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On Language





Throughout this historical novel, I have attempted to stay true to the language that was used in the specific years covered in the story. At times, that required using language that today would or could be considered offensive. In 1963, the character Ilana worked at a camp for “mentally retarded children.” Beginning in the 1990s, the term “mentally retarded” was replaced by “intellectual disability,” but it would be jarring and incorrect to use “intellectual disability” in a scene set in 1963. Similar considerations apply to the term “Negro,” which was the term by which Black Americans identified themselves from the 1940s until the late 1960s, after which the preferred term became “Black.” The issue of the term “Indian” to refer to Indigenous Americans is less clear, nor is the current preference consistent across tribes. “Indian” is only used in the novel to refer to “Indian Village,” the common name for an actual group of apartment buildings that were in Hyde Park at the time in which each building was named after a tribe.


This novel uses many Yiddish and Hebrew words throughout, especially in the earlier chapters. The words generally are explained where they appear, and there also is a glossary at the end of the book. Yiddish actually is written in Hebrew letters like this שידיי, but the Yiddish words in this novel are presented in transliteration. The spelling of Yiddish terms in this book uses the transliteration standards of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. From its website: “YIVO became the acknowledged authority on the Yiddish language and pioneered important linguistic research on Yiddish. The standards YIVO developed for Yiddish orthography, or spelling, and for the transliteration of Yiddish into English are today the most commonly used by publishers and scholars.” The YIVO spelling standards may be less familiar to readers than some other spellings. The name of the main character is often spelled Gittle, but here it is spelled Gitel. It rhymes with the word “little.” Another example is the word khutspe (audacity), which may be more familiar to readers as chutzpah. Nevertheless, the YIVO spelling is more appropriate.


However, words that came from Hebrew into Yiddish, such as shabbes (the prescribed day of rest from sundown Friday until sundown Saturday), challah (the braided bread eaten on shabbes), or mazel (luck), are spelled in their more well-known form in which they have passed into English usage. About twenty percent of Yiddish is Hebrew words, often with a slightly different pronunciation.
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Rayzel, a small, slim woman with dark curly hair, who is less than five feet tall, is still wearing her night clothes when she adds wood to the coals in the huge bakery oven. With satisfaction, she looks around at the white walls, the large, scrubbed-clean wooden tables, the bins of flour, and the closed cabinets containing nuts, honey, poppy seeds, raisins, cinnamon, chocolate, and other ingredients. Nothing has been disturbed. It is 4:00 a.m. on Friday, and there is much work to do. She knows that the Jews of Borisov depend on her challah and sweets to make their shabbes.


She goes back into the living area attached to the bakery and wakes her five sons and her sister Yokha to help her, all the while nursing her baby daughter, Gitel. The sons tumble into the bakery, the younger ones mixing dough, the older ones kneading it to make the challah. She begins to create sweet dough for filling with poppy seed, and to make rugelach, babka, and raisin cookies. Everyone works with great concentration. The only sound comes when she periodically takes a bit of dough from each batch, says the required blessing, and tosses the bit into the fire.


Rayzel gazes at her children and sister working so well together, and covers with her hand the wide smile she feels developing on her face so she will not distract anyone. The warmth of the bakery is favorable to the dough rising quickly, so by 8:00 a.m. the bakery shelves are lined with many dozens of challahs shining from the egg wash on their crusts or glistening with sesame seeds on top, along with pastries whose fragrance invites eating. She shoos her sons inside, reminding them all to wash their hands and the older ones to daven (pray) before doing anything else.


As Rayzel gets dressed for the day, she thinks about her life up until now and where it may be going. My husband Yankel had been in the Russian army since we were married. He is expert at handling horses, keeping them healthy, and treating them when they are ill. The army felt they needed him, and did not want to let him go. He did get paid, but not that much—and it sometimes was difficult for the pay to reach me. My earnings from the bakery always were very important for the family. The earnings are especially important now, because Yankel has gone to America to avoid the army’s insistence that he sign up for another five years. He has had enough of army life, which is especially hard on Jews. But I am not sure what that means for me, the children, or my bakery. I try not to think about that.


At nine o’clock, she opens the bakery to customers, with baby Gitel settled into a cloth sling close to her body. She does not expect many customers this early, so her eyebrows rise in surprise when the door dings an arrival almost as soon as she has turned the sign to OPEN.


A woman walks in quickly and without the customary greeting says, “Oy, Rayzel, I have such a problem. I think you are the only one who can help me.”


“And a gut morgn to you too, Khavele,” Rayzel says. “I am well, Gott’s dank. Now what is your problem and how can I help?”


“This is the third Friday in a row. I go outside to get a goose for our dinner to take to the shoykhet to have it slaughtered. I count the geese, and one is missing! Each week! There is no way a goose could have escaped. Someone in this town is a ganif! He’s stealing from us! We’ll be begging for alms soon if this keeps up.”


Rayzel leans her elbows on the counter to be closer to Khave. “I see. This is a problem. Have you talked to the rabbi?”


“The rabbi would be sympathetic, but what will he do? Everyone knows that you are good at finding things that are lost. People still talk about how you figured out what happened to Feigel’s brooch. And how you cure people of headaches and melancholy. And so many other stories about you. You are famous among the Jews of Borisov. Please help me!”


