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Praise for Street Corner Dreams


“In this intense multigenerational family saga, Kraut follows up her hugely insightful first novel, How to Make a Life, with an equally profound and deep exploration into the lives and struggles of early-twentieth-century Jewish immigrants in New York City. With clean, crisp storytelling, we can’t help but be as seduced as her characters are lured into the dangerous and seedy world of gangs and the infamous Murder Inc. A great page-turner of a novel.”


—Howard Jay Smith, author of Beethoven in Love; Opus 139 and Meeting Mozart


“The 1930s of Street Corner Dreams was an extremely challenging time—especially for Jewish immigrants to the US. Florence Reiss Kraut has crafted a compelling family saga with memorable characters swept up in the complexities of life in crowded Brooklyn tenements, impacted by the Great Depression and omnipresent gangs. Kraut raises essential and enduring questions about the nature of love and family responsibility.” 


—Meryl Ain, author of Shadows We Carry and The Takeaway Men


“In this moving and suspenseful novel, an era comes alive. When Gilda sacrifices the independence she came to the US to find, will she find love? Will Ben’s pursuit of an honest trade in gangster-ridden New York enable his family to survive? When Morty tangles with gangsters in an effort to save his father’s livelihood, will he ever return? I came to care about these characters, to root for them, and to be grateful for the close-knit community that helps them make their way.”


—Wendy Sanford, author of These Walls Between Us: A Memoir of Friendship Across Race and Class


“As in her previous novel, Kraut immerses the reader into world of Jewish immigrants. The reader takes the cold plunge in icy waters to navigate the seemingly never-ending obstacles poor, naïve foreigners must swim through. This time, in addition to a well-characterized family drama, the story dives into crime—protection, mobsters, Murder Inc.—and the fearful grip this enterprise held on daily life. As we get deeper into this family story, the trajectory makes this a serious page-turner. This is a must-read for anyone interested in this historic period.” 


—Jan Marin Tramontano, author of We’ve Come Undone, The Me I Was with You, and Standing on the Corner of Lost and Found


“In her new novel, Florence Kraut weaves a dramatic story of family, romance, and suspense set in the Jewish neighborhoods of Brooklyn of the 1930s, where new immigrants are trying desperately to get ahead and pressure from gangs is part of daily life. The enduring power of family is at the heart of this compelling read, proving that sometimes the dreams you give up can lead to something better.”


—Virginia Weir, author of Stay a Friend as Long as You Can and The Two Elizabeths 
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PREFACE






In the early twentieth century, millions of immigrants came to the United States looking to improve their lives and provide a better future for their children. In the first decade of the century alone, 8.2 million immigrants came to America; by 1910, in New York City, three-quarters of the residents were either children of immigrants or immigrants themselves, and nearly fifteen percent of the country had been born out of the United States. 


Unlike prior arrivals from Northern Europe, most of these immigrants came from Southern and Eastern Europe, including Italians, Greeks, Poles, Russians, and Jews. Life was very hard for them as they faced poverty, crowded and dirty tenement living conditions, and enormous prejudice from the established groups who had preceded them. Still, most of these immigrants fashioned new lives, making friends, helping each other, falling in love, creating families. They worked hard, sent their children to school, and saw the next generation better their futures and improve their lives. 


But for some of those children of immigrants, the lure of the streets proved too strong. Street gangs ruled neighborhoods by bullying, petty crimes, extortion, and threats. Joining a gang gave boys protection and, more importantly, fast and easy money. Most of the gangs were loosely organized around ethnic groups, and they fought each other for ownership of the criminal businesses in their neighborhoods. That is until Prohibition became the law in 1920.


Arnold Rothstein, born to a wealthy and pious Jewish New York family, was addicted to gambling, but he was so brilliant that he had already earned a fortune by organizing the illegal gambling industry in New York. When Prohibition became law, he again found a way to make a big business from bootleg alcohol by purchasing liquor from England and Canada, smuggling it into America, and selling the alcohol to illegal speakeasies that replaced the legal bars and taverns. Rothstein went on to organize the illegal narcotics trade and was murdered by the time Prohibition was repealed in 1931. But the men he had recruited and trained in the early days of Prohibition—the Jewish and Italian gang bosses like Meyer Lansky, Lucky Luciano, and Bugsy Siegel—had learned how to make big business of a host of criminal enterprises. They went on to develop a more effective organization for illegal activities, which the newspapers called the National Crime Syndicate. Their criminal activities were murder, illegal gambling, prostitution, theft, money laundering, arms trafficking, fraud, fencing, kidnapping, and robbery.


By 1933, with Prohibition behind them, and wanting to distance themselves from the dirty work that was required by their illegal businesses, they had outsourced the worst violence to a group called Murder, Inc., founded in Brownsville and run by Louis Lepke Buchalter and Albert Anastasia. Murder, Inc., was active from 1929 to 1941 and was the enforcement arm of the National Crime Syndicate. 


Murder, Inc., was composed of Jewish and Italian American gangsters mainly recruited from neighborhoods in Manhattan (Lower East Side) and Brooklyn (Brownsville, East New York, and Ocean Hill). Murder, Inc., was responsible for hundreds of contract killings until Abe “Kid Twist” Reles, who worked directly with Lepke and Anastasia, turned state’s evidence in order to keep himself from jail and possible execution. In the trials that followed, many members of Murder, Inc., were convicted and executed, and Reles himself died, probably murdered, while in police custody. 


Today, later generations of Jewish and Italian families, who no longer have any connection with organized crime, are aware of their ancestors’ involvement in the gangs of the early twentieth century. In Jewish communities, it is seldom talked about, but well-known, that in the first half of the twentieth century many Jewish immigrant families in New York City had relatives or friends who were involved, tempted, or had to contend with the gangsters who ruled the streets of Brooklyn and the Lower East Side. 


Street Corner Dreams is a novel in which one such family is portrayed.












