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PRAISE FOR The Girl in the White Cape


“The Girl in the White Cape immediately pulls you into a thrilling fairy tale world. Sapienza is a master world-builder. There’s a smoothness, a wonderful control, to Sapienza’s prose that allows us to gladly suspend our disbelief and excitedly immerse ourselves into the text. There isn’t a sentence out of place in this book. I am in awe of it.”


—JANINE NOEL, cofounder of Diablo Writers’ Workshop


“The Girl in the White Cape is mesmerizing, creating parallel worlds, each holding reality and magic. The intertwining of reality and miracle takes form through Frank, Al, Elena, and others who propel this mesmerizing saga as evil is vanquished and virtue celebrated.”


—JOAN MINNINGER, PHD, coauthor of The Father Daughter Dance, Total Recall, and Free Yourself to Write


“Gifted storyteller Barbara Sapienza awakens our childlike wonder as she invites us to explore the power of the feminine, of mystical knowing, and of trusting our heart in this beautifully crafted fairy tale of love and healing. Her rich characters, like a fine cabernet, made me want to savor each page.”


—DONNA STONEHAM, author of Catch Me When I Fall and The Thriver’s Edge


“I’ll never go back to Golden Gate Park without thinking of white-caped Elena filling her bag with acorns under the oaks. Sapienza has conjured magic in the fairy-tale city of San Francisco, where a hero might be driving a cab and a witch may live next door.”


—ANN LUDWIG, travel writer for The New York Times


“Though set in contemporary San Francisco, Barbara Sapienza’s spellbinding The Girl in the White Cape invites you into an old-world fairy tale. Nearly fifteen-year-old Elena lives in a world apart. She longs to have ‘normal’ friends her age, but how can she escape alienation? How can anyone? Sapienza shows the way.”


—DIANNE ROMAIN, author of The Trumpet Lesson


“I identify with Elena’s journey as she faces the unknown and opens herself to magical connections with others. She is afraid, but she still leans into and trusts an inner intuition that guides her, teaching us that even as we encounter darkness, new ways of seeing can be found.”


—GAIL WARNER, author of Weaving Myself Awake: Voicing the Sacred Through Poetry


“Author Barbara Sapienza has given us a gift of beauty and magic, one that spins us in a dizzying Russian fairy-tale land and then seamlessly back into modern-day San Francisco. She surprises and delights with the twists and turns of the book so that the reader is swept along into enjoyable and unexpected directions. Mythical and archetypal, The Girl in the White Cape is spellbinding!”


—CHERYL KRAUTER, author of Odyssey of Ashes
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Yet mystery and reality


Emerge from the same source.


This source is called darkness.


Darkness born from darkness.


The beginning of all understanding.


—LAO TZU, Tao Te Ching, Chapter 1












CHAPTER 1: The Doll






Elena, on the eve of her fifteenth birthday, closes the book of fairy tales and wonders what this year will bring. Resting in the attic room of the Russian church Our Lady of Sorrow, her head touches the book—a remnant from her childhood. The frayed pages of the fairy tales give off the scent of loneliness for all these years gone by without a mother.


She remembers how Father Al would read this book to her whenever she could not stop crying. Her favorite story, the one she insisted he read over and over, was “Vasilisa the Beautiful and Baba Yaga.” She especially liked the part with the doll because she, too, had a doll she kept in her pocket. Even now, as she’s about to turn fifteen, she keeps Kukla there. When she caresses her, she can hear Father Al whispering his kind words.


“Listen—hush, little child—listen for the unbroken cord,” he would repeat until she stopped crying and peeped out from under the wool blanket.


His eyes, wet too, would drip tears over a smiling face. “Hug your little doll when you’re sad and scared, ask her to help you. You know she’s a gift from your mom.”


Thus comforted, she would fall asleep with the little doll in her hand. In her dreams, she would see her beautiful mother standing in a garden, holding out the doll.


As the years passed, she sometimes wondered if she should ask Father Al what had happened to her mother, but thinking of asking always gave her a crick in her neck or a cramp in her stomach. She knew her mother would not have left her if not for a good reason. And besides, she didn’t want to know what made that stiffness inside her. Still, each time Father got near the end of “Vasilisa the Beautiful” she would say, “Again, Father,” hoping for some clue to the mystery. Again and again he read the story until she fell asleep—but no clues ever surfaced.