Rayzel sighs. “Just a moment.” She goes to the door of the house and calls Yokha to come into the bakery.


“Yokha, I must go out for a while to help Khave. Could you take care of the bakery?”


“Gotenyu, dear God, I just got the older boys off to kheder [religious school]. I need to clean the house and start preparing the food for shabbes. How can I stand in the bakery all day?”


“Not all day. Just for a couple of hours. Kheder ends early today. When Hirsh gets back from kheder, he can watch the bakery, and I’ll help you get us ready for shabbes.”


“I guess I can do that. Let me just change from my housecleaning clothes. I’ll be right back.”


Khave says, “Thanks so much, Yokha. I appreciate it.”


“So Khave, do you have a suspicion about who this ganif is?” Rayzel asks.


“No, none at all.”


“Then I will just have to start from scratch and see what I can do. Go home for now and take your goose to the shoykhet to be slaughtered.”


Yokha comes back into the bakery. Rayzel takes a basket and puts into it six loaves of challah and some pastries, covering them with a kerchief. Someone in this town who steals a goose must be hungry and too poor to buy one, she thinks. And he or she probably has a family, because there are more convenient foods for a single person to steal. A goose requires a lot of preparation.


It is a clear autumn day. It has not yet snowed to turn the dirt paths into slush, so she makes good time walking past the neighboring houses. Her first stop is at the small, not well-kept house of Mira and Shmuel. Mira answers the door with two small children hiding behind her.


“A gut morgn, Rayzel. What brings you here?”


“I wanted to be sure you have what you need for shabbes. I brought along a freshly baked challah and some pastry. Would you like to have it?”


“Thank you. That is so kind.”


She hands Mira a challah and a few small pastries, and asks, “What will you be eating tonight?”


“I was able to get several chicken necks from the butcher and am planning on making a hearty chicken soup with beans, potatoes, carrots, turnips, and other vegetables. This challah and the pastries will make it very festive indeed. Again, thank you and gut shabbes.” Mira closes the door.


Rayzel stops at two more houses, gives out challah and pastries, and has similar conversations. Then she walks a little past the outskirts of her neighborhood to the house of Blume and Mendel. The house is in serious disrepair. When she knocks, Blume comes outside the door and closes it behind her, as if she does not want her to see what is inside.


“Vos makhstu, Blume? How are you? I’ve come to give you a gift for shabbes. Would you like some freshly made challah and pastries?”


“That is very kind of you, but we don’t need it. I’m making challah as we speak. It is very strange. For months we haven’t had enough money to have a proper shabbes meal. Then three weeks ago, Mendel said he earned some extra money and came home with a goose. What a treat! And he has done it each week since then. Isn’t that wonderful?”


“Yes, indeed. Do you know where Mendel is right now? I would like to talk with him. Just a bit of bakery business. I may need to hire him to help move some heavy bins. You know that my husband Yankel went ahead to America to escape from the army.”


“Of course. Mendel is studying at the shul now.”


“Thanks. I will look for him there. Gut shabbes.”


“Gut shabbes.”


She walks to the shul, peeks into the study hall, and sees that Mendel is indeed there. She makes a noise to get the rabbi’s attention, and motions for him to come into the hallway to speak to her.


“Rabbi, it has come to my attention that Mendel has not been earning enough lately to properly feed his family. I plan to give him a little work at the bakery, but it will not be enough. Could you encourage some of the other shopkeepers and factory owners to find some work for him? Maybe get him some steady work at the match factory?”


“Thank you so much for telling me, Rayzel. I certainly will do what I can to help.”


“And could you ask Mendel to come talk to me for a few minutes now?”


“Sure,” the rabbi says, going into the study hall to tap Mendel on the shoulder and point to Rayzel.


She watches Mendel get up and slowly walk toward her, as if he is reluctant to arrive. When he is close enough to talk without being overheard, she says, “I just spoke to Blume, who told me that you brought her a goose to prepare for dinner. In fact, this is the third week in a row that you have done that. That would be great, except one of Khave’s geese has gone missing each of the past three Fridays. I believe that is where you got the geese that you brought home.”


Mendel looks at his feet. “Rayzel, I haven’t had much work to do for a few months. First, I hurt my back and couldn’t lift anything, and then I just couldn’t find anything. You know, I’m not real smart. I’m shy and I don’t speak well, so it is hard for me to ask people to hire me. Blume just kept nagging me, saying we can’t even have a proper shabbes. So, I took the geese. I am ashamed. Are you going to tell the Russian police? Or the rabbi?” Mendel doesn’t look at Rayzel, but she sees a couple of tears leaking from his eyes.


“Here is what I am going to do, Mendel. I want you to come to the bakery on Sunday. I can give you a little work. I told the rabbi that you needed work, that is all, and he is going to try to help you find some. I will tell Khave that she is not going to lose any more geese. But you need to do enough work to pay for the geese you took. You need to take any job you can get. You can give me the money and I will give it to her, so she will not know who took them.”


“Thank you so much, Rayzel. God bless you!”


“And if there is any shabbes for which you do not have enough to make a nice meal, you come to me. I will make sure you have a little meat and challah and pastry.”


“I’ll never be so stupid again. I promise!”