PART ONE



1914–1921















CHAPTER 1






GOLDA


Golda Daneshev walked off the ship with the first- and second-class passengers clutching a blue-blanketed two-day-old baby in one arm and a bundle of quilts and a suitcase in the other. It was not supposed to be like this, she thought. Trembling, she swallowed hard over the lump rising in her throat. Breathe, she told herself, breathe. Don’t stumble. Keep your mind on your steps. Watch where you walk.


A uniformed porter approached her and said something in English. She didn’t understand the words, but the meaning was plain as he reached to take her suitcase. Golda held tight, shook her head vigorously, and stared straight ahead as she walked down the wooden pier onto Twelfth Avenue. Inside she felt like a frantic animal was racing about the pit of her stomach, running up to her throat, slamming into her heart. Terror, grief, and rage ricocheted around and around her head.


At the sidewalk, Golda stopped in her tracks, peering left and right. The nurse had said the passengers from steerage would be coming off at the next pier after they were examined and approved for immigration on Ellis Island. She could see throngs of people waiting to greet them when they were eventually released, and she’d heard that process took hours.


She was lucky. The doctor who’d delivered the baby she held in her arms had arranged for her to gather with the first- and second-class passengers in the huge, mirrored ballroom. There they were quickly and politely “inspected” by him and one other doctor before being welcomed to step off the ship into the New York City streets, where they were greeted by friends and family or whisked away by taxis.


Golda stood in line holding the baby and glancing every now and then into the mirror as she made her way to the doctor. She knew she looked out of place in her plain navy dress, with a paisley-patterned shawl on her shoulders and a brown cap over her auburn curls. Most of the women in that line wore fashionable tweed city suits and hats with feathers perched at fetching angles on their heads. I look like someone’s maid, she thought. Although maybe I look too young to be a maid. Young and scared. And tall and skinny. Golda took a deep breath. Why did I let Esther talk me into coming to America now?


She jiggled the baby in her arms, hoping that would help him sleep, but she needn’t have bothered. He was in a deep slumber after having devoured one of the bottles of evaporated milk the nurse had given her. As she got closer to the doctors, the one she knew beckoned her to join his line, and when she was before him, he took her passport, said something she didn’t understand, and stamped the book. He nodded his head and motioned her to leave the ship with the woman in front of her. Before she knew it, she was on the street.


She began to make her way to the next pier, pushing through the crowds. That was where Ben Feinstein would be waiting for her, and they would have to find each other. Do I even remember what he looks like? Will I recognize him? He would be looking for her sister Esther, his pregnant wife, not Golda and a newborn child. But Esther was never coming off the ship; she lay dead wherever they kept those few unfortunate souls who did not survive the trip across the Atlantic Ocean. A sob caught in her throat. She willed herself to think of something else. Think of that nurse! 


She’d been so kind to her, that nurse. Before they left the boat, she had instructed Golda, in broken Polish, on how to care for the baby. Somehow Golda had understood her. She wondered how one became a nurse. In her Polish town of Lesko, ruled by the Austro-Hungarian Empire, there were midwives who birthed babies and knew about herbs for healing. And there was a doctor with a clinic for those who were too sick for herbs.


Golda had watched the nurse on the ship help the doctor and tend Esther, and she thought how wonderful it would be to learn to be a nurse, to be independent and care for yourself without consulting others, maybe even to help save lives. She envied her, that nurse.


Then she heard her mother’s voice in her head; it was a particular grating sound, always accompanied by a finger wagging in her face as she stood close to Golda, looking up at her daughter who was a head taller. “Don’t be jealous of other people. Don’t wish for a life other than the one you were given. It’s unbecoming.” Just the thought of her mother’s disapproval made Golda feel ashamed.


Anyway, Golda thought, pushing her mother out of her head, that nurse had education, something I’ve never been able to afford. Golda could read and write, both Yiddish and Polish, but that did not give her an opportunity to get a job, to earn real money. She wondered again what she would do in this new country. Then she looked down at the baby she was carrying and wondered what would happen to him.


It was a blessing to be off the ship, out of steerage, where she and the others too poor to buy second-class tickets had endured a week of what she could only call Gehenna, hell. Her body was still adjusting to the firm earth. She’d become used to swaying with her legs wide apart to keep her balance. Now, though, she swayed holding the baby to keep him from waking. She wanted to keep him sleeping, quiet, for as long as she could.


Golda found a place to wait at the edge of the pier and look out into the city. If the baby woke despite her jiggling and swaying, she would have to feed him. In her bundle was one bottle of evaporated milk, provided by the nurse. She’d given Golda two bottles when they left the infirmary, but Golda used the first one on the ship. The baby was still sleeping, and when he woke up she would use the second one, but after that she did not know what she would do. Her stomach roiled with anxiety. Where is Ben?


She looked out into the street. Her eyes scanned each face, each man. She remembered he was tall, Ben Feinstein. That was a blessing, because she could look at the heads of those who stood above the crowd. Golda was very tired, but she braced herself for a long wait. She could not let herself miss him.


She busied herself looking around at the crowds walking on the street. The hum and buzz made her slightly dizzy. Streetcars passed, some still pulled by horses but most motorized. If she were in her town now, she would be on a dirt road, because they lived on the outskirts of Lesko. There would be occasional carts passing by, pulled by a mule or a horse. Most people walked. She rarely saw a motorcar in the village, but when she and Esther had arrived in Hamburg to take the ship to America, they had been all around. And here, in New York, the streets were full of them.


Workingmen wearing rough, well-used clothing, caps on head, pushing carts or carrying burdens, passed her by. Office men wearing suits, looking like they sat behind desks all day, were also in the crowds. And she saw women in ankle-length skirts, with belted jackets and matching hats, or sometimes in fur-trimmed coats.


It was March and still cold, although not as cold as home, where it could still be snowing. A wind blew off the Hudson River, chilling her despite her wool shawl and cap. Golda looked down at her dress. At least it was clean. She’d changed from the dress she had been wearing the day Esther went into labor. It was stained with her sister’s blood, and the doctor had ordered her to change before she came back into the infirmary. She’d packed the dress in her suitcase and would try washing it when she arrived wherever she was going. Maybe it could be salvaged. But she couldn’t bear to look at it.


