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In memory of Nettie Bunder z”l
(1921–2017)
who taught me all the Yiddish I know




 




Oif a meisseh fregt men kain kasheh nit.
(Don’t ask questions about fairy tales.)


—Yiddish saying







For there is no friend like a sister
In calm or stormy weather;
To cheer one on the tedious way,
To fetch one if one goes astray,
To lift one if one totters down,
To strengthen whilst one stands.


—Christina Rossetti, Goblin Market
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Liba


If you want to know the history of a town, read the gravestones in its cemetery. That’s what my Tati always says. Instead of praying in the synagogue like all the other men of our town, my father goes to the cemetery to pray. I like to go there with him every morning.


The oldest gravestone in our cemetery dates back to 1666. It’s the grave I like to visit most. The names on the stone have long since been eroded by time. It is said in our shtetl that it marks the final resting place of a bride and a groom who died together on their wedding day. We don’t know anything else about them, but we know that they were buried, arms embracing, in one grave. I like to put a stone on their grave when I go there, to make sure their souls stay down where they belong, and when I do, I say a prayer that I too will someday find a love like that.


That grave is the reason we know that there were Jews in Dubossary as far back as 1666. Mami always said that this town was founded in love and that’s why my parents chose to live here. I think it means something else—that our town was founded in tragedy. The death of those young lovers has been a pall hanging over Dubossary since its inception. Death lives here. Death will always live here.
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Laya




I see Liba going
to the cemetery with Tati.
I don’t know
what she sees
in all those cold stones.
But I watch,
and wonder,
why he never takes me.







When we were little,
Liba and I went to
the Talmud Torah.
For Liba, the black letters
were like something
only she could decipher.
I never understood
what she searched for,
in those black
scratches of ink.
I would watch
the window,
study the forest
and the sky.







When we walked home,
Liba would watch the boys
come out of the cheder
down the road.
I know that when she looked
at Dovid, Lazer and Nachman,
she wondered
what was taught
behind the walls
the girls were not
allowed to enter.







After her Bat Mitzvah,
Tati taught her Torah.
He tried to teach me too,
when my turn came,
but all I felt was
distraction,
disinterest.
Chanoch l’naar al pi darko,
Tati would say,
teach every child
in his own way,
and sigh,
and get up
and open the door.
Gey, gezinte heit—
I accept that you’re different, go.
And while I was grateful,
I always wondered
why he gave up
without a fight.
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Liba


As I follow the large steps my father’s boots make in the snow, I revel in the solitude. This is why I cherish our morning walks. They give me time to talk to Tati, but also time to think. “In silence you can hear God,” Tati says to me as we walk. But I don’t hear God in the silence—I hear myself. I come here to get away from the noises of the town and the chatter of the townsfolk. It’s where I can be fully me.


“What does God sound like?” I ask him. When I walk with Tati, I feel like I’m supposed to think about important things, like prayer and faith.


“Sometimes the voice of God is referred to as a bat kol,” he says.


I translate the Hebrew out loud: “The daughter of a voice? That doesn’t make any sense.”


He chuckles. “Some say that bat kol means an echo, but others say it means a hum or a reverberation, something you sense in the air that’s caused by the motion of the universe—part of the human voice, but also part of every other sound in the world, even the sounds that our ears can’t hear. It means that sometimes even the smallest voice can have a big opinion.” He grins, and I know that he means me, his daughter; that my opinion matters. I wish it were true. Not everybody in our town sees things the way my father does. Most women and girls do not study Torah; they don’t learn or ask questions like I do. For the most part, our voices don’t matter. I know I’m lucky that Tati is my father.


Although I love Tati’s stories and his answers, I wonder why a small voice is a daughter’s voice. Sometimes I wish my voice could be loud—like a roar. But that is not a modest way to think. The older I get, the more immodest my thoughts become.


I feel my cheeks flush as my mind wanders to all the things I shouldn’t be thinking about—what it would feel like to hold the hand of a man, what it might feel like to kiss someone, what it’s like when you finally find the man you’re meant to marry and you get to be alone together, in bed … I swallow and shake my head to clear my thoughts.


If I shared the fact that this is all I think about lately, Mami and Tati would say it means it’s time for me to get married. But I’m not sure I want to get married yet. I want to marry for love, not convenience. These thoughts feel like sacrilege. I know that I will marry a man my father chooses. That’s the way it’s done in our town and among Tati’s people. Mami and Tati married for love, and it has not been an easy path for them.


I take a deep breath and shake my head from all my thoughts. This morning, everything looks clean from the snow that fell last night and I imagine the icy frost coating the insides of my lungs and mind, making my thoughts white and pure. I love being outside in our forest more than anything at times like these, because the white feels like it hides all our flaws.


Perhaps that’s why I often see Tati in the dark forest that surrounds our home praying to God or—as he would say—the Ribbono Shel Oylam, the Master of the Universe, by himself, eyes shut, arms outstretched to the sky. Maybe he comes out here to feel new again too.