Heading back to the bakery, Rayzel feels satisfied that she could solve this problem. She decides to take a few more minutes and stop at Khave’s nearby house to tell her that she no longer has to worry about her geese, and that she would in the future receive some compensation for the three that were taken.


She sits down in Khave’s kitchen. After telling Khave the outcome of her search, she decides she needs to share some of her own worries with her friend.


“Khavele, I am frightened about the idea of moving to America. Yankel expects us to follow him as soon as it is practical. And I certainly do not want to deprive my children of growing up with their father. But I like my life here in Borisov. And I enjoy working in my bakery.” Looking down at little Gitel sleeping against her body, she continues, “I felt such joy finally giving birth to a daughter, after having five sons. I love all my children, but Gitel is special.”


“She is, indeed,” Khave replies. “But I’m surprised that someone as strong as you is frightened of moving to America. We hear only good news from those in the community who have already gone. And in America there is no worry about Cossack raids or pogroms. I’m sure you’ve heard about the terrible pogroms in Kishinev and Gomel. We haven’t had one here, but it certainly could happen, kholile, God forbid.”


“It could happen, of course, kholile. But I wonder if the good news about America is the real story.” Rayzel looks down again at Gitel. “I understand why Yankel needed to go to America. The army was very hard for him; the goyim tormented him all the time. For all his talents with the horses and the desire of the officers to keep him, his fellow soldiers resented and disliked him and let him know it. And never let him forget that he was different from them. I hope America will be better for him. On the other hand, I really do not want to leave everything here and start over again there. How can I learn such a strange new language at my age? I never was able to learn Russian. How will I fit into a community there, if there even will be a community? I hear that many American Jews are not even frum, they are not observant. But what choice do I have?”


Khave just looks at Rayzel. “Oy, Rayzel. You should live and be well. I understand your concerns. Please feel free to come talk to me at any time. I know you wouldn’t want the whole community to know how you feel, but I’m careful about not spreading loshn hora; I never gossip.”


Rayzel thanks Khave and hurries back to the bakery.
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It isn’t until four years later, in 1911, that Rayzel has to face the reality of the move to America. Yankel has finally earned enough money to cover the trip for her and the six children to join him in South Bend, Indiana, where he has settled. Rayzel receives a letter, written in Yiddish, inviting her to pick up the tickets and funds that Yankel had sent from a bank in Chicago to a bank in Minsk. She arranges to go by horse-drawn coach from Borisov to Minsk, a distance of forty-six miles, the following week. She has been to Minsk a couple of times before with Yankel to visit a cousin, but has never traveled alone. She is fine being independent and resourceful in her own community, but this is a far different situation. By the time she reaches the bank, she is breathing in short, anxious breaths and perspiring.


The bank is in a small red brick building. Judging from the customers already there, it seems to be in the business of helping people who want to emigrate. The staff of the bank seems to be Jewish, and she hears Yiddish being spoken as she walks inside and presents her letter. She thinks, Vos a relief! I will be able to understand this. A receptionist asks her to have a seat. Soon after, a man invites her to sit across a desk from him and shows her the packet.


“Here is what your husband sent. You have tickets for yourself and six children on the SS Volturno, a ship that operates between Rotterdam and Halifax, Canada. To get to Rotterdam, you have railroad tickets from Minsk, passing through Lithuania, Poland, and Germany to get to the Netherlands. After you get to Halifax, you again have train tickets to take you to South Bend, Indiana, changing trains in Montreal, Canada.”


“Oy, that is so complicated. I hope I can manage to do all that. Traveling alone with the children would be difficult enough without all these changes from trains to the ship and back to trains.” Rayzel stops speaking and thinks for a minute. “Antshuldik mir, excuse me, none of that is your concern. A dank, thank you. I will go now.” She picks up the tickets and the money, and goes to her cousin’s house to spend the night before going back to Borisov the next morning. She is happy to see her cousin, but she lies awake all night with images of all the bad things that could happen on the trip. She imagines being stranded in a place where there are no Jews, losing one of the children while transferring from one thing to another, running out of money for food, the ship sinking, and all sorts of other disasters. She reminds herself to get new amulets for everyone before leaving, lest a dibuk or shed, an evil spirit, chase them on the trip.
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Rayzel has a great deal to do before the family can travel, so she distracts herself from her fears by being busy. She thinks about how the family can avoid eating treyf, food that is not kosher, during the long journey. She bakes lots and lots of what she calls traveling biscuits, ones that won’t get stale on the long trip. She knows they will start out hard and get harder as the trip goes on, and that her sons will object to the meager fare, but she cannot figure out anything else to do. She hopes that she can buy some fruits and vegetables, which are always kosher, between segments of the trip to improve their meals.


Yankel has not sent tickets or money for Yokha to travel with the family. Rayzel has to decide the best thing to do for Yokha, who would have to find a place to live and money to support herself after they left—at least until she could find a husband. She does not know what to do, so she asks to speak to the rabbi.


After Rayzel explains her dilemma, the rabbi says, “You are good to have rakhmones on your sister, kind to try to provide for her. One idea might be to sell the bakery, which should fetch a good price and give Yokha enough to sustain her for about a year. Maybe she will get married, or maybe you can send for her after that.”


“That is a good idea, Rabbi. But do you know who might want to buy the bakery, and who might have enough money to do that?”