What would people see if they looked at her? A young woman holding an infant. And this infant—who was he? She snuggled the baby closer and looked down at him swaddled in the blue blanket. He was beautiful, his face serene in sleep. His features were not red and misshapen like her brothers’ had been when they were born. This, she knew, was because he had been taken by surgery from Esther . . . The thought of Esther closed her throat in grief and despair. She knew if Esther had given birth in the village, she would almost certainly have died anyway, and likely the baby too. Golda squeezed her eyes shut. She forced herself to look at the people walking off the pier.


Please, God, help me find Ben. Her back hurt. Her heart hurt. When she allowed her thoughts to fix on what had happened just two days ago, her throat closed, and she could barely swallow. What will I tell our parents? What will I tell Ben? Where is he? She stared here, there, eyes flitting from one tall man to another until they burned. What if he doesn’t come? Her heart beat hard. She shook her head. Stop thinking like this!


After what seemed like hours, she began to give up hope. Her arm and shoulder ached from the weight of the baby. She shifted him to her other arm. Esther had said she was seven months pregnant, but Golda knew that wasn’t true. This boy was big. The nurse had noticed and remarked on it. Golda had been embarrassed and wanted to protest and protect Esther’s reputation, but she couldn’t. Golda’s eyes swept across the crowds again, then looked down at the baby. She shifted him to better distribute the weight, glanced up, and focused on the people walking off the ferry that had come from Ellis Island. What had the nurse said? People were examined by doctors to make sure they didn’t have any diseases. They were asked questions. Tested. They had to have money too.


The crowds of immigrants disembarking looked exhausted. She wondered where that nice lady was—the one who had helped her on the ship when Esther had gone into labor. Golda wanted to thank her again, and she was still looking for that woman, her eyes darting from face to face in the crowd, when she saw him, a tall man, craning his neck, peering here and there.


“Ben!” she called, “Ben, Ben!” He turned and smiled and came toward her, threading his way through the crowd. She saw the look of confusion and surprise as he recognized her, carrying her suitcase and bundle in one hand and a baby in the other, and saw how he looked behind her, searching for Esther. His mouth gaped open as he struggled to form words for a question.












CHAPTER 2






BEN


Ben had left his cousin Surah’s house to meet the ship, filled with anticipation, excitement, and a little dread. What if he didn’t remember what Esther looked like? He knew that was ridiculous. Hadn’t he married her? Wasn’t she expecting his child? But it had all happened very fast, and it had been almost eight months since he’d seen her. Surely, he would be able to pick her out of the crowd. He did have a photograph of her from their wedding day, but it was a small picture, and he couldn’t really make out her face.


He had traveled on the subway. It was midmorning, and the subway cars were not crowded, so he sat by the window, peering at the blackness of the tunnels. He wondered what he would say to Esther when he met her. Would they embrace? Surely not in the middle of the throngs of people who would be waiting at the pier where the steerage passengers were let out.


He remembered how bad steerage had been for the women and children. For him it wasn’t so bad, he admitted. A single man, alone. He had made out fine. He’d gambled a little with the other boys and men on the ship. And he hadn’t minded sleeping on the narrow bunk provided. Why had Esther insisted on leaving before she gave birth? Why had her parents and sister agreed? Her sister was formidable. Golda. She was the one who calmed her parents and made them accept Ben when they found out about Esther’s secret marriage to him and their plans to go to America.


That was probably right. Golda was the elder sister. By rights, she should have married first, but Esther had been insistent, and Golda had no prospects. Her family had no money for a dowry. She was strong, that Golda. Ben admired her. She was no beauty like Esther, with her honey-colored hair and blue eyes. Golda was plain—that’s what people said. But he remembered he had thought her handsome—that was the word that came to his mind for Golda, with auburn hair that waved off her face. And her eyes were hazel with flecks of gold. He tried to conjure her face, but he couldn’t. He knew Esther was petite, where Golda was tall, although not so tall as Ben was. Golda spoke plainly. She said what she was thinking, and Ben liked that. Esther was more circumspect. She talked around things, never saying exactly what she wanted but letting him find out in a circuitous way. At first, he had found it quite charming, but he wondered if, after a while, he would find it tiresome.


The subway train rattled him back and forth, his body rocking with the rhythm of the train speeding down the tracks. His hands were sweaty, and he flexed them nervously, open, close, open, close, the way he always did when he was anxious. They were calloused, and he had rims of oil under his fingernails. Try as he might, he couldn’t get the grime out unless he cut his nails. Sometimes he was ashamed of them because they looked dirty.


He was trying to remember how he had first met Esther. She had come into the shop in Lesko where he was apprenticed to a master mechanic, Abe Frankel, and although they mostly fixed machinery for the farms around the small town, they also fixed sewing machines and typewriters, household grinders and hand drills, bicycles and even scissors.


Esther had brought in her mother’s meat grinder to be repaired; it had a broken shaft and Ben had promised to fix it. They had flirted a bit, and the next thing he knew, she was hanging around the shop on any pretext. He remembered the day when Golda had seen him kiss Esther. He smiled at the memory. He’d been a little afraid of her—that Golda. Esther told him that Golda had caller her a courveh . . . a whore! That had shocked him, all right. That day all he had done was kiss Esther. He wondered if Golda had figured out why Esther had insisted on getting married right away, and why he’d agreed.


The train reached his stop. He got out and walked up the stairs and out of the bowels of the subway, took a streetcar to the piers, and then began to thread through the hordes of people who were, as he was, making their way to the waterfront. When he left Brooklyn, it had been a sunny day. Now there were clouds, and he was afraid it might rain. He wished he had an umbrella. When he reached the pier where the immigrants were making their way off the ferries that brought them from Ellis Island to the city, he craned his neck, looking for a pregnant Esther and her sister Golda. 


It’s impossible to find anyone in this crowd, he thought. People milled around, calling to each other. Chaos, he thought. But suddenly, in front of him, was a tall familiar-looking woman calling his name. He looked behind her but saw no one, and then he noticed what she was carrying. In his bewilderment he couldn’t seem to find the words to ask a question.