Though she knows the story by heart, she doesn’t know its ending or what lies ahead for her. All she knows is she wakes up each morning in a cozy attic room with her lovely little Kukla tucked close into her side, and a sense of living in a dream—of being a storybook girl who goes every day, except Sundays, to Baba Vera and Dedushka Victor’s.


As a child, Elena became Vasilisa the Beautiful. And like Vasilisa, she was adopted. Father Al found her on the doorstep of the church when she was just a few days old. Pinned to her infant nightie was a loving note from her mother, and in her bassinette was the beloved doll who has been her friend and confidante all these years since. Like Vasilisa, Elena keeps her doll in her pocket and goes into the woods to her baba’s house, where magical things happen. Elena’s baba is not Baba Yaga, however, but Baba Vera. Father Al says baba means grandma, but Elena doesn’t think she’s a real grandma like the old ladies who come to Father Al’s masses and show him pictures of infants.


Elena doesn’t think it’s a coincidence that she grew up listening to this fairy tale. She wonders if Father Al has ever noticed the similarities between her and Vasilisa, or knows that Vasilisa was her imaginary friend for many years—one who made magic things happen, like a flying broom she could spin on to make herself dizzy; who helped her not to be afraid in the woods; who climbed with her up the low horizontal trunk of that old bay laurel in the courtyard all the way to where the trunk split, then swung down with her on the same branch to the garden floor, where they laughed themselves silly. She and her imaginary friend were sisters. We imagined getting lost and found in the woods, we were best friends, and together, we were not so alone, she remembers.


V used to say, “Make yourself dizzy, Elena—spin, spin. Don’t be afraid.” They knocked themselves out spinning, laughing, and falling down. Now Elena makes room for the mysterious nature of her life—like Kukla, who helps her to complete her tasks, and like Baba, who seems to have no age. Father Al says she’s ageless.


Sometimes Elena imagines the fairy tale foreshadows her life. It’s like having a map. Knowing that comforts her. She just has to stay within the borders and spin sometimes, like V told her to do long ago.


Elena rolls over and curls into the soft bed, clutching Kukla, contemplating the parts of the story that have holes in them. She’s never understood, for instance, why Vasilisa got kicked out of her stepmother’s house and was sent into the woods alone to find fire and then had to bring it back in a skull. Imagine! That’s too weird! But then she’s also never understood why Father Al started taking her every day to Baba Vera’s house to work when she was just a little girl, when she would have been happy enough sorting prayer cards and playing with the rosaries in the church chapel or digging or swinging with her imaginary friend in the courtyard.


Baba Vera acts a bit like a witch. Elena’s scared of her but Father Al says she shouldn’t worry, “She took care of me and she’s there like a grandmother to help you out.” She knows he’s telling her the truth by the way he looks into her eyes, the way his lips curve in a crescent moon, and the way his long, smooth hands pat her shiny red hair. Sometimes he takes her hand in his as a reassurance. And yet Baba can scare the heck out of her.


One day when they were walking across Golden Gate Park, Elena asked Father Al who Baba really was and why she couldn’t just stay in the pretty church with him with the colorful candles reflecting on Saint Seraphin, her favorite saint. He said that Baba, who he sometimes called Auntie, had helped him when Elena came to stay at his church—even advised him. Then, walking with a lighter step, he said, “Baba is the eternal spring; she just keeps flowing.”


In that moment Elena’s eyes must have lit up like a Christmas tree, because what he said about an eternal spring made her feel all wired inside with sparks. She loved water and the way it moved; she tried to fit Baba into that image.


Father Al chuckled. “That one! She never gets old.”


Elena wanted to hear more about Father Al’s experiences when he was a boy and more about Baba, the flowing stream, but she didn’t ask. She was content just to stay with his light step. She was learning that each thing had its time and place and maybe this was one of those places to hold back. Like Vasilisa, Elena shouldn’t ask certain questions, and this was a certain question.


The holes in the fairy tale seemed to mirror the holes in her life. Sometimes things seem strange—but maybe that’s the magic.




Kukla rests close to Elena’s chest, bestowing body warmth as if her red pinafore and red shoes send out the fire of the sun. Under her little white crown lay the silkiest ringlets of blond hair, about an inch long. Elena wraps them around her finger and, hugging Kukla’s chest, Elena repeats the words of the letter left to her by her birth mother all those years ago, words she knows by heart:




I leave you this little doll with my blessing. Keep it with you always and do not show it to a soul. If you are ever in trouble, give the doll something to eat and ask its advice. It will take your food and tell you what to do.