Tati comes from the town of Kupel, a few days’ walk from here. He came here and joined a small group of Chassidim in the town—the followers of the late Reb Mendele, who was a disciple of the great and holy Ba’al Shem Tov. There is a small shtiebl where the men pray, in what used to be the home of Urka the Coachman. It is said that the Ba’al Shem Tov himself used to sit under the tree in Urka’s courtyard. The Chassidim here accepted my father with open arms, but nobody accepted my mother.


Sometimes I wonder if Reb Mendele and the Ba’al Shem Tov (zichrono livracha) were still with us, would the community treat Mami differently? Would they see how hard she tries to be a good Jew, and how wrong the other Jews in town are for not treating her with love and respect. It makes me angry how quickly rumors spread, that Mami’s kitchen isn’t kosher (it is!) just because she doesn’t cover her hair like the other married Jewish women in our town.


That’s why Tati built our home, sturdy and warm like he is, outside our town in the forest. It’s what Mami wanted: not to be under constant scrutiny, and to have plenty of room to plant fruit trees and make honey and keep chickens and goats. We have a small barn with a cow and a goat, and a bee glade out back and an orchard that leads all the way down to the river. Tati works in town as a builder and a laborer in the fields. But he is also a scholar, worthy of the title Rebbe, though none of the men in town call him that.


Sometimes I think my father knows more than the other Chassidim in our town, even more than Rabbi Borowitz who leads our tiny kehilla, and the bare bones prayer minyan of ten men that Tati sometimes helps complete. There are many things my father likes to keep secret, like his morning dips in the Dniester River that I never see, but know about, his prayer at the graveside of Reb Mendele, and our library. Our walls are covered in holy books—his sforim, and I often fall asleep to the sound of him reading from the Talmud, the Midrash, and the many mystical books of the Chassidim. The stories he reads sound like fairy tales to me, about magical places like Babel and Jerusalem.


In these places, there are scholarly men. Father would be respected there, a king among men. And there are learned boys of marriageable age—the kind of boys Tati would like me to marry someday. In my daydreams, they line up at the door, waiting to get a glimpse of me—the learned, pious daughter of the Rebbe. And my Tati would only pick the wisest and kindest for me.


I shake my head. In my heart of hearts, that’s not really what I want. When Laya and I sleep in our loft, I look out the skylight above our heads and pretend that someone will someday find his way to our cabin, climb up onto the roof, and look in from above. He will see me and fall instantly in love.


Because lately I feel like time is running out. The older I get, the harder it will be to find someone. And when I think about that, I wonder why Tati insists that Laya and I wait until we are at least eighteen.


I would ask Mami, but she isn’t a scholar like Tati, and she doesn’t like to talk about these things. She worries about what people say and how they see us. It makes her angry, but she wrings dough instead of her hands. Tati says her hands are baker’s hands, that she makes magic with dough. Mami can make something out of nothing. She makes cheese and gathers honey; she mixes bits of bark and roots and leaves for tea. She bakes the tastiest challahs and cakes, rugelach and mandelbrot, but it’s her babka she’s famous for. She sells her baked goods in town.


When she’s not in the kitchen, Mami likes to go out through the skylight above our bed and onto the little deck on our roof to soak up the sun. Laya likes to sit up there with her. From the roof, you can see down to the village and the forest all around. I wonder if it’s not just the sun that Mami seeks up there. While Tati’s head is always in a book, Mami’s eyes are always looking at the sky. Laya says she dreams of somewhere other than here. Somewhere far away, like America.
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Laya




I always thought
that if I worshipped God,
dressed modestly,
and walked in His path,
that nothing bad
would happen
to my family.
We would find
our path to Zion,
our own piece of heaven
on the banks
of the Dniester River.







But now that I’m fifteen
I see what a life
of pious devotion
has brought Mami,
who converted
to our faith—
disapproval.
The life we lead
out here is a life apart.
I wish I could go to Onyshkivtsi.
Mami always tells me stories
about her town
and Saint Anna of the Swans
who lived there.







Saint Anna
didn’t walk with God—
she knew she wasn’t made
for perfection;
she never tried
to fit a pattern
that didn’t fit her.
She didn’t waste her time
trying to smooth herself
into something
she wasn’t.
She was powerful
because she forged
her own path.







The Christians
in Onyshkivtsi
built a shrine
to honor her.
The shrine marks a spring
whose temperature
is forty-three degrees
all year,
rain or shine.
Even in the snow.







It is said
that it was once home
to hundreds of swans.
Righteous Anna used to
feed and care for them.
But Mami says the swans
don’t go there anymore.







There is rot
in the old growth—
the Kodari forest
senses these things.
I sense things too.
The rot in our community.
Sometimes it’s not enough
to be good,
if you treat others
with disdain.
Sometimes there’s nothing
you can do
but fly away,
like Anna did.
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Liba


When we get back from our morning walk, Mami is in the kitchen making breakfast and starting the doughs for the day. Tati shakes the snow off his boots as he walks in. “Gut morgen,” he says gruffly as he pecks a kiss on Mami’s cheek. She pins her white-gold hair up and says, “Dubroho ranku. Liba, close the door quickly—you’re letting all the cold in.”