CHAPTER 3






GOLDA


Golda saw his confusion and, with blunt words, answered his unspoken question. “I’m sorry, Ben. I’m so sorry. She died. She died on the ship in childbirth. This is your son.” Golda dropped her valise and the bundle of clothes and quilts and held out the baby to him with both hands, eager to unburden herself. Immediately, she saw that her words had been too harsh and wished she hadn’t said them. But they were the truth. How else could she have told him?


Ben stepped back, his hands in front of him, warding her off. He swayed, almost falling, catching himself just in time on the arm of a man standing beside him. The man pushed him away, and Ben stumbled again. This time Golda grabbed him to hold him upright. A sound came out of his throat, a cross between a groan and a scream, a gasp and a cry. It was, next to Esther’s screams in childbirth, the worst sound she ever heard. “Gott! Gott!” He clutched her arm but did not take the baby from her. He seemed not to have understood her words. He shook his head back and forth, denying her story. People swirled around them, pushed by them, knocked her suitcase over.


Golda needed to take charge. She took a deep breath. “Come,” she said, handing him her suitcase and bundle. Taking his arm, she led him down the street to a quieter place overlooking the piers, the water, and the ships. Ben followed her as if sleepwalking. His face was paper white; his bloodless lips moved soundlessly as if in prayer. She propelled him to the curb and pressed him so he sat, weeping, his hands holding his head, and mumbling, “What will I do, what will I do?”


She wanted to shake him. She couldn’t bear his blubbering. Didn’t she have reason to cry too, to scream? Hadn’t she lost her beloved sister just two days ago? But she had wept until she had no tears left; she felt dried, wizened. She looked at Ben and was ashamed of herself. He was dazed, in shock. She had been given two days to get used to the loss of Esther, but he’d had only minutes.


She lifted her face to the sky. It had begun to drizzle. Her skin drank in the rain, but it was March, and the rain felt cold. Taking pity on him, she waited until his sobs subsided. But she didn’t want to wait there forever. “Ben,” she said, “we can’t sit here any longer. The baby will get wet. We have to go. Where are you taking us?”


Ben looked blank. “Us?”


“Where were you taking Esther when she got off the boat?” She couldn’t keep the exasperation from her voice.


“To my room.”


“Where is your room? How do we get there?”


As if she were talking to a small child, she got him to speak, to direct them to the streetcar, to the subway. He had been expecting his bride. He must have forgotten Golda was accompanying Esther, that he had promised to find her a job and a place to live. He was in a fog, and Golda realized that right now he was useless at solving the problems they faced just to get through the next few days.


She needed milk for the baby, who was beginning to fuss again. She jounced him against her breast, the way she had seen her mother do with her brothers when they were babies, but she knew this wouldn’t work for long. He was hungry again. The last bottle the nurse had given her would have to hold him until she could get more. She needed to be able to boil the bottles as the nurse had instructed her. She needed some diapers. Where would she stay? It would be impossible for Ben to take care of his son. He seemed in such pain and confusion. Golda had no use for him in this state.


Golda wanted to trade places with every woman she saw on the street as she walked behind Ben, carrying the infant. He trudged with the suitcase and the bundle of quilts and clothing. So many of the women looked free, independent. Golda’s brain was squirreling with worries, and her throat was tight with tears.


She followed Ben’s tall back, his head slumped slightly forward, as if he were looking carefully at each step he took. They walked for two blocks, took a streetcar a short way, and then descended into the underground subway, where they waited in the thicker air for a train that rushed into the station with a great racket. Golda was overwhelmed with the sounds and dirt. The baby began to cry now, startled by the noise of the train coming into the station. “Shush,” she whispered, but it didn’t quiet him.


They found seats, and Golda fished around in the bundle to find the last bottle of milk. She slipped it into the baby’s mouth and prayed there would be help when they got to Ben’s room. He lived with a cousin. Maybe she could help.


As the train rocketed through the tunnels, stopping at the stations along the way, they sat silently. People got on and off through the sliding doors. Golda could not imagine how they knew where they were going. She wanted to ask Ben questions, but she could not. To interrupt him while he was so stunned seemed too cruel. He stared straight ahead, his hands between his legs, not looking at anything. The baby finished the bottle and fell asleep. She tucked the empty bottle into the bundle and watched the sleeping infant, wondering why she felt nothing at all when she looked at him, except perhaps anxiety.


She stared at Ben. He was a handsome man. Esther had said he reminded her of the stories of King David in the Bible. He was tall and stood straight, proud of his height. A shock of brown hair fell over his forehead, and he had long lashes—almost like a girl’s—shading his warm brown eyes. Golda had noticed he was very quick to smile, as if he enjoyed his life and everything that happened to him.


Not now, Golda thought. He certainly isn’t enjoying life now. She tore her eyes away from Ben’s grief-stricken face and stared at the window on the train. It was grimy and looked out at the black subway tunnel as the train hurtled through.


Eventually they reached their station and got out, although Golda didn’t know what the name of the station was because she couldn’t read the letters on the signs. They climbed the stairs and emerged on the street again.


It was spitting rain now. The street was awash with people and cars and carts and a few horses. Along the sidewalks in front of the shops, there were hawkers, each one screaming louder than the next. The swirl of bodies pushing against each other, the shopkeepers chanting about their goods assaulted her. Peddlers with pots and pans, clothing, apples, potatoes yelled to passersby. They passed a fishmonger, and the briny smell and the stale smell of fish mingled and assailed her; past the fish was a pushcart with hats and another with dishes. Behind the street vendors were storefronts. A bakery wafted sugary smells, reminding Golda that she was hungry. A butcher shop had cuts of meat hanging. Dress shops and furniture stores, a grocery, a dry goods store followed one after another. Everything was for sale on the street.