In the morning, the soft light of dawn flows through Elena’s dormer window. As an infant she slept downstairs in a crib near Father Al’s chapel, listening to his Kyrie lullabies, until she got to an age when stories became more interesting to her and she began requesting “Vasilisa the Beautiful.”


The book peeks from under the pillow, reminding her that she read it last night, poring over each colorful page. She smiles and rolls over—feeling the new day, remembering it’s the start of her sixteenth year. Today something shines inside, like the sunrise, yet there is struggle. It’s as if she’s been climbing a mountain and she’s about to get to the top—but then what? These feelings seem contradictory and she’s not sure how to hold them both side by side. She gets a cramp in her stomach when she thinks of the lady who pinned the soft doll to her nightie long ago.


Kukla is nested in beside her, warming her. Kukla’s soft, not a lacquered nesting doll like the ones she’s seen in a Russian store on Geary Boulevard. Elena prefers to think that Kukla has a long thread of sister dolls—others like her who wear special crowns, red pinafores, and satin shoes. What if a whole family exists? Sometimes she envisions a long shiny braid of hair connecting Kukla to dolls in front of her with others that will come following behind. It’s like every little girl has or will have her own little doll to help her—like they are all connected in a silky tapestry of time. That thought gives her pause.


She hugs her doll. Thank you for being here with me. You help and protect me. Because of you I can do all those silly tasks Baba Vera gives me.


Elena does the planting and gardening, harvesting and canning, sorting and pairing the good from the bad, cooking and cleaning, and now carving Baba’s favorite cuts of meat, like tenders and flanks. The amount of work Baba gives is demanding, and Elena doesn’t know how she completes it, other than for Kukla giving her the strength to do so. She knows she must stay focused. Baba is strict and more than that. Father Al calls her a taskmaster. “She’s testing you because she knows you can do it,” he tells Elena, then adds, “She wants to see you succeed.”


Sometimes, though, it feels like she’s trying to trick her. Oftentimes, Elena doesn’t believe she’s got her back after all.


Father Al used to say Baba came from heaven. But mostly, Elena senses Baba is at the beginning of that line of dolls she imagines, leading the way. Baba lives her life like a dream, with all its nonsense parts running wild, and when the dream work is done, the images dissolve and fly away.




After dressing, Elena takes her white cape and red bag and leaves Our Lady, heading under the blue dome through the foyer. Father doesn’t greet her with her usual Russian sweet bread and tea. He must be with a parishioner.


As she passes through the vestibule, she hears a woman shrieking. She covers her ears, shielding herself from the shrill voice, and exits quickly out the main entrance and onto the street. Outside, she sees a young man parked in his taxi in front of the church, waiting. For whom? she wonders. Is he waiting for the screaming woman? Odd—she’s never seen a cab parked in front of Our Lady. Most people walk to the church.


There’s no one else on the street; the houses in the neighborhood quietly shine in the morning autumn sun. The taxi driver’s head stays down when Elena slips around the yellow cab and takes a peek inside. A long ponytail runs down his back, and his head is tilted forward, heavy-lidded eyes staring at a point below his steering wheel. She thinks he might be napping, until she glimpses a cell phone in his lap.


She’s not allowed to have a cell phone, and Father Al doesn’t even have one, so she doesn’t know much about how they work. All she knows is that people walk past her on the street with their eyes glued to the small screen, never noticing her as she passes them. She’s aware how easy it is for her to glide through space unnoticed, like a sleek cat, in this world where people seem to pay so little attention—like this man who has not even noticed her presence. She sometimes imagines she’s invisible—and she might believe it, too, if kids didn’t ruin it by staring at her sometimes.


The first time she noticed other kids staring at her she was eight, walking from Our Lady across Golden Gate Park with Father Al. The kids were coming from the opposite direction, crossing the park.


“Who are they, Father? And why are their clothes so different from mine?” asked eight-year-old Elena. She looked at her white woolen cape and black skirt, fingered the red bandana on her head.


The boys wore colorful pants and sporty jackets with names and numbers on them; the girls wore print dresses and skirts, tight-legged stockings, and bright-colored jackets with zippers. They all carried backpacks with names like Jansport and The North Face on them and they chatted loudly, playing and pulling at each other as they approached . . . until they noticed her. That’s when they stared.