I let the hood of my coat drop down. “Where’s Laya?”


“Getting some eggs from the coop,” Mami sings. She and Laya love mornings, not like me, but I’d wake up early every morning if it meant I got time alone with Tati.


I shrug my coat off and hang it on a hook by the door as Mami pours tea at the table. “Nu? Come in, warm up,” she says to me.


I shake the chill off and start braiding my hair, which is the color of river rocks. Long and thick. I can’t pin it up at all. “Your hair is beautiful like moonstone, dochka,” Mami says. “Leave it down.”


“More like oil on fur,” I say, because it’s sleek and shiny and I never feel like I can tame it. It will never be white and light like hers and Laya’s.


“Do you want me to braid it for you?” Mami asks.


I shake my head.


“Come here, my zaftig one,” Tati says. “Your hair is fine; leave it be.”


I cringe: I don’t like it when he calls me plump, even though it’s a term of endearment, and anyway, I know what comes next. Laya walks in and he says, “Oh, the shayna meidel has decided to join us.” The pretty one. I concentrate on braiding my hair.


Laya grins. “Gut morgen. How was your walk?” She looks at me.


I shrug my shoulders and finish braiding my hair, then sit at the table and lift a cup of tea to my mouth. “Baruch atah Adonai eloheinu melech haolam, shehakol nih’ye bidvaro—Blessed are you, Lord our God, king of the universe, by whose word all things came to be.” I make sure to say every word of the blessing with meaning.


“Oymen!” Tati says with a smile.


Instead of trying to be something I will never be, I do everything I can to be a good Jew.
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Laya




When I was outside
gathering eggs,
I searched the sky,
hoping to see something—
anything.
One night I heard
feathers rustling
and turned around
and looked up—
a swan had landed
on our rooftop.
It was watching me.
I didn’t breathe
the whole time
it was there.
Until it spread
its wings
and took off
into the sky.







Every night I pray
that it will happen again
because if I ever see
another swan,
I won’t hold my breath—
I will open the window
and go outside.







That’s why I rake my gaze
over every flake of bark
and every teardrop leaf,
hoping. I see that
every finger-branch
is reaching for something.
I am reaching too.
Up up up.







At night I feel
the weight
of the house
upon my chest.
It’s warm
and safe inside,
but the wooden planks
above my head
are nothing like
the dark boughs
of the forest.
Sometimes I wish
I could sleep outside.
The Kodari is
the only place
I feel truly at home.
But this morning
I’m restless
and that usually means
something is about to change.
That’s what the forest
teaches you—
change can come
in the blink of an eye—
the fall of one spark
can mean total destruction.







There is a fever
that burns in me.
It prickles every pore.
I’m not happy with
the simple life we lead.
A life ruled
by prayer and holy days,
times for dusk and dawn,
the sacred and the profane.
A life of devotion,
Tati would say.
The glory
of a king’s daughter
is within.







But I long for what is
just outside my window.
Far beyond
the reaches of the Dniester,
and the boundaries
of our small shtetl.







It hurts,
this thing I feel,
how unsettled
I’ve become.
I want to fit
in this home,
in this town.
To be the daughter
that Tati wants me to be.
To be more
like Liba.
Prayer comes
so easily to her.







Mami understands
what I feel
but I also think
it scares her.
She is always sending me
outside, and I’m grateful
but I also wonder
why she doesn’t
teach me how to bake,
or how to pray.
It’s almost like she knows
that one day
I will leave her.







Sometimes I wish
she’d teach me
how to stay.







I close my eyes
and take deep breaths.
It helps me
resist the urge
to scratch my back.
I want to crawl out
of this skin I wear
when these thoughts come
and threaten to overwhelm
the little peace I have,
staring at the sky,
praying in my own way
for something else.







Something is definitely
inside me.
It is not glory,
or devotion.
It is something
that wants to burst free.
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Liba


Night falls and Tati comes home from work. It’s well past eleven. Laya is already asleep beside me. She was restless all day, I could sense that—and I wanted to ask her what was wrong, but I never got the chance. Suddenly, there’s a knock at the door.


And another.


The knocks are so loud, they feel as if they could wake the dead. I can’t imagine how Laya sleeps through it. I creep to the top rung of the ladder to our loft, where I can just barely see the door. Tati goes to open it. Mami baked all day and into the night—babka for matters of the heart—and I wonder if she knew that this was coming.


Is it the Tsar’s army? Have they come for Tati? So many men from our town have been conscripted recently. Their absence in the village is felt—lights in windows have gone out all over town.


I know, we all know, that something as small as a knock—the rap of knuckles on wood—could change our lives forever. If the Tsar’s army comes for you, they take you for twenty-five years. And we know it means some people might never return.


I wait for the world I’ve known to crumble, with the scent of chocolate in the air.


“Who is it?”


There’s a muffled answer and Tati unbars the door.


A man I’ve never seen before steps inside. He bows before my father and I see Tati put a hand over his mouth and cry out.