They dodged carts pulled by donkeys and horses. They ducked and wove through the crowds. Golda’s head was spinning from the color and the smells and the shouts of Look! Feel! Buy! She hurried after Ben, wondering what he was thinking. Did he remember he had promised Esther he would take care of Golda if she came as a companion? Was his heart aching? Was he weeping as he walked? She couldn’t see his face, only his back.


People pushed against her, shoving her. Once she almost tripped. She held the baby close against her body, shielding him from being touched. Oh God, when will we be there? She continued trotting after Ben, trying not to breathe in the stink of horse manure and rotting fish. She stepped around puddles that looked full of garbage, hoping her shoes would not leak.


Think of good things, only pleasant things, Golda thought. She focused on Ben, his broad back a little bent with the weight of his bundles. She had thought him very handsome when she’d met him in the village. That was, no doubt, what had attracted Esther, who’d had a photograph of Ben by her bed that she stared at every morning and every night before she went to sleep. Golda had looked at it too. He was a good-looking man. Tall, with dark eyes and a straight nose. In the picture he had a solemn stare, but when she saw him in person, he smiled a lot, especially at Esther.


Then her mind skipped. What will I write to my parents? Will they blame me? How could they blame me? The doctor said something went wrong inside Esther. He had drawn a picture so she could understand, and the nurse, with her broken Polish, had helped explain. The lining of the place where the baby lay inside Esther had peeled off, and that was why she was bleeding. Was that what she said? Now Golda couldn’t remember. She swallowed hard against tears and tried to bring her mind back to the questions of the moment. Focus on walking. Make sure she didn’t fall.


At last Ben stopped in front of one of the brick apartment buildings. “Here,” he said. “I live here.”


Golda took a deep breath and clutched the baby closer. They went up the stairs into the dark recesses of the house. Now Golda could barely breathe from the dense, airless staircase. She followed Ben slowly and at the second floor they stopped, and he entered the apartment in front of them.


A tall and buxom woman came to the door and greeted them with a smile. “I’m Cousin Surah,” she said to Golda. “You must be Esther.”


Golda shook her head and looked at Ben to talk.


“Not Esther,” he mumbled. “Her sister, Golda.” And he broke down in tears.


This cousin was a wise woman, Golda decided. She did not ask more questions but told Ben to put the rest of their goods into his room and then come out for a cup of tea. Golda followed Ben to his tiny room, saw the one bed, and sat heavily upon it. She wanted to place the baby on the bed and leave. What had she to do with this child? With this man? What would she do with them? But if she left, where would she go? She didn’t speak English. She had little money. She was a stranger in a strange land. For the moment, she thought, she was stuck here, in this windowless room, with a man and a baby who did not belong to her. She did not know what she would do.


She looked around the room, taking in its contents. The walls were painted yellow. The bed, covered with a clean threadbare quilt, was pushed against the wall, a rag rug by its side. His clothes were folded neatly in a box in the corner of the room. There were two pegs on the wall to hang a coat or jacket or hat. She saw how tidy the room was and thought that Ben had tried to make it nice for his bride. She was flooded with pity for him.


She shook herself. She could not get stuck thinking sad thoughts. Golda had lists of worries whirling in her head. The doctor on the ship had told her that they needed to claim Esther’s body within one day of arrival. That was tomorrow. If not, the body would be disposed of, he said. “Buried in a pauper’s grave.” That was unthinkable.


But where would they get the money to bury her? How did you get a grave in this big country? And what should she do with this baby, who was now beginning to writhe in hunger, to cry with piteous bleats? Golda had no milk. Where could she get the evaporated milk that the nurse had shown her how to use in a bottle? And the bris, the circumcision? Would that happen on the eighth day, as was required? She stared at Ben, who sat rocking on the floor, his head in his hands.


“Ben,” she said. He didn’t move. “Ben!” she said more loudly. He jumped. “We have to talk. To decide.” He looked up at her, but she wasn’t sure he understood what she was saying. “Esther’s body. We have to collect it from the ship. Or they will bury her in a pauper’s grave.” Still, he stared at her. “And your baby, this boy, needs a bris. He was born two days ago.” Ben stirred. He seemed to be listening. “He needs food. Or a wet nurse . . .” The words stumbled out of her mouth.


Golda could feel her face getting red. How was she talking of these things? Burial. Bris. A wet nurse. Unseemly. She, a maiden who was supposed to know very little about life, although in truth, as the eldest daughter in the family, she knew plenty, having helped the midwife when her mother had given birth to her youngest son. In the village, there were women and men to help with everything. When a man died, there were men who sat with the body. If a woman died, women sat. It was a holy task. They bathed the body and prepared it for burial in a shroud and watched over it until the next day, when it would be buried. At home, when her mother had a baby boy—and there had been three of them—her father had arranged for the bris. If a woman died in childbirth, there were other women who would act as wet nurse, at a price, yes, but not so much. Here, she was alone. And suddenly she was in charge. She knew there was no time for this useless shame.


The questions flew, one after the other, out of her mouth. “Do you have money? What will it cost to bury Esther? Where will I live? Who will take care of your baby?”


Ben stood, his shoulders slumped forward. He finally spoke. “I don’t know.” His shoulders heaved as he cried. He sat beside Golda on the bed, and for some moments she felt pity for him. He was so broken. But they could not wait. 


She patted his hand and said, “Come, we will talk to your cousin. We will find a rabbi. We will get food for this little one.” She looked down at the infant. He was squirming and crying in discomfort, in hunger, she knew. She felt pity for him but no love. Just the weight of him in her arms was a burden. She stood and, carrying the baby, said again, “Come.”


Ben stood up, took two ragged breaths, and followed her out of the room.


Golda came into the kitchen holding the baby, with Ben trailing behind. “We need help, Cousin Surah,” she said. She swallowed hard, not wanting to cry, and sat on a chair at the table, jiggling the squalling baby in her arms. The story spilled out. “I am not his wife. That was my sister. She died on ship giving birth to this son. I can’t feed him. He’s hungry.” Golda’s voice broke and she began to weep.


