “Enough of this. Come, let’s sit and you can tell me what happened.”


“Nothing happened,” I grumble.


“That’s what you always say,” Hannah replies. “I hope it didn’t get anywhere near my plants.”


“I didn’t touch your precious garden,” I spit out at her, even though I did. I destroyed it.


“Shhhhhh . . .” Eema glares at both of us, while Levana sits by the window watching everything, a smile playing at her lips.


I’m so angry it feels as if smoke will come out of my ears.


“Hannah, Levana, go outside and see if your father needs help.”


Hannah puts on a shawl and opens the door, and a second later I hear her scream. Levana gets up from her window perch and scowls at me as she follows Hannah out the door. Before it closes, she pokes her head back in and sticks her tongue out at me.


I try to lunge for her again, but Eema’s strong arms hold me back.


“Tell me what happened.” Her voice is gentle but firm.


I shrug my shoulders again.


“Sarahleh . . .”


“What? Why can’t he teach me? Why can’t I help?”


She raises her brows as if to say, You’re really asking that question now when you just set a field of wheat on fire?


“I know I can do it. But when I follow everything he does, it turns to fire and ash in my hands. He says I need more discipline, more control. But how can I learn any of that if he doesn’t give me a chance to practice?”


“It takes years to learn to do these things. One does not pick up an instrument and play it immediately. There are steps, chords, finger work, breaths that must be taken. Skills that must be developed.”


I scowl. “I can still conjure fire faster than any of his talmidim.”


“That may be the case, but that doesn’t mean you can control it. Control is more than half the battle.”


“But King Solomon himself says in wisdom there is anger! Fire and anger are important. Fire can heal, fire keeps us warm, fire cooks the food we eat.”


The door opens and Abba walks in. “And fire can bring death and destruction.”


“I’m sorry,” I say, trying to look contrite. But I’m not. Not really. “I didn’t mean to burn all of the grain.”


“There will be no more going out of this house until you can fill a cup with water.” His face gleams with sweat and his clothes smell like ash. “From the air,” he adds.


I’m ashamed, but I can’t help the fact that when I follow all of his instructions, I only conjure smoke. Maybe that’s all I can do.


He walks over to the kitchen and comes back with a tin cup. “Close your eyes and concentrate. Pull water from the air. When this cup is full, then we can discuss you leaving this house again.”


I don’t say a word for the rest of the night. I refuse to meet my sisters’ eyes, refuse to eat. I leave dinner early and climb into bed and stare at the ceiling. Abba doesn’t make Levana do tricks. He doesn’t forbid Hannah from leaving the house. I refuse to fill the cup with anything but anger. All he wants is to control me, and I won’t play his games.


When my sisters fall asleep, I sit up in bed. My parents are speaking in the other room. I get up and tiptoe to the door.


“. . . she’s just so stubborn.”


“Where do you think she gets it from?”


“She’s more powerful than any of my students, but everything she does uses raw power. She must learn control or I don’t know what will be. Each time she does something like this, she risks exposing the entire community.”


“I know the two of you lock horns, but you must find a way to put aside your anger and help her channel hers.”


My father grunts. “She is unteachable.”


Tears fill my eyes. I turn back to my bed and pull the covers up over my head. I cry until there are no tears left and there is only darkness.
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The cup remains empty. Abba checks it every morning. Eema makes me sit beside her every night by the hearth and weave instead. Hannah and Levana both have looms, but she doesn’t make them sit and work at theirs. Levana always has her nose buried in a book of prayer—her lips move like fish lips opening and closing, over and over again. I can’t stand how smug she looks. I think she only pretends to pray so she doesn’t have to do chores. Often, I catch her staring up at the sky. And Hannah can be wherever she wants to be—inside, outside, in the kitchen, or the garden, or out in father’s lean-to study with him, writing down his thoughts in her perfect flowing script. Nobody makes her fill cups of water unless it’s to water the garden. It’s not fair.


Eema says I’m talented, that the strands of wool in my hands look like they weave themselves. I think, if that’s the case then I shouldn’t have to sit here at all. It’s not like she’s teaching me anything. If my hands want to weave, I say, let them weave, but leave me out of it. My fingers yearn to feel the heat of fire again, but not the kind that burns in the hearth—they want to channel the fire that burns inside me. The fire I know has the power to make a difference.
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One night, Abba sits down next to me after dinner. He stares at the fire, then at the loom in my hands, then back at the fire. “The avodah of the heart is fire,” he says. “It is not your task to learn how to light fires now, but how to put them out. You must channel the burning you feel inside you into prayer—not rage.” He hands me a small book of prayers. His siddur. I stare at it in my lap.


I still think he’s wrong. In dark times, you need all the light you can get.


When I don’t respond, he continues. “When Betzalel designed the mishkan, he used the same holy letters—the same holy fire you contain once created the world. But Hashem filled Betzalel with the wisdom to know when and how to use his abilities, something you still need to learn, my Sarahleh. You must weave curtains for your house before you can weave anything for the holy sanctuary.”