When they stared, she stared back.


“These children are walking to school,” Father Al explained.


“School?”


“Yes, they go every day to learn things like you do.”


“But I don’t see them at Baba’s.” She wondered if they were under some spell—if they were working alongside her but she couldn’t see them. Elena, steeped in magic, couldn’t fathom that there might be another school they went to where she didn’t go.


“They go to public school,” Father Al said.


“Do they have a Baba Yaga too?”


“They do, though it’s a woman or a man they call teacher.”


“Is Baba Vera my teacher?”


“Yes.”


“Why don’t those children come to my school?” She pulled on his cassock. “Why don’t I go to their school, Father?”


“Because you are special. You are not like them.” His brow furrowed when he said this. “You are meant to study with Baba until she fulfills her plan.”


“I don’t understand.”


“All you need to know for now is that she will keep you safe.”


Though she trusted Father Al, she could see by the look on the children’s faces that they found her mysterious, or at least different from them. Like the ducks, they traveled in a gaggle, while she walked with only a priest by her side. Momentarily she had that prickly feeling inside, like she got when she thought of her mother in the garden, holding up Kukla. Then she wondered briefly if any of the kids had a priest, or a doll—but whom could she ask?


Elena looked up at Father Al. His face was more serious than she wanted it to be.


“And I must keep you safe, too,” he said. “When I was a child, I had a difficult time, and it was only Baba Vera’s ways that kept me on course. Like you, I went to her house every day, and it was she who noticed my calling and steered me to become a priest.”


Elena couldn’t imagine Father Al as a child. And she knew nothing about children. The only ones she’d ever seen were those she passed in the park. She’d never spoken to any. She’d never had a friend her own age, except for V, and she was imaginary. Elena wished she had a friend like the children on the path—to be one of them and not be so different. Sometimes she felt like a lost girl; if it weren’t for her doll, she’d be alone. She reached into her pocket and squeezed Kukla, who assured her someday she would have a friend.


So every weekday after the mass, when the sun was up, she and Father Al walked hand in hand across the park to Baba’s cabin. On the way they often lingered at the ponds and trees to watch the bison and ducks who lived in Golden Gate Park.


Elena loved to walk beside Father Al, who always wore a black cassock and a funny hat. She loved how he walked at her pace. They were always in step. When she stopped to examine an autumn leaf or even a small mole scurrying underfoot, Father Al was looking at it too. She marveled at their instepness. It was as if they were one.


She remembers the day she told him she didn’t want to go to Baba’s house.


“Father, I don’t want to go there today,” she said one day.


“You don’t have to go,” he said. “Let’s just walk into the park toward Middle Drive and then you can decide.”


They crossed the park at 36th Avenue and walked west toward the bison field. It was cold outside, and the bison were huddling together in a family group like the ducks often did. Elena and Father Al stopped to watch.


“Look, they’re wearing thick coats. How do they do it? Do they have a doll, Father?”


His eyebrows seemed to smile but he didn’t laugh at her question. “Yes,” he said. “I imagine they do.”


By the time they cross JFK and arrive at the duck pond on Middle Drive, she was content to continue on to the cabin alone, where her work would be set out for her. She continues through the park toward Baba’s. She loves how, now that she’s a teenager, she can walk alone through this glorious park, so beautiful in all seasons. It’s almost as if Father Al is right beside her.


As she reaches the duck pond, the wind picks up. She hastens her step. It’s November and the leaves are changing to brown, yet one yellow leaf blows away from its branch, seeming to saunter above her head before landing in the moist earth. The trees, both deciduous and coniferous, drop cones or pine needles and colored leaves, making a rich mulch for the small insects that happily roam in the mix. She hears a raptor squeal off in the distance as smaller birds peep. Squirrels jockey about the trunks and branches. When she reaches the small pond, she sits and watches the ducks waking up, waddling from their evening rest. She counts them. Satisfied they are all there, she walks on out of the park.


Baba’s house, a hidden cabin-style construction, sits behind a shop front on a busy street. This is where Victor, when he’s home, builds wooden chairs, constructs bows and arrows, and makes brooms out of straw and herbs.