“I might. A rabbi in a nearby town asked me if I knew of any opportunities to buy a business here. I will check on it.”


“A groysn dank, Rabbi. Thank you very much.”


The rabbi stops by the bakery to see Rayzel a week later. “I think I have found a buyer who can afford to pay a decent price. I would be happy to help you with the negotiations.”


“That would be wonderful, Rabbi. I know how to bargain for my bakery’s ingredients, but I have never negotiated something so expensive and consequential.”


Within another week, all is settled. The price paid for the bakery easily covers what she wants to give to Yokha and provides ample funds for their trip expenses.


Rayzel speaks to Yokha and tells her of the arrangements. “I guess you are wondering what will happen to you when we leave. Here is what I propose. I have sold the bakery for a good price, and plan to leave you enough money for a place to live and food for a year. Obviously, it would go further if you find another job. After we get settled in America, we will see what happens. Perhaps you will find a husband. Perhaps we will be able to afford to bring you to America if that is what you want.”


Yokha begins to cry. “You are so good to me, Rayzel. I couldn’t have a better sister. Ikh vintsh dir ales gut, I wish you everything good.”


The departure day arrives. A family friend who has a horse-drawn wagon drives all of them and their many pieces of luggage and bundles to the train station in Minsk. They settle into a cluster of seats in the third-class carriage for the long ride to Rotterdam. The children sit quietly for most of the trip, fascinated by the strange crops, trees, and towns they see through the windows. At some of the stops along the way, especially in larger towns and cities in Poland and Germany, there are vendors selling food on the platforms. Rayzel sends one or two of the older boys out of the train carriage to the platform, giving them some of the money that she had exchanged to the appropriate currency before they left, and explaining its value. “Go buy some fruits or vegetables or something dairy,” she says, flapping her hands nervously. “Be sure to stay near the train and return quickly.” Occasionally, she sees through the window that there is someone who is clearly Jewish selling some kosher food. “You can get whatever that man is selling to eat. You can trust him.” She saves her biscuits for the ship, when other supplies will not be available.


Rayzel thinks that the children behaved well during the train trip. The strange surroundings, perhaps, may have held down the usual level of bickering among the boys. Four-year-old Gitel, on the other hand, will not let go of her mother. She whines a lot and insists on sitting on Rayzel’s lap all the time. Gitel is a bit annoying, Rayzel thinks, but clinging is better than running around on the train. I would be terrified of losing her.


After nearly two days of traveling, they arrive in Rotterdam and go to the port to look at the SS Volturno. The ship is very long and wide, but not high. There is a single deck with a large cylinder that looks like a chimney in the middle, and two masts on each end. As Rayzel soon finds out, the majority of the ship is under the water, where it cannot be seen from the shore.


After finding the Jewish neighborhood in Rotterdam, they spend one night in a Jewish-run hotel and are able to eat in a kosher restaurant. The next day, in a kosher market, they buy some additional provisions for the trip, including dried figs, apples, and preserved meats. The family returns to the port, boards the ship, and descends two sets of ladders to the steerage compartment.


In the steerage section of the ship, Rayzel makes a little area for the family in the large room that contains many families. She uses their many suitcases and bundles to create something of a wall around the bunks that are assigned to them. She promulgates rules for the children.


“You are not allowed outside this wall without permission. If you need to go to one of the communal bathrooms, you need to tell me first so I know where you are. One of you older boys needs to go with Nokhem or Gitel if they need the bathroom. It is important that you watch out for each other. It looks like there are as many as seventy people in this room who are strangers. Who knows if any of them can be trusted.”


Rayzel’s admonitions work for a short while. But as time goes on, the area in which they are staying becomes increasingly stuffy, and the younger children become increasingly bored and restive. One day, on the second week that they are on the ship, Rayzel notices that Nokhem and Gitel have been gone for a while. They had said that they were going to the bathroom with one of the older boys, but the older boys are all in their places and Nokhem and Gitel are not. Rayzel is about to send her two oldest boys to search for them when they reappear.


“Oy gevalt. I was so worried. Where were you?”


“We just went to the bathroom, like we told you,” Nokhem says.


“Uh-huh. What took so long?”


“It just took long. Gitel had an upset stomach.”


“Is that true, Gitel?”


“Yes, Mama.”


“Neither of you is allowed to go to the bathroom without one of your older brothers. Remember what I said when we first got here. That is true even if the two of you go together. I am nervous enough about being in this room with all these strangers, and worrying about how we will manage on the rest of the trip. And what it will be like in South Bend. I do not need to worry about where you children are. Farshteyt?”


“Yes, Mama. We understand you,” they say in unison.


Two days later, Nokhem and Gitel tell Rayzel that they have to go to the bathroom and that Hirsh, who is already ten years old, will take them. After a reasonable amount of time, Rayzel notices that the three of them still have not come back. She paces around, hoping they will come back soon. She does not want to make a scene if they are just being slow.


Just then, two uniformed employees of the ship come into the steerage compartment, holding tightly to Hirsh, Nokhem, and Gitel. Rayzel rushes to meet them. She asks the employees what happened, but they do not understand her Yiddish. She grabs hold of the children and drags them back to their enclosure.


“The three of you are in big trouble. Who is going to tell me the truth about what happened?”