“That’s ridiculous,” I finally say, breaking my week-long silence. “There is no mishkan anymore. No curtains I make will ever adorn the front of the holy ark or the entrance to the holy of holies.”


I stare into the flames of the fire in the hearth and my fingers move on their own—up down, up down, up down and through. It’s boring and repetitive and easy.


“Only you can make that choice,” he says. “We choose what it is we call holy.”


I place the prayer book under my pillow that night, but I don’t open it.


I decide I will practice what I want to learn at night when no one is awake. I light a tiny fire—hot white letters of flame suspended in the air above my bed like a flare that says here, I am here, see me burning, and then I put it out. I do it again. Then again. I try to move the flame elsewhere, out the window—and back. To the forest—and back. All the way to the center of the town square where it dances, free like I wish I could be.


I practice weaving too—but not at the loom. First, I unravel the blankets on my bed and weave the threads into a nicer pattern. Then I try with one of my sweaters. Then I work on the living room rug. Once I’ve woven and rewoven everything in the house, I close my eyes and travel elsewhere. To the neighbors’ house. To the smith’s cottage where he and his wife sleep soundly under a blanket full of holes. I repair the holes. See? I can do good too.


In the morning, I’m tired and Eema doesn’t understand why. Some things I have to keep secret. One day I will surprise them all. But not yet. And not by filling a cup with water.


I’m getting stronger and soon I’ll set out and fight the Black Mist myself.


Eema calls my name and I snap out of my thoughts. “Sarah, pay attention to what you’re doing.”


I look down at my loom and see a faint wisp of smoke. “Sorry, Eema.” I take a deep breath and stretch my arms over my head. Then I stare at the hearth wistfully.


“You must resist.” Abba stands behind my chair. His voice takes me by surprise and I startle and stare up at him, though I don’t mean to. I’m still angry at him, but now that his eyes lock with mine, I can’t look away. I see the two tiny flames—blue with a little bit of orange, dancing in his eyes. “Your soul is a candle of God,” he says. “Just as the smallest of flames reaches for a larger flame, so too you must yearn for unity with God. In unity there is strength. The prayer of one man is amplified by joining his voice with the voices of others. You want to break away from the wick that binds you, such is the nature of fire, but you must resist. The burning bush was not consumed. Do not allow yourself to be consumed.” He bends down, kisses my forehead, then walks away.


I don’t want to resist. But I hear his voice in my head, over and over again.


Resist. Resist. Resist.


I sit sullenly, weaving strands into fabric. Sweat breaks out on my forehead. I feel stifled. It’s hard to breathe. I look down at the loom. The light wisp of smoke is there again—a hint of sulfur in the air. I’m nearly done with the section I was working on, and the loom itself is hot. I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I untangle the white letters that have woven themselves into a flame inside my head. I weave them instead into a curtain, like the one I hold in my hands, and neatly fold it and put it away. I am getting better and better at what I can do.


A little bit of time goes by and Eema takes up her loom and sits next to me.


Levana is lazily twirling one of her curls and pretending to embroider stars onto a pillow. Hannah is shucking peas for tomorrow’s supper from the part of the garden I didn’t destroy.


“Did I ever tell you the story of how four Jewish princes served in King Nebuchadnezzar’s court in Babylon?” Eema says.


“Tell us the story, Eema, please!” Levana perks up. I keep concentrating on the motions of my hands. Resist. Resist. Resist.


Eema looks in my direction like she’s waiting for me to respond.


I’m not really in the mood to hear a story, but I nod.


Hannah keeps shucking peas. Nobody asks her. Lately she acts like she’s an old woman. Like she’s above stories. I want to snap at her, point out that she didn’t answer, that maybe she’s the one who should tell the story, but I don’t. Resist. Resist. Resist.


“Oh good,” Eema says. “Then I’ll tell you their story.
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Daniel, Chananya, Mishael and Azarya were royalty themselves—Jewish royalty! Imagine that! Daniel was only fifteen years old when he was taken captive from his home in Jerusalem and brought to Nebuchadnezzar’s palace—your age, Sarahleh.


Soon they became the king’s most trusted advisors. But one day Nebuchadnezzar decided that all of his subjects should worship his god. He set up a golden statue made from the gold he’d plundered from the Jews in Jerusalem in a place called the Vale of Duro—the same valley where he’d slaughtered the Jews that he’d brought from Jerusalem to Babylon. He also set up an enormous furnace.


The king sent Daniel to Alexandria so he wouldn’t bear witness to what he was about to do, but Chananya, Mishael and Azarya were there. The king announced that anyone who did not bow down to his golden idol would be burned alive in the furnace. He gave a signal, music started up, and everyone but Chananya, Mishael and Azarya, bowed down.


“How dare you disobey my orders!” the king said.


“We only have one God,” they answered. “He will protect us.”


“Burn them alive!” Nebuchadnezzar said.


The three boys were thrown into the furnace, but Guvriel, the angel, came down from heaven to protect them. They were not consumed.