Elena crosses the street in front of their house and wonders what Baba Vera might make her do today. It seems she’s graduated from dusting the skulls that hang on Baba’s walls, or sweeping and piling hay into tall piles, to cutting meats into tenders and flanks. Most likely Baba Vera will continue teaching her about meat today. It seems like she is preparing Elena for food service and not the priesthood. Then again, she’s never seen a girl priest.


Years ago, Baba shrieked, scaring the hell out of her, “The broomstick! You know what it’s for, little girl? You remember?” She laughed then, a hearty laugh—like a madwoman. She had no idea what she was talking about, but she recalled the tale where Baba Yaga flies in a mortar and pestle.


“Yeah, sure, you’ll use that broom to fly over the neighborhood with your bow and arrow, looking for meat,” Victor teased, meeting Elena’s wide-eyed stare, making her feel more at ease.


Elena had never seen her fly, but if anyone could, it was Baba Vera.


When Elena enters the side passageway of the house, a dizzying feeling greets her, as though she’s just stepped up on a merry-go-round like the one in Golden Gate Park. Is this spinning round and round part of that birthday feeling and the deep change she feels coming, or just the usual vertigo she gets near the cottage? She breathes deeply and walks toward the wooden gate that leads to the back of the house.


Bones and skulls line the side fence to the back entrance, none of them visible from the outside storefront on Taraval Street. Even though she’s been coming here for seven years, it’s still an electrifying experience to pass through these gates where skulls belonging to people from another time greet her. It’s as if she’s entered another world. Who were they when they lived? Sometimes the bones seem to be breathing. The fine hairs on her arms stick up as electricity courses up her spine. She marvels at this life force that grips her after all these years.


She passes through a second wooden gate and looks toward the kitchen door of the house.












CHAPTER 2: Fee Fi, Fo, Fum






Elena arriving, rubs a hand over her cheek, feeling more at ease in the middle room between Baba’s kitchen and Dedushka Victor’s workbench, where a world of birch and cedar mixes with borscht and cabbage to make a masala. But most prevalent is the smoky scent of legs of lamb and pork hanging from the ceiling and the fresh smell of the haystacks Baba keeps for her animals: three guinea pigs, some chickens, a pig, and the mean goat Koza, who’s tied up in the long, narrow backyard amongst the hanging vines. Except for the guineas, who are Baba’s mascots, the animals live outside—the chickens in a coop, Koza on a long leash, and Piglet, the pig, who sleeps on a dog bed in a small house.


Elena fears Dedushka Victor—or De-doo, as she refers to him affectionately—will kill Piglet one day for a special feast. She used to love and pet all these animals, but now she knows they will become food, hung out to dry like the ones hanging from the inside beams of the cabin, so she’s tried to put some distance between herself and them—all except for Piglet. She has asked De-doo on several occasions to spare the pig, whom she loves as a pet and walks every day in mid-morning up Taraval on a leash.


From the middle room Elena jiggles the squeaky doorknob into Baba’s kitchen but before she can open it, she hears Baba Vera dart to the door, calling, “Fee, fi, fo, fum!”


Baba still plays this game, even though it’s no longer a surprise. It’s as if she role-plays the big bad witch of the fairy tale to test Elena—or she’s just a madwoman, which Elena increasingly suspects is the case.


“Who is there?” Baba opens the door wearing her red apron and brown garden boots and ushers Elena into the warm kitchen of the log-framed hut. The black iron stove is burning with red embers and a pot of soup, top boiling. Tall beef ribs stick out of the pot and salute Elena. She doesn’t know where to look. The place is a mess.


This fee, fi, fo, fum has long been Baba’s way of greeting her. It’s like her signature handshake. Maybe it’s her way of keeping Elena on her toes, but it doesn’t scare her anymore. After years of the same greeting, she’s grown used to it. Baba always knows when she’s arrived. She runs around the hay on her broom, making dust, spinning the straw into a whirlpool, then orders, “Sweep it up, dearie, and do it cheery. Ha! Ha!”


Before Elena takes off her cape, she asks, “Baba, please, can you tell me about the woman visiting Father Al this morning?”


Baba squeals, swirling once again in the whirlpool of dust she’s created, and the sound makes Elena jump. It reminds her of the high-pitched voice she heard this morning behind the door in Father Al’s chapel. She’s not surprised that Baba knows. She imagines Baba has a crystal ball and that she must know about the taxi driver too.


Baba is still spinning around. The commotion sends a small mouse out from the hay.