“Yankl?”


But the man doesn’t rise until Tati places his hands upon his head and blesses him.


“Ye’varech’echa Adonai ve’yish’merecha—May God bless you and keep you … ” I don’t understand why my father says the priestly blessing. He normally only says it on Friday nights with his hands on Laya’s head and mine—just after we sing “Shalom Aleichem” inviting the angels into our home and before he blesses the wine.


The man lifts up his head and kisses my father’s knuckles.


“Yankl!” my father says again. The men embrace. “What brings you here?” Tati asks. “How did you … ?”


“It wasn’t easy to find you, Rebbe, I’ll tell you that much.”


Mami takes a step forward and bows her head in his direction. “Can I offer you something hot to drink? I just made babka.”


“This is Adel, my wife,” Tati says to the strange man. And to my surprise, the man looks at her and says, “I remember.”


He wears a large cloak that looks like a bearskin, and underneath it, a satin overcoat with white stockings that end in large black boots.


“Please—take a seat.” Mami beckons the men to the table as she goes to the kitchen. I can hear her fill the kettle and put it on the fire.


The man sits down at the table and stares at Tati. “It’s good to see you, Berman.”


Tati grunts. “What brings you all this way, my brother?”


Tati has a brother?


The man starts to sway back and forth at the table as if in prayer. “Oh-yoy oh-yo-yoy, oh-yoy,” he chants. “The Rebbe is sick, Reb Berman. He doesn’t have long to live.”


I see Tati’s face go slack, white almost, like he’s seen a ghost.


“Here, have a tipple of something.” Mami takes out the schnapps and offers both men a glassful.


The man—my uncle?—takes a healthy gulp, shudders, and continues. “We need you to come home. The Rebbe needs you, Berman … we all need you. Please come back before it’s too late.” He takes another gulp of schnapps, then picks up the mug of tea.


Tati shakes his head. “I have to speak to my wife.”


“There isn’t much time,” Yankl pleads. “It may be too late already.”


“Then what are you doing here? Leave,” Tati growls, and slams his glass on the table.


“Berman … ” Mami goes to put her arms on Tati’s shoulders.


“I said I’d never go back, Adel. You know that.”


“You can’t send Yankl back out into the cold.”


Tati grunts and says, “Will you stay the night?”


Yankl stands up. “No. You’re right. I should head back right away. I gave you the message.” He shrugs. “What you do with it is on your conscience.”


“Get out of my house!” Tati yells.


“Berman!” Mami scolds.


I hear Laya turn over in bed.


Tati grumbles, “Es tut mir bahng—sorry,” and looks up at his brother. “I’ll think about it, okay?”


Yankl walks to the door. “Yankl, I didn’t mean it. You can stay the night. You are always welcome in our home,” Tati says.


“It’s all right,” Yankl says. “I’d best be going back.”


“I’ll pack you up some food,” Mami says, “and a thermos of tea.”


He hesitates, then nods.


Mami busies herself in the kitchen, but otherwise there is silence in the room. The brothers seem to look everywhere but at each other.


“A bi gezunt,” Mami finally says, bringing him a packed basket. She adds in a low voice, “I’ll talk to him. He’ll come. Don’t worry.”


And just as quickly as he’d come, the man is gone.


“Why did you tell him that?” Tati growls when she closes the door.


Mami sits down at the table and takes Tati’s hands in hers. “Calm yourself, Berman. You have no choice, and you know that. You must go back to Kupel. You have to pay your respects.”


“No choice is also a choice,” Tati grumbles. “They never had respect for you, or for me and my choices.”


“Maybe he wants to make amends … ”


“We haven’t had word in over a dozen years. They cast us out! I swore to you. I swore to myself that I would never go back. And now they want me back? Me, they said, not you. I won’t go.”


“Yankl didn’t say that,” Mami sighs. “You know how I feel about your family … but if your father goes to his oylam, chas v’shalom—God forbid—and you don’t make it back there, you’ll never forgive yourself.”


“And then they’ll never let me leave. I’m next in line. You know that. And if they won’t accept you, I want no part of it. What—I should leave my wife and daughters to go see a father who never approved of me?”


Mami’s long thin hands grip Tati’s large ones tightly, her knuckles white. “Yankl wouldn’t have come unless the situation was dire. I think you should leave now. Tonight. I’ll stay here with the girls.” She looks into his eyes and says, “I trust you. I know that you’ll come back for us.”


“It’s not about trust, Adel,” Tati says ruefully. “What would happen if you went back to your family?”


Mami shakes her head. “I could never.”


“So why is this any different?”


“Because the Rebbe is on his deathbed! Really, Berman?”


“And if Dmitry was dying?”


Who is Dmitry? I wish I understood half of what they are discussing. Everything feels both foreign and familiar all at once, as if these are someone else’s parents—but also, as if these are things I’ve heard them discuss in my dreams.


“It’s not the same and you know it. I’m sick of this life we lead,” Mami says. “A hovel at the edge of the forest? A shtetl full of nebbishers who talk behind our backs every chance they get. This town is a dead end. We are on the brink. Maybe this is your chance at salvation. To reclaim all you lost.”