Nebuchadnezzar told Chananya, Mishael and Azarya to come out of the fire. Then he chastised all the other Jews: “This is the strength of your God, and yet you bowed down to my idol?”


Chananya, Mishael and Azarya said, “In Egypt, when Hashem commanded the frogs to plague the land, they never hesitated: they jumped into the ovens of the Egyptians. If the frogs did so for no reward from heaven, how could we not be willing to do the same when we know that there is a reward for those who die to sanctify God’s name?”


After that, the Jews of Babylon were moved to keep the tenets of their faith, even in exile, and God took mercy on them and returned them to the Land of Israel where they rebuilt the Holy Temple.
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“It was their faith that kept them from being consumed,” Eema says.


Levana sighs wistfully. “I love your stories, Eema. I could see everything, as if it were painted across the sky.”


“Did you like the story, Sarah Sziporka?”


Hannah snorts and I shoot her a glare.


“I don’t understand,” I say. “If they couldn’t be consumed, why didn’t Bnei Yisrael worship them instead? They emerged from fire unscathed. Clearly, they were powerful. More powerful than anyone else in their generation.”


“Because they had the wisdom to know that their power came from the Holy One, Blessed Be He,” Eema says.


And now I see where she’s going with this.


“In the selichot prayers we say, ‘May the God who answered Chananya, Mishael and Azarya in the furnace, also answer us!’ ” she continues. “Maybe one day there will be a prayer that says, ‘May the God who helped Sarah Sziporka Solomonar also answer us.’ ” She winks at me.


I fight the urge to scowl. Resist. Resist. Resist. My body is a candle. My hair like a flaming wick. But I am not a flame, I am a daughter of Solomon. I understand what my mother is trying to tell me. Like Chananya, Mishael and Azarya, I will not be consumed if I have faith in a higher power.


I only wish I knew what He has planned for me, because it’s clear that if I stay in this house, by this fire, weaving silently at my mother’s side I will burst into a blazing inferno.









Levana
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I go to synagogue with Abba at the end of Shabbat. There’s a twinkle in his eye, and I take his hand as we walk.


Lately, it always feels stifling inside, with Sarah moaning about how she has to stay indoors, and Hannah pouting about how she can’t go out to her garden because it’s Shabbat, and Eema and Nagmama looking at me with worry in their eyes every time I stare at the sky. But sometimes outside is no better. The air is thick tonight. Cold and menacing. The sky was dark long before the sun actually set.


In synagogue, I watch the men light the Havdallah candle as soon as there are three stars in the sky. I see Abba transfer flame through the curtain of the women’s section. The men sing the prayer that separates light from darkness, the holy from the mundane, the Jewish people from the rest of the nations, and I hum along, mouthing the words under my breath.


Soon they file out of the synagogue and stare up at the moon in the sky, prayer books in hand. I follow them.


Eema and Nagmama don’t go to the beit knesset except when they have to—on holidays like Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. But Abba knows I have a special connection to the stars—to everything that lights up the sky. He says there is much he needs to teach me and I wonder if this is the week we begin.


I walk over and stand beside him as he leads the men in prayer.


“To bless the moon at the proper time is like greeting the Shechina . . .” Abba’s baritone voice intones, sing-song in its timbre. “Like running outside to greet a king! The king of all kings.” He closes his eyes and raises his hands to the sky. “But on kiddush levana nights, the moon comes out to greet us.”


The men are all still filing out of synagogue, waiting for the dark clouds to pass so the moon can be at its brightest.


He turns to me—me! In front of all his congregants.


“You are the brightest moon in our sky, Levana,” he says to me. “You were born on a night like this one. I heard your cry right after I’d finished reciting kiddush levana. It was like you picked the name yourself.” His eyes glint with moonlight as he turns back to the men.


“Every month, as we near the seventh day, when the moon is brightest, that’s when we bless it. Joseph the dreamer saw his brothers bowing down to him in the heavens. He dreamed of a ladder of angels, but even Joseph jumped to conclusions about what he saw, and that got him into trouble.”


Abba winks at me.


“But our mitzvot are not in the skies. Our work is down here, on earth. We bathe in the light of the moon to let its intentions enter our actions.”


I hear a chorus of amens answering him.


“Tonight, we sanctify the moon—tomorrow, we begin the real work.” We look up. It’s still dark. The moon is covered by cloud. Abba claps his hands and it sounds like a clap of thunder. The black clouds clear.


I hold the white orb of the moon in my eyes—a lamp lighting up the heavens.


The men begin singing: “Halleluyah, praise God from the skies, praise Him in the heavens . . .”


The sun, the moon, and the stars all join to praise God. “Blessed be our God, ruler of space and time, who created galaxies . . .” My heart beats in time with the words Abba says.


“And God said to the moon—the Levana—” He looks at me. “—renew yourself!” The stars and the moon are reflected in his eyes and in all that majesty, I see myself.


Soon the men around him are jumping and singing, dancing and clapping, looking up at the moon and saying, “David, king of Israel, lives and endures!”
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