“Baba, tell me please about the woman,” Elena asks again, but Baba just looks away, her lips twisting like a sideways S shape, and smacks her lips.


“And the man in the taxi outside Our Lady this morning?”


“He’ll be back in good time, you’ll see,” Baba says, “and he’ll take that foul woman with him.”


Elena feels worried for Father Al but realizes no further information will be forthcoming from Baba on this topic, so she turns away and walks back into the middle room between De-doo’s studio and the kitchen to hang her cape and take an apron. In this middle room, empty of the farm feeling, she feels steady. Meanwhile, she hears Baba gabbing away in some confusing, seemingly nonsense syllables—a gibberish Elena doesn’t understand.


When she switches back to English, she yells, “You can twirl that small mouse by its tail, give him a ride, make him dizzy, put him in a tailspin, and fling him away!”


Elena wonders what the hell she’s talking about. Is Baba asking her to catch the mouse with her bare hands? Or is she referring to the woman in the church, or the man in his cab? She doesn’t ask; she just sets about sweeping the kitchen floor, piling up the hay, and focusing on the frame of the cabin, with its wooden logs and seamless joints—not a nail to be seen. Her concentration on the cabin structure gives order to her mind. Obviously, she can’t expect Baba to make any sense.


Elena wishes De-doo were here today to help clarify for her. He translates Baba’s words and helps her to make sense of things. He even teases Baba when she says weird stuff, making Elena feel understood. He’s like the seamless joints in the cabin.


One day De-doo told Elena about their home. “It just passed down and down as needed, and then down to us.” Another time he said it was a model of the oldest Russian house built in 1836 in Fort Ross, California. Elena knew her dedushka Victor wasn’t that old—but then he, like Baba, didn’t seem to have any particular age.


Another time he said he wanted to create a cabin similar to the one he lived in as a child in Russia. He couldn’t remember the name of the town where he’d been born, but he knew how to work with his hands to build furniture. Elena likes to think De-doo built this cabin after the one he lived in in Russia. She can’t help thinking it’s just like the one in the fairy tale Vasilisa visited to get the fire.


Baba perches on the table in the kitchen, her skinny legs dangling, her striped socks rolled down and showing her knees, which are padded with the cups she uses for gardening. As Elena comes nearer, she jumps down in front of her, lands on all fours, and starts crawling around on her hands and knees. Elena knows she’s looking for her guinea pigs—especially the white one, which she likes to have around during the daylight hours. Baba associates her white guinea with daylight, like in the fairy tale where a white horse and rider bring up the day.


Baba stops at the sliding ladder. She agilely maneuvers her tiny, bony frame up the rungs, hoisting herself up to a large cold storage unit. When she’s level with it, she opens the door and grabs at a beef shoulder clod on the top shelf. The moist hunk of fresh meat slides out easily into her arms.


“Get to it, Girl. I’m famished. You need to slice that meat and fry it.” She wobbles on the moveable ladder. “Hand me those shears.” On the wall is a humongous pair of shears, stainless steel, reflecting the light. Elena frees the heavy tool from its hook, no longer surprised by its weight after having done this repeatedly. But these shears seem wrong for this job; they look more like something you’d use to cut large branches, not to snip meat.


“Here, Baba.” She holds out the unyielding shears. “But tell me, how will you cut through that shoulder with these?” she says, thinking a meat knife and then a grinder would be better.


“Ahh! You are too smart; you’ve already learned which tools are right. But give it here.” Baba takes the shears out of her hand and twirls them in the air like a baton while all the time hugging the beef clod and standing precariously on her ladder. Then she jumps down and hands the shears back to Elena, who returns them to their hook, wondering if what’s just transpired is another ritual game, or another test.


Shoving her face close to Elena’s, Baba says, “Now you take the shoulder and cut it, so we can fry it as flank steaks.” When Elena doesn’t react right away, Baba screams, “Go to it, girl—I’m hungry!”


But it seems she can’t wait for the shoulder to be properly butchered and fried; Baba goes to the stove where long rib bones are boiling in the broth she makes for bone soup and stews, grabs one rib for each of her scrawny hands, and chews the bones clean. When she’s done, she drops them back into the pot of water on the iron stove.


“Now get to work,” Baba says. “Quit that stalling and do your work the way I showed you! I want the petite tender cut off of the top blade for my hors d’oeuvre.” Baba wipes her mouth on her sleeve and rubs on past Elena on her way out to the garden.