“Maybe we should go to your family, then, eh? Reclaim them.”


“You know we can’t do that.”


Tati raises his voice. “So why is this any different?”


Mami starts to cry.


Tati gets up and goes to put his arms around her. “You chose this life. You chose me. Are you saying you regret that choice?”


“No, never!” Mami looks up. “But maybe you can have both. Them and me. You have a chance now. You know I never will.”


“Adel.” He hugs her tightly and sighs. “I will only go if you come with me.”


“What? And leave the girls?” Mami’s voice is shrill and I hear Laya turn over in bed again.


“If we get there and the Rebbe, my Tati, is willing to finally accept you,” he says in a voice that sounds cracked, “publicly, then we can come back here, get the girls, and move back to Kupel. But I won’t expose them to that kind of spectacle unless I know what my father’s answer will be. They must accept you first. That’s my condition.”


“We can’t leave the girls.”


“The kehilla will take care of them. And anyway, they don’t have travel permits. None of us do. I won’t take the girls on the road and expose them to that kind of danger. If we are caught, it will mean certain death.” Tati rubs his hand across his forehead. “For now, they’re safer here in Dubossary.”


“Are you meshugge? They’ll be prey to any man!”


“Liba won’t let that happen. She’s stronger than she knows.”


“Maybe we should tell them … ”


Tell us what?


“No! We said we’d wait until they got engaged and we’ll keep to that. No need to worry them before that. The townsfolk are mensches. They’ll take care of our girls and keep them safe.”


“No girls should be without parents,” Mami says.


“Liba will keep house until we return. She’s nearly eighteen.”


“Which is even more of a reason for us all to go back. What kind of future does she have here? You always say that no one from this town will marry our girls. Well, here’s your chance. Liba is almost of age. You can’t wait forever. It’s time, Berman.”


“When the time comes, I will find them worthy husbands. Don’t you worry about that.”


“When? How old does Liba have to be? You’ll wait until she’s too old for anyone to want her and then see what’s left? Let them come with us. Please?”


My skin suddenly feels cold, coated with pinpricks of ice.


“No!” Tati says. “My girls are more precious to me than rubies and pearls. I won’t risk their lives on the roads.”


I can tell that Mami’s crying in earnest now.


“Adel … ” Tati’s voice is instantly soft.


“No!” Mami cries. “I gave up everything I was—everything I had—for you. I did everything right, and it still wasn’t enough. Not here, not there, maybe not anywhere. There’s no love lost between me and your family. But it’s not like things are all that much better here. I hear what people say. I know how they talk. Please go alone. Do it for me. For us. Get his blessing. Then come back safe and sound and we’ll either stay here, or we’ll go.”


“And what if they don’t let me leave? What if I can’t come back? What if my father is on his deathbed for months? I can’t take that chance. I’ll be lost without you. You know how they get into my head. You are my life, gelibteh, I can’t go without you by my side.” He lowers his voice and suddenly sounds nothing like my father. “I don’t trust myself when I’m with them.”


Mami shakes her head and makes a fist. “And if someone murders the girls in the night, or ravages them, you could live? You’re a beast to think to leave them.”


“I am a beast,” he chuckles, “but I haven’t acted like one in many years, and you know that better than anyone.” Then he looks at her solemnly. “In times like these, people change. Maybe everything will be different. And if not … ” I can see my father swallow hard, his jaw working. “You’re right. I have a responsibility to my parents. At least to mourn, to say kaddish at my father’s grave if it comes to that.”


“You know … if things don’t work out … there are other places we could go. People speak of America.”


“America is a fairy tale.”


Mami throws her hands up in defeat. “You’re impossible.” She shakes her head and sighs. “Fine. I’ll come with you.”


Tati takes a deep breath and softens his tone. “The girls will be okay. We will come back for them, I promise. Adel … I know you think that I’m against you in this, but I’m not. It is honestly safer for Liba and Laya to stay here.”


Mami seems to make a decision. She gets up and walks across the room. She takes something out from the trunk beneath their bed.


“Adel … ” Tati whispers.


“Don’t stop me, Berman. I need to think. I have to get out of this cabin.”


Mami holds up something white that looks like a cloak, and drapes it over her shoulders. She rubs her arms as if goose pimples

dot her skin. She begins to shiver and shake, then hunches down on the ground as if she’s in pain. Her arms arc up, graceful, yet contorted at odd angles. The air shimmers. I don’t understand what I’m seeing, only that I can’t look away. Little wisps of white start to coat her face, then her arms, and feathers, long and white, burst out of every pore. The dress she’s wearing falls to the floor in a pool of cloth, leaving her naked, except it’s not skin I see anymore, but soft white down that shines in the light. She curls into herself, like a white ball of cloud, except for her arms—they reach for the sky. I blink, and in that instant, her arms become ivory wings, feathered and majestic in the moonlight that streams down from the skylight above our heads. My mother is a swan.