Cousin Surah took charge immediately. “Oy vay iz mir, the poor child.” She bustled in the kitchen. The heat of the stove had made her round cheeks rosy, and she had half-moons of sweat under her armpits. She picked up the teakettle with its already boiled water, poured it into a little bowl and added sugar, then blew on the too-hot liquid. The ample flesh on her arms swung as she moved through her chores. “Give him here.” She took the baby in her arms, and he settled against her bosom. With a spoon, she took a tiny bit of sugar water, blew on it again, tasted it for temperature, and slipped the spoon into the infant’s mouth. He swallowed. She followed with another spoonful. A lock of her dark brown hair had slipped out of the bun and hung around her face. She pushed it behind her ears.


Cousin Surah called to her five-year-old daughter, who stood eyes wide with curiosity. “Rochel, go next door and get Mrs. Singer. Ask her to come.” She kept feeding the baby sugar water. “Some mothers use evaporated milk, but that costs a lot. Maybe we can find a mother who will feed him too. Mrs. Singer next door has a baby girl who is still at her breast.”


Golda began to breathe. Here was help. She looked at Ben, who stood with his head hanging. She nodded toward him. “He’s frozen. He can’t think straight. He’s no help. We need to get the body from the ship by tomorrow, or they’ll put Esther in a pauper’s grave. We need money for a Jewish burial. Should we sit shiva here? What will he do with this baby? Where will I go? How will I live?” The questions poured out of her mouth.


Cousin Surah, still feeding sugar water to the baby, said, “Shah. Only one thing at a time. He is in shock. His wife is dead.” She looked at him and said, “Ben, sit down. I will make tea for you. We will get help.”


Rochel came in with the neighbor woman, Mrs. Singer, a tiny woman holding a six-month-old baby girl. Golda could see that once she had been pretty, but her face was careworn now, and she was very thin. Cousin Surah explained the problems. First, and most important, was feeding this infant. Mrs. Singer stood and looked at Cousin Surah, who nodded. She handed her baby girl to Golda, took the infant boy in her arms, and went into the back room to nurse him.


Golda’s heart was bursting with gratitude. She had never seen such generosity. In the village people helped—of course they did. But usually it was a relative, not a stranger. Here, everyone was a stranger at first and became like a cousin very quickly. She could see it was the only way they could survive. “She’s very kind, Mrs. Singer,” Golda said.


Cousin Surah nodded. “I helped her when she came.” She took Mrs. Singer’s daughter from Golda and sat again with the baby on her lap. “Now, let’s see how else I can help.” One by one, she talked through the problems, offering choices, solutions, dead ends. Golda’s head whirled with it all.


The cost of getting Esther properly buried would be high, but there were benevolent societies that arranged for burials at little or no cost. A rabbi would know about that. There was a rabbi in the little shul nearby. They could sit shiva here. The baby needed a bris. Everything cost money. There was a Hebrew Free Loan Society Cousin Surah knew about. But how much they could loan was a question. They also needed money for a wet nurse for the baby, or evaporated milk and bottles and diapers. Ben’s job did not pay that much. Did Golda have a trade? Or maybe she would go back to her village. Or—and here Cousin Surah dropped her voice so perhaps Ben wouldn’t hear—maybe they could bring the baby to the orphanage.


Golda sat, heavyhearted. She had not mourned her beautiful sister. How could they not pay for the body to be buried properly? If the lady next door, Mrs. Singer, would just babysit and nurse the baby for a few days, that would be one problem solved. How could they put this baby in an orphanage? Give him away? She thought of Esther and could not imagine putting her child with strangers. And yet, what else could they do? Golda stared at Ben. He was still not speaking. She could not bear it any longer.


“Ben. Ben. He’s your baby. You have to decide.” She wanted to shake him hard. Make him act.


He stood. Spoke softly, slowly. “This Free Loan Society. Where is it? And the rabbi? Is it the one in the shul down the street? I will try to get the loan; I will make arrangements for the bris.”


Cousin Surah asked, “You know when the bris must be?”


“Eight days,” he said. Then, almost as an afterthought, he asked, “When was he born?”


Golda shook her head in disbelief. If Cousin Surah hadn’t asked, he would have gone to the rabbi without knowing the day the bris must be. “He was born on Tuesday,” she said.


Ben nodded and went out the door.


Golda breathed in relief. At least he was alive, acting. All these choices, some hers, some his. They needed to act, but she could not force things. Let him look to get the loan for Esther’s burial. Let him talk to the rabbi about the bris. Let Cousin Surah help find food for the baby. Golda would surrender to their decisions for now.












CHAPTER 4






BEN


Ben left the apartment, still walking in a daze. He repeated in his head what he needed to do, so he wouldn’t forget anything. Rabbi. Bris. Free loan. Get Esther’s remains from the ship. He shook his head to clear it. Enough tears, he thought. He remembered Golda’s straight back, her square shoulders. Be like her, he thought. I have to be like her; she is so strong.


Ben made his way to the rabbi’s house, which was an apartment above a storefront that served as a shul—a little place for prayer and study. He knocked on the door. A girl answered and walked him up the stairs, where she let him into the parlor and asked him to wait. Ben took in the shabby furniture, the darkness of the room, the sounds in the nearby kitchen of dishes clanking and soft voices speaking. By the time Rabbi Levy came in, Ben had gone over what he had to say several times. About how he had married Esther, and she had come after him on a boat with her older unmarried sister accompanying her.


He took in the rabbi, wondering what he was thinking. Rabbi Levy was a short, stout man with a salt-and-pepper beard, wearing a white shirt and black pants held up by suspenders. He wore small round spectacles, which he kept pushing up on his sharp nose. On his head was a large black yarmulke, and every now and then, he would reach up and set it back in the center of his head.


“She had the baby on the boat,” Ben said, “but she died.” Here he choked up and began to weep again. “The doctor had to cut her open, or the baby would have died too.” The rabbi nodded, began to say some prayers to comfort him. Ben listened but was not comforted. Prayers never comforted him. They seemed to Ben to be just words.


He spoke again. “Her body is at the ship. We have to get it—bring money, I think—otherwise they will bury her in a pauper’s grave.”