Hirsh begins to talk. “We thought the air down here smelled so bad, so we wanted to go up to the deck to smell some fresh air. When we went up the stairs, we were sort of blocked by an exhaust fan that by its smell may have come from the kitchen. We carefully walked around the edge of the exhaust, with me helping Gitel, and got to the deck. The sea air smelled wonderful. We saw some chairs facing the sea on the side of the deck, so we went to sit down and stared at the sea. But after a few minutes, those men in uniforms came up to us. They asked us something in a language we didn’t understand. Then they grabbed us and took us back down here.”


Rayzel is so angry that she slaps each of the three children on their cheeks. Gitel begins to cry.


“Stop crying, Gitel. You need to learn to do what I say. From now on, you tell me when you need the bathroom, and I will go with you.”


All three of them slink away, but Rayzel sees them giggling together later. She suspects that they are happy that they had such a nice adventure.


A couple days later, Gitel begins to complain to Rayzel. “I’m itchy,” she says. “We haven’t had a bath since we left our home.”


“Gitel, this is not the time or place to complain. You need to understand that we are really lucky to be able to leave Russia, and that life in America promises to be much better. We will be in America soon.”


“What was wrong with our life at home? I was happy there!”


“You are too young to understand. You will someday.”


Gitel sulks off to talk to Nokhem.


As the ship nears its destination, Rayzel bustles about gathering up their things, repeatedly counting the children, and assigning each of them what to carry. They all struggle up the ladders from steerage to the deck with their bundles as the ship docks in Halifax, Canada. After they get off the ship, they follow ship’s personnel across some railroad tracks and past some sheds with freight, and into a large room on the second floor of a building.


Rayzel keeps a tight hold on Gitel as she looks around, moving this way and then another way, still counting the boys. She is confused about what to do and where to go. She does not understand anything people say to her in the strange language. Then a woman comes up to her and begins speaking to her in Yiddish.


“Bagrisung tsu ir, welcome. I am from the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, HIAS. I can help you through the immigration process and give you something kosher to eat.”


“Dos volt zeyn vunderlekh, that would be wonderful,” Rayzel replies. “The children have not had much good food since we left Minsk.”


The woman from HIAS takes them to a table in another room where other Jews are sitting and eating. They are given hot chicken soup, herring, and bread—as much as they want. Rayzel feels warmth flowing through her body. She stops fidgeting with the bundles and counting the children, who all appear to be happily eating. This is the first time since they left home that Rayzel feels some hope that America will be okay.


When they finish eating, the HIAS lady directs them to a line for the place where immigrants are inspected. She stays with them to translate for Rayzel. Rayzel is given some papers that the lady says mean that the family is allowed to stay.


Rayzel once again organizes the luggage and bundles, giving each child something to carry, and leads the family to the lower level of the building, following after the HIAS lady. There is a big waiting room with benches that is very noisy, leading Gitel to burrow into Rayzel’s skirts. The HIAS lady helps Rayzel find the right train. She also gives Rayzel some packed kosher meals to take on the train.


“You will have to take two different trains, changing trains in a place called Montreal. Each train will take about a day and a night.” Gitel, hearing what the lady says, starts jumping up and down, pulling on Rayzel’s arm, and whining.


“No! I thought we were done traveling. I’m tired! I’m itchy!”


Rayzel just gives her a disgusted look and says, “Zay shtil,” be quiet.


Everyone settles into the seats on the train, and again they stare out the windows at the scenery. The houses and fields look different from those back in Borisov, and different from what they saw traveling through Europe. The children doze off for much of the trip, but Rayzel is carefully watching the family and the strangers that get off and on the train, and cannot fall asleep at all. When they get to Montreal, they drag all their stuff into another waiting room and show their tickets to someone who helps them get on the train that is headed toward Chicago. Toward the end of the second day of travel, Rayzel tells the children that the train is crossing into the United States at a place called Detroit. But she says they will stay on the train to continue on to South Bend, Indiana. Rayzel had practiced saying “South Bend” before they left home, so she would know when to get off the train. She reminds the children that South Bend is where their father is living.


Finally, Rayzel hears the conductor announce South Bend, so she begins to organize all their stuff. Gitel again hangs on to her skirt while she bustles about. The train stops. There is no platform or building, but the conductor puts down some portable stairs to allow them to get off. There is a man coming toward them, and the boys are all mobbing him. Rayzel is smiling broadly. She says, “Yankel, this is Gitel—your daughter who was born after you left.”


Yankel picks up Gitel and swings her around. Gitel screams, “Mama!” so he puts her down. Rayzel says, “She will soon get used to you, and scream, ‘Papa!’ instead. Just give her a little time.”


Yankel has brought a cart with a couple of horses to move all the luggage and bundles. He says to Rayzel, “I bought a house not far from the train stop for us to live in, at 719 West Colfax Avenue. We can walk from here while the horses pull all your stuff.”


When Rayzel sees the house, she says, “Oh, Yankel. It looks like you have chosen well. This two-story house appears big enough to fit us all. And I like the porch that wraps around the front and side of the house. It is good to have a place to get out into the fresh air.”


Walking in the front door, Yankel says to Rayzel, “The children will have their bedrooms upstairs. Gitel will have her own room, but some of the boys will have to share the other three rooms. There is a bathroom up there. You and I will sleep in a bedroom on the first floor.”