My hand is over my mouth. I’m doing everything I can not to shout, not to make a sound. I’m so busy watching the swan in our kitchen that I don’t see my father reach into the trunk. When I notice, he’s taking out a brown fur cloak, one I thought I’d seen him wear before, but maybe not. This one looks different—the fur more lush and lifelike. Like the bear cloaks the townsfolk wear to celebrate the new year. Then I hear a noise that doesn’t sound very manlike and my heart skips a beat in my chest.


I look over, and in the space where my father had been, there’s a bear. This time I nearly do cry out—in fear! I’ve never seen a bear so large. It’s twice his size, like a mountain of rich dark earth. Its eyes are dark and shining, like orbs of obsidian stone, and its teeth, sharp and yellowish, terrifying, poke out of a long snout. The nose at the end of the snout is double the size of a human nose. The bear takes a step forward. His fur is so brown it looks black, like the bark of a birch tree, rippling in a sheen with every move he makes to reveal powerful muscles and paws with claws that look sharp as daggers and dig into the wooden floor. It’s a dream, I keep telling myself, it must be a dream. A fairy tale coming to life in my head, nothing more. I look over at Laya and see that she’s still sleeping. Maybe I’m sleeping too?


I’m trembling so hard I feel as if I might tumble down the ladder.


The bear nudges the front door latch open with his snout and looks back at the swan. The swan leaps onto his back as he lumbers out of the house, careful to close the door behind him. I let myself breathe hard once the door closes. I clasp and flex my fingers, trying to wake myself up, but my fingernails feel sharper and when I look down at them, they’ve grown black and dark, with fine points that almost look like claws. I cry out and reach for Laya, but when my hand hovers over her sleeping form, I see that the hair on my arm has nearly doubled in volume and thickness. I bring my arm back, afraid of what my own hands might do. I hold myself instead, trembling in fear. I close my eyes and let the tears that have gathered fall onto my nightgown, afraid to rub my own eyes and do them damage, and too scared to move lest Laya wake and see what’s happening to me. It’s a dream, Liba, just a dream, I keep telling myself. When you open your eyes everything will go back to normal.


I lie down in bed and try to steady my breathing. I wait, my heart thundering in my chest, until I hear the rustling of bedcovers and the sound of my father’s snores. I open my eyes and look at my still-shaking hands—they look completely normal. I take a deep breath and creep down the ladder, determined to see my parents as I’ve always seen them—human and whole.


Mami is awake, drinking tea at the table. I sit by her feet and put my head in her lap.


“I had a bad dream,” I say in a shaky voice.


“What did you dream?”


“I heard you and Tati speaking,” I confess.


“Oh, dochka. You heard?” She takes a deep breath. “And saw?”


I nod. “Everything,” I say, and my voice shakes.


It’s in that moment that all I’ve ever known changes. Mami always says that fairy tales are real. With my head in my swan-mother’s lap, I start to believe—and I wonder which tale is ours.


Mami leans down and embraces me.


“It wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” she says. “But it’s not everything.” She shakes her silky white-blonde hair and her tears fall on my cheeks. “There are things I need to tell you.”


But Mami doesn’t say anything more, and soon I get up and silently make my way up the ladder back to bed. All night I watch the windows and the doors. I can’t sleep. Yankl’s words about the Rebbe dying scare me because I don’t know what it will mean for our future. But the truth of what I’ve seen my parents become scares me even more.


Tati always says that every heart has its secrets, and it is not our role in life to try and uncover them. I’ve uncovered my parents’ secrets, and more terrifying than anything, I think that means I have a secret too.


As I watch Laya sleep, I see her scratch in places where only wings grow, and then I know. My body is thick and large-boned while my sister’s is lithe. We both eat fish, but I hunger for meat. We both love the Dniester River, but I’m drawn to its dark places, while she loves the tall trees that line its banks and the open air above. My hair is coarse and black-brown, but hers is blonde like Mami’s … nearly white. Everything makes sense suddenly, and yet nothing makes sense at all.


There have always been rumors about the Kodari forest and the hidden things within it.


Now I know we are a part of that unseen world.
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Laya




When I wake in the morning,
something is different
but I don’t know what.
Liba’s still sleeping;
her eyes look puffy and red.
Mami’s not in her bed.
Tati still snores.
Something is wrong.







I want to ask the air, the sky.
I go outside to the forest
and make mute offerings:
bits of string, twig and bark
collections I leave on trees
like I am claiming them—
this one: mine mine mine—
now tell me a secret.







I ask the leaves
Where’s Mami?
Why was Liba crying?
But there are no answers.
I cross and re-cross
imaginary lines
and mark lichen-green rocks
so I can find my way home.







The elegant stems that sway
with the contours
of the river
nod and drop like feathers
and I feel recognition
in the half-light.
Is this for me?
An answer?
A bare moment
like finding sanctuary
from a storm.
Where is she?







I see a swan
swimming in the river
and hear the happy syllables
of birds, the whistling
of wings, the coos and calls
that answer.
Coo coo coo.