The rabbi shook his head. “We won’t let that happen.” He bobbed his head. “We will send the burial society, but we will need to pay for a burial plot.”


“I have no money.”


“We will get it,” the rabbi said. “What else?”


“The baby is a boy, born Tuesday.”


The rabbi nodded. “Mazel tov. A bris.”


Ben nodded.


Now he tried to remember what else he was supposed to ask for. He sat, as if dazed, with his hands holding his brown cap between his legs.


The rabbi got up and went to his sideboard, taking out a black silk yarmulke. “You must wear this.”


Ben flushed. He took the head covering and put it on, mumbling, “Sorry.”


The rabbi nodded. “Let’s have tea, and we will talk and decide how to proceed.”


Ben followed the rabbi into the kitchen and sat at the table while the rabbi’s wife prepared the tea, placed it and a few cookies in front of them, and then left the room.


They talked quietly about the old country. The rabbi wanted to know about his education, about the rabbi in his town, about his parents’ house. Did he have any brothers or sisters? “Two,” he said. “A brother and sister. I’m the eldest.” Ben’s voice had steadied during the conversation. He found himself calmer, remembering where he had come from, describing the fun he’d had with his younger brother and sister. The rabbi asked whether Ben had been in touch with his parents. Ben shook his head. “Once or twice when I was an apprentice in Lesko, and I visited before I left on the ship. They knew I was getting married.”


The rabbi nodded. “Perhaps you should write them now and tell them they are grandparents?”


A small smile flitted across Ben’s face. “Yes. They’ll be pleased about that.”


“Do you think they might be planning to come to America? Many of our people are.”


Ben thought for a minute. “Perhaps I could encourage them to come?” It was more of a question than a statement.


The rabbi nodded and then asked, “Who will take care of your son?”


Ben shook his head. “I don’t know. I have to work.”


“Of course,” the rabbi said. After a minute he added, “This sister? Can she help you?”


Ben thought about Golda. He knew she could help. She was so competent. But would she? “I think she could help, but I don’t know if she would want to.”


“Sometimes it is not what we want but what we must do that guides us. We shall see.” The rabbi pushed the teacup aside and said, “Come, we will go to Gemilas Chesed, the Free Loan Society, and get some money, then the burial society to make arrangements at the ship for the body. And I will contact the mohel for the bris next week. After that we will see.”


Ben stood up, feeling like a burden had been lifted from his back. It was strange, he thought, how the prayers had not comforted him at all, but the conversation had made him feel much better. “I am so grateful to you,” he said.


The rabbi waved away his thanks. He put on his jacket and put a hat over his yarmulke. Ben removed the yarmulke and offered it to the rabbi before he put his cap on.


“You keep it,” the rabbi said. “Put it on under your cap. That way your head is always covered. It is a sign of respect for God.”


Ben nodded and followed the rabbi out of the house.












CHAPTER 5






GOLDA


Everything takes so much time, Golda thought. While Ben was out finding a rabbi to see about the burial and the circumcision, she waited in Cousin Surah’s kitchen. Soon Mrs. Singer came out, having finished nursing the baby. She handed him to Golda, who whispered, “Thank you.” She held the infant as, sated, he fell into a deep sleep, and for the moment she relaxed. But she knew it wouldn’t last. In two or three hours he would be up crying again, needing food. It would start with him squirming a little in his sleep, then a few plaintive cries, and soon he would be screaming in hunger. And then what would she do?


She hesitated only a moment and then said, “Mrs. Singer, will you help? For the next few days? Until we can decide what to do with this poor orphan baby?” Her voice choked on the word “orphan.” Was he an orphan? He had a father but no mother.


Cousin Surah transferred the baby girl to her mother’s arms. She patted Mrs. Singer on the back. “You are very kind,” she said. “Can you help a little longer?”


Mrs. Singer hesitated, then sighed. “I will keep him for the next two days, but then you have to decide. It costs money to keep a baby. I have my own little girl. But I will help for now because she asks me.” Mrs. Singer nodded at Cousin Surah. “Bring him to me with some clean diapers, some clothes. I’ll see you soon.” She went to the door, and before she left the apartment, she said to Golda, “This will not be easy for you. Think hard about what you do.”


Golda sat holding the baby. She heard the words as a warning and felt she was drowning, foundering in deep water, unable to swim. And the baby was wet. She had not changed his diaper since morning. She wondered what you did to clean diapers here in the city. At home her mother had a big washtub outside the house. She hung clothes on a rope tied between trees. But this was the city. Where did you wash clothes in the city? She looked at Cousin Surah, a kind and sturdy woman who seemed to know how to solve problems. Golda watched her bustle about the kitchen, felt her gentle pat on the shoulder as she passed her. “Nu?” Cousin Surah asked. “Are you hungry?”


Golda shook her head. She hadn’t had a morsel of food since early morning, but she didn’t think she could swallow any now. This was all too much for her. She couldn’t answer the questions buzzing in her head or make decisions. “What should I do?” she asked Cousin Surah at last. The question reverberated in her head. It met with silence in the kitchen.


Cousin Surah stirred the tea she had brought to the table. “Your sister’s baby?” she asked at last. Golda nodded. After a long while the older woman said, “There are not so many choices for you, I think.”


Golda closed her eyes and nodded, but she wondered what Cousin Surah meant. Not so many choices. She wanted to hear the choices, and she didn’t want to hear them. She was afraid that saying them would close the doors to every dream she had. Cousin Surah did not speak again until Golda opened her eyes and looked straight at her.


“How old are you?” Cousin Surah asked.


“Eighteen.”


“Why did you come with your sister? You’re a pretty girl. Were there no boys to marry in your town?”


Golda was startled. No one had called her pretty before, except her beloved grandmother, Bubbie Zlata, who would pinch her cheeks and say she had a shayna punim, a pretty face. But Golda knew she was not pretty—not when she stood next to Esther, who was so beautiful. She shook her head. “Esther found her own destiny—her bashert. My father wanted me to marry this widower I didn’t like. He already had two children.” She closed her eyes and remembered him . . . a much older man with a large belly and a double chin. Just thinking of him made Golda shiver. His clothes were not so clean. He smelled of sweat. When he looked at Golda, he kept licking his lips, as if he were anticipating a meal. After he left, Golda turned to her parents. “I won’t marry him. You can’t make me marry him.”