“That sounds very nice,” Rayzel tells him.


In addition to the bedroom and a bathroom, the first floor has a big front room, a dining room with another room off to the side, and a large kitchen. The kitchen has a door to the backyard, where various trees are growing. Yankel points to one and says, “That is a pear tree. In the summer, we can eat the pears.”


Rayzel walks into the kitchen and looks at the coal-burning stove and icebox, which she thinks are barely adequate for their large family. She notices a trapdoor in the floor, and opens it. A ladder leads to a root cellar, which is empty. Despite having praised Yankel for his choice, she worries, How am I going to manage? Am I going to have to do all the cooking for the family and cleaning of this large house myself? I had imagined that I might set up a bakery here in South Bend. I would rather do that than all this household drudge work. I guess we will have to see what is possible. Maybe Yokha will want to come here to live with us.
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Gitel has to wait another year until she is old enough to go to school, but she begins to learn English from her brothers. Yankel speaks English well by this time, so he also helps Gitel and the boys learn. She and her brothers tease Rayzel, because she can’t speak English at all.


“Mama, why don’t you learn to speak English?”


“You annoying children. You know that I tried to go to a class for adults, but I just could not catch on. And I have much too much work in the house, feeding all of you and everything else to be bothered with a class. It is not like I have Yokha here to help me.”
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After a couple of years, when Gitel is eight years old, she begins to resent the way Rayzel wants her to behave.


“Mama, why do you always pull me away when I want to play with my brothers? They are allowed to play sports in school and after school. They also are allowed to play-fight and wrestle with each other. I’d like to do that too!”


“Gitel, you are a girl. Girls do not do things like that. I have told you before. I was so happy when you were born. I had prayed for a daughter after having had five boys, and then you came. I love your brothers. But you are special to me.”


“You want me to be like you were, a girl growing up in Russia long ago, wearing a long skirt and long sleeves and rarely going out of the house. We are living in a new country in a new time. The other girls in my class don’t have to follow old rules like I do. They can get together after school, play jump rope and other games, go to the park, do lots of things. You insist that I come right home. And you won’t let me go to any other girl’s house after school unless you know the mother. But because you don’t speak English, you rarely know the other mothers. You won’t even let me walk to school alone. You make me walk with one of my brothers. It is embarrassing. It isn’t fair!”


“I am trying to keep you safe,” Rayzel replies. “Who knows what can happen to a girl in this country. I have heard bad stories about dangerous things. I do not understand this country. I have not yet become comfortable here. Maybe I never will. I just want you to stay safe.”


“I’d call it buried, not ‘safe.’ I’ve heard my father suggest that you learn English and try to fit in to this country. Just because you can’t do either of those things, please don’t take it out on me.”


“You are too young to understand. Someday you will be a mother, God willing, and then you will look back and realize that I was right.”


“No, I won’t. I don’t want to be that kind of mother. I don’t think I ever want to be a mother at all.”


On shabbes there are additional restrictions. Gitel can’t do anything, not even go outside alone. She can sit on the front porch if the weather is nice and read a book, but otherwise she is stuck doing nothing inside the house. That is also the situation for her brothers, except that they go to shul with their father on shabbes morning to pray. The afternoons are always tense, as the boys grow bored and irritable. It often ends up with a loud fight—verbal or physical—breaking out among them. Their father, who likes to nap on shabbes afternoons, becomes very angry and yells at them to each go into their bedrooms and stay there. Sometimes Gitel will relieve her own boredom by instigating the fight. She’ll say something like, “I saw Nokhem wrestling in the schoolyard yesterday. He already beats boys three or four years older than he is. Aisik and Hirsh, I bet Nokhem could beat you both.” That might at least bring some excitement as Aisik and Hirsh try to prove her statement wrong.
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Gitel is short like her mother and brothers, and like her brothers she likes to exercise. Although she is sure she knows the answer, one day she asks Rayzel if she can wear pants after school, like her brothers.


“After school, I like to go to the playground that is two blocks away. You said I could do that sometimes if one of my brothers goes with me. Could I wear pants when I go there? I like to swing high on the playground swings and climb up to the top of the monkey bars, but those things are difficult to do in a skirt that comes below my knees. Wouldn’t it be more modest, as you are always telling me to be, if there was no chance that my skirt would blow up when I swing?”


“Your skirt better not blow up! And you certainly cannot wear pants. Girls wear dresses. The Torah says that boys should not dress as girls and girls should not dress as boys. End of story. God would punish you if you disobeyed.”


Gitel sighs. Rayzel’s mind would never leave her traditional community in Russia.
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When Gitel is nine years old, her father and some of his friends get together to establish a synagogue about a block from their house. They call it the Taylor Street shul. The shul had existed before in an old kosher meat market farther away, but this is the first time it has its own building and a new name. Before that, Gitel’s three youngest brothers had gone to kheder (religious school) in the old location. They would sometimes go with Yankel to services, especially on holidays but also most of the time on shabbes. It was a long walk. Rayzel and Gitel never went before it moved to the nearby building, but now Rayzel starts going to the new shul and insists that Gitel come too. They have to climb up to the balcony to sit with the other women and girls.