I want to add my voice
but these are dialects
that I don’t understand.
Not Yiddish—
the mamaloshen—
or Mami’s Ukrainian;
something else,
something other.







There is light out here
and air and voices
in the trees:
wind
birds
insects
and sometimes other things,
creatures that have no names,
and music that calls to me—
bells, I hear bells.







At first I think
it’s the river—
skaters on the ice
wear bells
on their ankles—
but these are not the sounds
of bells I know.
Bells bells bells
late in the night.







Many rivers flow
into the Dniester.
I have followed
the ways they change
and lead to villages
huddled along shores.
People talk
on the banks of rivers.
They think
that no one hears them.
I do.







I watch ice skaters
and fishmongers
and I listen
to their idle talk.
I see young people
from our town,
skating down the river
as if they don’t have a care
in the world.







I watch the couples
holding hands as they skate.
They take breaks
and find copses of trees
where they think
no one can see them
and they kiss.
The air fogs around them.







Will I ever feel as free
as they look
on those skates?







I am always looking
for someone,
or something,
hiding just beyond the forest,
past the river,
above the trees.
A place.
A story.
A person.
A different kind of life.
Someone who understands me.
Who sees
what I see,
feels what I feel,
who knows,
the way I do,
that there must be
a different way to live.
What would happen
if I found it?
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Liba


The next day, Mami and I are at the stream behind our house doing laundry. Laya is … off, like she always is. Mami lets her go. She always does. I am the one who stays.


We dip the clothes and linen into the freezing stream and rub the cloth raw with large rocks. I lean over the bulge my stomach makes and suck it in, even though it hurts to do so. I hate the way I look, like a boulder at the edge of the river, while Mami folds herself down and up. There is always space between her and the river, always air surrounding her. Laya is just like her—thin and full of light and air. How did I not see it before? How did I not know?


Mami is distracted. She looks around us constantly, waiting for something.


I don’t know how to bring up what I saw last night. Part of me still hopes it was a dream, but I know in my heart of hearts that last night held truths I’ve always half known. The way I know which path to take in the forest because the earth and the trees just look right. The way that sometimes, a trail even smells right. And before last night, none of that made sense, and now it does somehow, and that is more confusing than anything.


“What are you doing?” I ask Mami.


“Making sure that we’re alone.”


“I don’t see anyone.”


“In the woods you are never alone, malyshka. Come closer.”


I gather my skirts and sit beside her. Her legs are doubled beneath her, but my legs cannot move the way hers do. I sigh and try to get comfortable.


She cups her hands around my ear.


“There are things you need to know before we go to Kupel. Things your sister will need to know someday. I know you saw us last night, but there are things you don’t understand. Things you haven’t seen.” She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes. “Tati is not Laya’s father. Laya’s father was a swan, like me.”


“What … ?” I feel as though a rock tumbles out from under me and I’m falling. My stomach is in my mouth; my mouth is full of fur. I can’t breathe. How?


“There isn’t time.” Mami takes my face in her hands and fixes her gray eyes on mine. “I’m a swan, as you saw. I come from a family of swans.”


I try to wriggle out of her grasp. Seeing them that night was one thing—but hearing her story now, I’m not sure I want to know.


“Liba, bud’laska.” She grabs my arms. “Please—there isn’t time.”


I swallow and shiver as though there is a sudden gust of wind.


“I wasn’t meant for life as a swan. As my family flew high above the trees each winter, my eyes would scan the ground and the paths between the trees. When we flew again in summer, I would watch the rivers and the hilltops. Sometimes you know when you don’t belong, but you don’t know how to leave. We spent our summers at Onyshkivtsi, but at times we would land close to here and spend time on the Dniester. I always wandered far away from my flock. One day I came across your father. I heard a noise and saw dark fur on the ground, struggling. I hid behind a tree. He was caught in a trap. He had fallen into a pit. I was fascinated—he was so large, so clearly of the earth and forest.


“Soon after, I saw a man lead him by a chain out of the pit and to a clearing. They played a song—‘Hupp Kazak, dada dada dada’—‘Hupp Kazak, get up if you can.’ It was a party of sorts, out in the woods, held for the local landowner. They made the bear dance in a duel with a man. Whoever danced better would be set free. But when your father (in bear form) out-danced the man beside him, the villagers attacked him and threw him back into the pit. And I knew then that I had to do something. No creature should be caged like that. Nobody should treat an animal with such cruelty. I didn’t yet know he was a man.


“I waited until the middle of the night and then flew down into the pit. He bared his claws and gnashed his teeth, and at first I thought that was the end of me, that he thought I was supper. But then he felt me tug on the chain with my beak, and slowly, inch by inch, I unfurled my wings and beat at the air and pulled him up out of the pit. I used my beak to pick the lock. Swans are stronger than they look, malyshka, never forget that. He looked into my eyes and I saw a tear there, and then I knew—he was not as he seemed. It was the first time I realized that my family of swans was not the only one that could change what they were. I was enchanted. I’d found the possibility of a different kind of life.