“We have no choice,” her father said. His voice was stern. “He is the only offer we have, and we have no dowry for you to entice younger men. You cannot be choosy.”


“I won’t marry him,” Golda said. “I’ll go to Przemysl and go into service. I can cook and sew. Someone rich will hire me to help.”


Her father raised his hand as if to slap her, but her mother caught his arm and begged. “No, Chaim, no.”


He’d shaken her arm away and said, “You don’t have a choice. Prepare yourself.”


Golda shook her head as if ridding herself of the memory. She answered Cousin Surah. “I didn’t have a dowry. The only way I could escape was to come with Esther to America. And besides, I didn’t want her to go alone, so pregnant. She wasn’t supposed to deliver on the ship. She was barely eight months.”


Cousin Surah looked skeptical. “The baby looks big. Maybe she was wrong in counting.”


Golda nodded. “That’s what the nurse on the ship said.”


“The nurse, did she help deliver the baby? How did you manage, a maiden?”


Golda closed her eyes, and it came flooding back. The steerage of the ship, a big room with double berths, so many women and children, babies crying. And Esther, her beautiful face contorted in pain.


“At first, I thought it was just a normal birth. I had been around my mother when she gave birth to my three younger brothers. I even helped the midwife with the youngest. So I thought I could help Esther. When her water broke, I ran around the steerage asking if there was a midwife there. But there wasn’t. So I held her, I rubbed her back, I breathed with her. At first everything was fine, but then it wasn’t. She started to bleed. I never saw that before.”


Golda looked behind Cousin Surah’s head, as if seeing something that wasn’t really there. The quilt had been on the bed when Esther began to labor. It was too soon, she remembered saying to Esther. But Esther said no, just a little. She had fibbed about when the baby should come, she said. She was eight months, not seven. Her pains were hard, and Golda sat behind her, holding her between her legs, rubbing her back, when the blood came gushing.


Golda closed her eyes, shook her head. “I didn’t know what to do. This nice woman had put up a quilt around us so no one would see. I was calling, ‘Help me, help me!’ I got off the bed, put the quilt—the beautiful quilt she had made—between her legs to stop the bleeding. One of the women ran for the doctor . . . we were lucky there was a real doctor on the ship and a real infirmary . . . and I kept saying a prayer: the doctor will come, the doctor will come.


“When he came, he took one look, and next thing Esther was taken to the infirmary, and I was waiting outside the door, sitting on the floor in the hallway.” It was in the fancy part of the ship. There was red wallpaper with velvet flowers and blue-and-red carpeting. At first, she could hear Esther screaming, and then quiet that sounded like the end of the world. Golda waited and waited. It was hours, and then a small sound, like a tiny kitten mewing.


“After a while, I heard the baby, and I knocked and went into the room. The doctor was standing by the tall bed where Esther lay covered in a white sheet. Her skin was pale. She seemed to be breathing but faint. A nurse, who by a miracle spoke some Polish as well as English, stood by the doctor’s side holding the baby wrapped in a white sheet.


“I asked the nurse if it was alive. She nodded. The doctor told me that he had to do an operation to take the baby. I remembered that there was a woman in the village who had that. ‘He cut her open?’ I asked.


“‘Yes,’ the nurse answered. ‘It was the only way to save the baby. And hopefully your sister.’”


Golda had felt like she was moving through water. Esther’s eyes flickered. Her breaths were shallow. Her skin was white, drained of all color.


“The doctor said we had to wait until she came out of the anesthetic, and then we would see if she survived. She lost so much blood.


“They let me hold the baby, and the nurse said he was a big healthy boy, ready to be born. He was very pretty, not a scrunched-up face like the babies my mother had.” Golda looked down. “Esther had said she was only seven months pregnant, but that wasn’t true. I think she was already expecting when she and Ben married.”


Cousin Surah nodded. She seemed to understand. Golda was quiet then, remembering how Esther had moved her mouth, but no sound came out. Golda went to her side and bent low to hear what she said, but the words were garbled. Her eyes seemed to be pleading. Golda thought she said, “Take him.”


“The doctor said I had to leave the infirmary and come back the next day. He said, ‘We’ll see if she survives.’ He told me to change my clothes and wash.” Golda remembered the smell of blood on her hands . . . like metal. “I washed as good as I could, and my dress I saved; I don’t know if it will come clean. I only have this dress I’m wearing if it doesn’t. I do have Esther’s clothes, but she is small, and I am tall. I don’t know if they will fit me.”


Golda was talking too much, too fast. “I threw away the feather quilt that Esther was lying on. There was no saving it.” Golda’s heart ached doing it, remembering the countless hours Esther had spent stitching it to bring to America. Thankfully Golda had rescued the quilt cover she herself had embroidered as a wedding present. It was very fine work with sprays of yellow forsythia and purple lilacs, green vines, and pink and red roses. She had sat for hours, stitching flowers and trees on the fabric. The women in the village said Golda’s needlework was beautiful, and many of them asked her to make embroidered blouses and skirts for special occasions.


“I left Esther’s suitcase with the nurse. She said when they come for the body, they can take the suitcase too. I couldn’t carry it all.”


Cousin Surah silently reached out for Golda’s hand and patted it. Golda was silent for a long time, remembering. Then she continued, tears choking her voice. “The next morning, when I went back to the infirmary, my sister was gone. The nurse was feeding the baby with a bottle filled with evaporated milk. Two days later, the ship arrived, and I came off alone with the baby. When I walked off that ship, I waited and waited, and then finally came Ben. I don’t think he understood when he first saw me, what had happened. I feel very sorry for him.”
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“KRAUT HAS A FIRM GRIP ON THE NARRATIVE...
HIGHLY RECOMMENDED.”
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