Gitel has no idea what is going on in the service. She sees that many of the women, including her mother, have their own prayer books in Yiddish. They read from their Yiddish books in quiet voices, each at their own pace, while the service down below proceeds in Hebrew. Her brothers have learned Hebrew and the prayers in kheder, but girls are not allowed to go. Although she speaks Yiddish all the time at home, Gitel has never learned to read Yiddish, as it is written in Hebrew characters. Her father has told her that she should be an American; there is no point to reading Yiddish. Her father feels that they should leave all that behind. All Gitel can do in shul is sit there and fidget, tugging at her mother to explain what is going on. Gitel wonders, Why does God put so many restrictions on girls? Why can’t I learn Hebrew like my brothers? Why can’t I wear pants when I play? Why do the women and girls have to sit up here, disconnected from the service going on below? Does God hate girls?


Gitel often has to listen to the stories Rayzel tells about life back in Russia. Gitel hears all about how, at least in Rayzel’s telling, she was so well respected in her neighborhood. Her bakery in Borisov was famous; all the Jews got their challahs and pastries for shabbes from her bakery, and many bought bread every day from her as well. She bemoans that she has not yet found her place in Jewish American society.


“Mama, I know that you are unhappy here, and that you haven’t made many friends. Maybe now that you go to shul, you will meet some other women like yourself who speak Yiddish and mostly stay at home. I’ve made friends at school, and I think my brothers have. You could too.”


“Oy, Gitel. Fun dayn moyel tzu gots oyer, from your mouth to God’s ears. You are my special girl.”
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After a while, Tante (Aunt) Yokha follows the family to South Bend. She moves into the house and begins to do most of the cooking and cleaning. She also takes care of the geese that live in a pen behind the house, which sometimes are slaughtered for shabbes dinner, and she makes wonderful pillows and quilts from their down.


“Mama, why did Tante never marry?” Gitel asks. “And why does she want to live with us and do all that work? It is as if she is a housekeeper or maid. And why is Tante, as everyone calls her rather than saying her name, so nasty to me and my brothers? She doesn’t want us around her. And she won’t let me in the kitchen when she is cooking.”


Rayzel tells Gitel about Yokha’s story. “You see, Gitel, Tante had been engaged to be married to someone in Toronto, Canada. She had never met him, but the marriage had been arranged through people from their neighborhood in Borisov who had earlier immigrated to Toronto. When Tante arrived in Toronto, she learned that the man had become ill and died. Not knowing what else to do, she continued on to South Bend to join us.”


“That accounts for why Tante has a bitter personality,” Gitel replies. “But couldn’t she find someone else to marry and have her own family rather than live with us and be so mean?”


“You will understand when you are older.”


“That is always your answer. I want to understand now!”
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Gitel does very well in school as she grows older, although she does sometimes get in trouble, when she passes notes to her girlfriends or reads a novel on top of the textbook she is supposed to be reading. She often is sent to the principal’s office.


“Gitel, why do you misbehave in class so often?” the principal demands to know.


“I’m bored in class. The lessons go so slowly. I have trouble just sitting still while other students catch up to what I already understand.”


“I appreciate that you are smarter than many other students, and catch on more quickly. But school is for everyone. You must make an effort to not be disruptive.”


“Why is it disruptive if I read a book while I am waiting for the class to move on?” Gitel asks.


“Other students notice, and it is a bad example for them. I trust you will behave from now on. You may go back to class now. I will not contact your parents at this time, but I will if your bad behavior continues.”


I can’t stop being bored, Gitel thinks. I’ll do my best, but I guess I will find myself back in the principal’s office again.


Gym classes are Gitel’s favorite. She is never bored in gym. For sports, all the girls can take off their skirts and wear bloomers, baggy pants fastened below the knee. She especially likes to play field hockey, which requires nearly constant running. Running gives me such a feeling of freedom, an escape from the life Mama wants for me, she thinks.


But that is just in school gym class. Rayzel still won’t let her wear pants or play any sports outside of school.


Gitel has a frequently repeated argument with Rayzel.


“Do you want me to just sit around and do nothing after school and on Sunday, Mama? I have a lot of energy and no way to use it.”


“You should do girl things, Gitel. You could read or learn to sew or begin to cook and bake.”


“I do read a lot, but it gets tiresome after a while. And how could I do any of those other things, Mama? Tante doesn’t let me near the kitchen; she doesn’t want me around her. And she won’t want to teach me to sew or embroider either. You could teach me to bake, but you have let Tante have complete control of the kitchen. Besides, I am good at sports. Sports are good for girls as well as boys.”


“No, good Jewish girls don’t play sports.”


Sometimes, when Rayzel is out of the house and Tante isn’t paying attention, Gitel takes a pair of Nokhem’s pants, puts them on, and looks at herself in the long mirror in the upstairs hallway. Nokhem is short like she is, so the pants fit pretty well. Sometimes she’ll also borrow a shirt and tie to put on. She has long, dark hair with unruly curls that she thinks ruin the picture, so she takes a cap from the pegs in the entrance hall and stuffs her hair under it. I rather like the way I look, she thinks. She jumps up and down a bit and tries running in place to feel the freedom of wearing pants. But she can’t ever leave the house like that. Neighbors would tell Rayzel.