“As soon as the lock sprang open, he transformed before my eyes. A man, with dark intense bear eyes, whose fur became dark hair and muscles. He took me—still in swan form—into his arms and thanked me. It was my turn to watch his eyes grow as the air shimmered around us in the copse of trees and he found a naked woman in his arms—not a swan.”


“Mami … ” My stomach feels like it’s on fire.


She smiles as she smooths my hair. “We spoke all night. He told me about his people, Chassidei Berre, his shtetl, Kupel, and how he’d been captured—he too had wandered from his flock with a desire to see how others lived. But he fell into a trap. The landowner there trapped bears and then used them to force his tenants to pay rent. The custom was widespread—just like when people dance in bearskins to chase away bad spirits in honor of the new year. Except in this case, if you didn’t pay your rent and taxes on time, the only way to win your freedom was to best one of his bears. Most men didn’t survive the duel, as his bears were well trained.


“Your Tati’s great-grandfather, the Shpoler Zeiyde, would often offer to take the place of other Jews in this dance. He was a man who bested the bear of his local landowner so many times, earning his freedom and the freedom of other Jews, that he became a bear himself. Sometimes you become what you need to be in a time of great need, that’s what your father always says. And there is always a need to protect the Jewish people from those that seek to harm them. Everyone who descended from the Shpoler Zeiyde took on his form. Your father’s people are Chassidim, Berre Chassidim, but they are also bear-men.


“I wanted to know everything about him. I wanted to know if I too could find a way to be something other than what I was. He brought me home to his family and told them how I saved him, but they only called me names, like shikseh, tsatskeh, nafkeh, and goy. He was outraged. He’d brought home an outsider who’d saved his life, and still it meant nothing to his insular family. The more time we spent together, the more we admired the strengths we saw in one another. We were falling in love, and the way his family treated me only pushed us closer together. We decided to run away. There was no other way for us to be together. He left everything he knew, everything he was.


“But when we went to my family, they didn’t accept us either. A bear marrying a swan? It was unheard of. They wouldn’t offer him a place in the flock. And my parents told me that if I stayed with him, I would be cast out.


“We wandered the forest alone, sleeping in caves, bathing in rivers, foraging the forest for sustenance. Your father had one last idea. He said that his family would accept me if I converted. I studied and prayed; I did everything right. I took on your father’s faith and dunked into a river seven times to purify myself and become a Jew. But his family still wouldn’t accept me. I wasn’t a bear. I would never be a bear. They cursed us and told us never to return. Swans are fierce, dochka—we do not easily take on another form.


“But your father loved me, and I loved him. What we felt between us was warm and alive and free in a way that neither of us had ever known that love could be. So we started over in a bigger town, a place where both Jews and non-Jews lived side by side, here in Dubossary. A place where nobody would know who and what I was, and what your father was, the dynasty he came from—a place where perhaps a bear and a swan could be free.


“Your father built us this house and you were born, Liba. The baby of our love. You were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. You come from two proud houses. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


She’s still talking, but I break out in a sheen of sweat and fear. I’ve always known that I was not like my sister, but this is too much. Everything I’ve ever known has been turned upside down. While Mami’s story should feel like coming home, like swimming in an icy-cold river for the first time in spring, all I can think is, What else is there that I don’t know? What else lives deep in the Kodari—and beyond? What other sorts of creatures?


“Liba,” Mami continues, “pay attention—there’s more. One night I was alone in the cabin and a swan came to the window. He was my intended. Swans mate for life and he had never mated with anyone else. Sometimes you become the person you want to be, you give up everything that you are … but family and faith have a way of calling you back …


“He came to me in human form: he was naked, long and lean, his skin glowed in the moonlight like mother-of-pearl, and I couldn’t help but be mesmerized at the sight of him. Something deep inside me recognized him, and then he touched me … ”


“Mami … ” I close my eyes.


“No, this you must hear. I startled and made to run away, but in an instant he was white, dressed in feathers and glory, with a crown of gold upon his head, his beak black, his eyes like obsidian stone, but soft and wise and kind. I stared at him and he bent his head beneath my palm. He left one feather and I knew he meant for me to take it. It was as if he wanted me just to see him, to recognize him, to know that he still lived, and that he had never forgotten me.


“For years I would hear the sound of wings when I slept, and sometimes in the forest I would look up, thinking I’d heard something, but there was nothing there. Yet still I knew that he was around, somewhere. He followed me. I’d see the shadow of a wing in a tree and my hair would stand on end.


“One night, your father and I fought and he stormed out. We can’t fight our natures, even though we try. A bear will always be a bear, and a swan a swan. Everyone fights, malyshka; everyone questions their choices. Even people who love each other. As I cried myself to sleep that night, I took out the feather and held it to my chest. My tears fell onto its downy softness and before I knew it he was there. I heard the singing of his wings like an echo of the wind, and saw him, silhouetted in the moonlight. I let him into the cabin and he cradled my head like I was something precious. Like he’d been waiting for me all his life. I was sad, missing my family and that way of life. I felt caged by our cabin and the life I’d chosen. He kissed the tears from my eyes … ”
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