Elena thinks of her like a feral animal—unpredictable, wild, always hungry.


Elena sighs once Baba’s outside. She knows she can cut the tiny tender from the shoulder blade the way Baba showed her how to do it, but she’s afraid to mess it up. She whispers a little prayer to her doll: “Kukla, please help me know which tools to use, to stay steady, and to follow the steps I’ve learned to remove the bone connective tissue and cut deep into the meat.”


Focus and we will get this done, Elena says to herself. She takes a deep breath and exhales slowly, trying to tame her shaking. She sits at the table and rests her head on the cold slab of meat, which still smells fresh and clean. For that she is grateful.


She looks at the shears she returned to the wall, huge for her small hands and definitely the wrong tool. Baba tried to trick her again.


Elena looks to the cupboard, full of fine knives, and finds the appropriate tool. The sharp, curved knife seems to slide into the chuck primal, and soon even the petite tender is freed from the shoulder clod. After placing it on a special Baba plate, the one with the rooster handle, she cuts the orange connective tissue away and then removes an inch of fat. The knife slides along the connective tissue and frees up two tender pieces of beef. She smiles, feeling competent.


She moves deftly and silently through the room, gathering up her tools, stacking the various cuts of meat in preparation for cooking. From the open doorway, Baba yells, “I see you’ve removed the petite tender.”


Elena’s gaze swivels to her.


Baba’s eyes wind around her rotating head in excitement. “And gotten down to the grandma skin.” She waves her arms in the air and jumps up and down, and suddenly she is standing next to Elena, her eyes sparkling with pleasure, a smile rising on her wrinkled apple face as she sees the small steak tender separated from the shoulder blade and the skirt steak perfectly trimmed and tied in a steady shape, ready for braising.


Elena knows she’s made her happy, though Baba will never praise her.


Baba takes the meat in her hands and places it near the oven, then gathers a stack of laundry piled a meter high. Like lightning, her voice changes from excitement to a thunderous roar. “Wash them and hang them out on the line behind the house,” she hisses.


Handwashing De-doo’s stained work clothes and heavy gardening outfits are Elena’s least favorite task. Thankfully, they no longer use lye.


The sunlight on walls of the back room play dark and warm with the birchwood paneling, making it look like birch trees in a forest home. Large pots and pans hang beside the skulls of her ancestors. When Elena was young, she used to touch the bones and feel the shapes inside and out. Inside the skull was the scariest, especially around the jaw and eye sockets. What if the jaw closed on her hand or a tongue was still there? Baba didn’t seem to mind her handling them; in fact, she seemed to invite her to know them. Elena imagined the bones liked her handling them—that if they could talk they might even have cooed, the way Baba hummed when she made Elena massage her tired feet, as she caressed them. Perhaps this playing with bones was a prep for butchering meat. Or maybe Baba wanted Elena to know about death.


Playing with the skulls was a way to get rid of her fear of them. She’d sit on the braided red and green rug, talking, and eventually asking, silently, who they once were. Were you a czar? A princess? A Baba Yaga? A horseman? A stepsister? She cycled through all the characters in her Russian fairy tales. Then, carefully, she would wrap the skulls in her woolen cape—warmed by the black iron stove, which cast a glow of embers all day—and rock the bones in her arms, imagining they were sisters and brothers.


“Hang those clothes in the sun before it sets!” Baba screeches, arousing her from her memories. “Be sure to wring Dedushka Victor’s work pants tightly—and when you’re done, sweep the floor. Then hang the small carpets far away from the clean laundry and beat them to death.”


Elena goes out through the kitchen door and selects a short wooden paddle to beat out the dust from the rugs, knowing Baba is watching her.


“Harder, harder!” Baba yells. “Make those dust bugs fly out.” She rushes on her broomstick through the door to the clotheslines with her mouth open wide to catch the chiggers. The lowering sun reflects on the critters, which seem to spill into her mouth.


Before Elena leaves THIS afternoon, she feels the impulse to ask once again about the man outside Our Lady, about the woman screaming at the top of her lungs, but she stops herself. Baba is looking in her eyes as a genie who could grant her wishes.


She has that special way of knowing when Elena wants to ask something, and she goads her. “Why don’t you ask more questions?” the old woman demands.


“Let that be all,” Elena replies. “You said yourself that those who know too much grow old too soon, Baba.”
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