When Gitel gets to high school, she learns that there is a word, “tomboy,” that might describe how she feels. She thinks that she does indeed feel like a tomboy. She tells a couple of her brothers about her discovery of the word. Hirsh tells her, “Little girls can be tomboys, but you are too old for that stuff. You now have to worry about your reputation and your ability to find a husband.”


“I’m not interested in getting married, ever! I’d prefer to keep my freedom. I didn’t expect you to side with Mama on this. I thought you were on my side!”


Gitel makes friends with a few other girls who resent not having the freedoms their brothers have, and feel they might be happier if they had been born as boys—or at least treated the same as boys. Gitel thinks, I’m glad that I’m not the only one who feels that way. Even some really pretty girls share these thoughts. I’m less than five feet tall, with long hair that is always messy and a face that would not be called pretty. One of the girls who became my good friend is nearly five foot six, with a short, straight bob haircut. She is thin, although I noticed that she has a nicely rounded bottom. I think she has a pretty face as well.


There are a few more opportunities to play sports at Central High School, the only one in South Bend. But the girls just play among themselves, nothing competitive. Nokhem does competitive wrestling. His team plays against other schools in Northern Indiana. Hirsh has already finished high school, but he had been on the baseball team that also played other schools.


There is a club for high school girls, sponsored by the shul, that Gitel joins, the stated purpose of which is to conduct charitable activities in the Jewish community and beyond. They also study a bit about Judaism with the rabbi and—together with the sisterhood of adult women—organize some of the holiday celebrations. In her junior year of high school, Gitel is elected president of that club. Rayzel tells her that she is very comfortable with her involvement in this club, a rare vote of approval for her behavior. But that year, for Purim, Gitel talks all the members into borrowing clothes from their brothers or fathers and dressing up as men. They take a photograph together, which is widely circulated. Rayzel can’t complain, because Purim is the one day a year that cross-gender dressing is allowed and even encouraged. On Purim everyone wears costumes; a person is not supposed to be able to distinguish Mordechai, the hero of the Book of Esther, from the villain Haman, or, by extension, a girl from a boy.


Gitel sometimes has a date for a school dance, but she doesn’t go out of her way to try and entice boys to ask her out on dates. A lot of the girls in her class work hard at flirting, but her group of close friends does not.


“Don’t you think that most of the boys we know are so concerned with being perceived as very masculine that they use vulgar language and try to out-boast or out-muscle each other?” Gitel asks four of her friends over lunch.


“I definitely agree,” one of them says, as the others nod their heads.


“I’m used to some of that behavior among my brothers, particularly the wrestling and roughhousing, but the language and the boasting do not appeal to me,” Gitel continues. “I prefer to hang out with you girls rather than try to get dates with these thugs.”
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When Gitel is sixteen, some of the non-Jewish girls from the high school start an after-school softball team. Gitel has heard that girls’ softball is becoming popular in Chicago, and South Benders always look to Chicago for the latest trends. Softball is considered better for girls than baseball, because it uses a larger ball and the pitches are made underhand, so they are slower than baseball pitches. Gitel asks to be included on the team. She makes up a lot of excuses for what she is doing after school so she can attend the practices, and secretly brings along a pair of pants that Nokhem had left behind when he went to college, to wear while playing. But it is hard to keep secrets from Rayzel, and she eventually catches on to the fact that Gitel is hiding something.


“Where are you really going after school?” Rayzel demands to know. “Someone I know thought she saw you playing ball in the park with other girls. And wearing pants!”


Gitel has to admit that she is playing softball.


“You are a vilde khaye, a wild animal,” Rayzel declares. “I don’t know what I am going to do with you.”


Gitel knows that Rayzel can’t do much to stop her. At age sixteen, she feels pretty independent. Rayzel stops talking to her for a while, but Gitel doesn’t mind that so much. Gitel overhears her mother complaining to her father, saying that she is out of control, but Yankel tells her that Gitel is just acting like an American girl—which is fine with him. She often hears him suggesting to Rayzel that she get her mind out of Borisov, learn English, and learn more about life in America.
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When Gitel is seventeen years old, on Saturday, May 17, 1924, the Ku Klux Klan plans to come to South Bend in huge numbers to rally against the Catholic University of Notre Dame. The impending event has been the talk of the town since it was announced ten days earlier.


At dinner, Gitel listens intently as Yankel explains why this is going to happen and what it means.


“The Klan hates Catholics as much as they hate Jews, or almost as much. Notre Dame, which is considered the best Catholic university in the country, is a tempting target for them. At least that is what I read in the newspaper. The paper noted that Klan sympathizers had taken over Indiana’s Republican Party in the last statewide election, and they had also won several offices right here in St. Joseph County. The support for the Klan is widespread in the state and locally, the article said.”


Nokhem, who had come home during a break in his classes at the University of Wisconsin, interrupts, “What does that mean for us? Are they just going after the Catholics, or will they turn on us Jews too?”


“It is hard to say,” Yankel replies. “The newspaper said that the Klan is planning a parade through town. The South Bend police refused to give them a permit for the parade, but they are likely to have their parade anyway. The male students from Notre Dame have been asked by the school’s administration to stay on campus and ignore the Klan activities. I doubt that they will do that, because many or most will feel that it is their obligation to oppose anti-Catholic forces. I think that those who fight against the Klan would be doing the right thing!”
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