














[The Sweetness] is a beautifully crafted portrait of life in its rawest form during a time of great unrest…


—Publishers Weekly, Amazon Breakthrough Novel Awards


Sande Boritz Berger’s impressive debut novel examines the lives of two Jewish girls, cousins, separated by an ocean and connected by brutal world events. Ms. Berger doesn’t shrink from the rough history that informs her heroines’ lives, but she mitigates its harshness with a deep measure of sympathy and hope.


—Hilma Wolitzer, author of An Available Man.


Sande Boritz Berger has created a rich novel about survivor guilt and innocence. The guilt is readily understood. The innocence is an original thought. How are people who survived the Nazis supposed to know how to behave in the face of unique evil? The Kanes (Kaninskys) endured the general experience of Jews who got out. But within that experience, they are also a family of complicated individuals, who pursue differentiated goals. It is this – their individuality, not unlike that of the Anne Frank family – that gives Ms. Berger’s novel its power as a work of art.


—Roger Rosenblatt, author of The Boy Detective.


Original characters, against a backdrop of vivid and exact period detail, drive this highly readable saga of two uniquely different Jewish girls and their families during World War II. Warm, rich, and smooth as glass, their stories sweep over you and into your heart. A solid read for devotees of WWII literature, as much for its retelling of the ravages of the Holocaust, as for its insightful vision of a home front population shaken by shock-waves from abroad.


—Mary Glickman, author of Home in the Morning, 2011 National Jewish Book Award Finalist for One More River, and most recently Marching to Zion.


Sande Boritz Berger has written an engrossing family tale filled with promise and hope while paying homage to the undercurrent of survivor’s guilt that can coexist beside that joy. The Sweetness explores themes of morality, fate and death while illuminating how grief can effect even a generation removed, and even those thought to be spared. A great read that will touch your heart.


—Judy L. Mandel, author of Replacement Child


The Sweetness is one of those rare novels that knowingly informs us about not one but two very different worlds. Although we think we are familiar with the horrors of the Holocaust, we can never be. Although we assume we can understand survivor’s guilt, we cannot. One of this novel’s strengths, perhaps surprisingly, is its restraint. Sande Boritz Berger’s skillful juxtaposition of two very different young women, their tenacity, their search, is searing. And memorable.


—Lou Ann Walker, Editor of The Southampton Review


Sande Boritz Berger’s virtuosity is hard to beat. Her sensitivity to language and the lives of the Holocaust survivors in Europe is perfectly balanced with a deep penetrating vision of what their American lives became. Her book evokes CALL IT SLEEP, the most distinguished work of fiction ever written about immigrant life.


—Martin Garbus, author of Traitors and Heroes


As with all Ms. Berger’s tales of domestic life, her narrative in this compelling debut novel is crisp and eloquent with her hallmark soft hand of familiarity. Though occurring across two continents, THE SWEETNESS is written with sensitivity to time, place, and a subtle eye on the will of humanity, revealing the passions and pains that infiltrate all families.


—Beth Schorr Jaffe, author of Stars of David


Sande Boritz Berger’s novel, The Sweetness, engages our senses with its dichotomy of lives in Europe and America during World War II. The vile stench of the holocaust and the survival of a young girl amidst its horrors parallel the lives of American relatives who have escaped the slaughter, yet struggle to elude the guilt that resides with their endurance. The author has introduced a credible array of characters that convincingly carry the narrative forward, as they challenge the reader to decide how to best live with the responsibility of survival.


—Allan Retzky, author of Vanished In The Dunes
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Hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the soul—
and sings
the tunes without the words—and never stops at all.


—Emily Dickinson




Part One




Rosha


Vilna 1941
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Like most Friday nights, I wait for Poppa by the parlor window. Leaning against the pane where someone recently threw a fistful of stones, I run my fingers along the spidery break. Bubbe looks up from her crocheting (she is making a wool cap for me in this heat) and scolds. She warns me to move away from the window. There is such fright in her voice that all the hairs on my arms stand straight up. Yet still I don’t budge.


“They might see you,” Bubbe says, “no matter what Rosha, you must not let them see you.”


But because I am not certain who it is that may be watching me, and Bubbe’s words create even more curiosity, I take one more peek.


“I am watching for Poppa . . . what is the harm?”


Without speaking, my grandmother raises herself from the creaky, wooden rocking chair and marches straight across the room. The floor appears to sink a bit under each of her steps. My hand is twisted around a panel of lacy white curtain, one finger poking through a circular hole. It is a tiny hole, the center of a floral pattern, maybe roses, and quite convenient to peek from. Beside me now, Bubbe peels my bent fingers, one by one, from the curtains.


“Ouch,” I complain, though the truth is Bubbe is not really hurting me.


“Never mind mein kind,” she says. Bubbe takes my hands in hers and kisses the top of my forehead. Her breath smells from pickled herring and onions, and I allow her to kiss me, mostly because she has not yet smacked me. She smacked me just the other day, for the very first time, after she caught me scooping all the melted wax from a Yahrtseit candle. Bubbe had lit the fat white candle for her husband, my Grandpa Yussel, who died last year of something called the pneumonia. She slapped my hands until they stung, and told me I might have put the entire house on fire, and that an eight-year-old should stay away from matches, flames, and anything hot. But it was so much fun to pour the melted wax into the palm of my hand. As the warmth oozed between my fingers, I rolled the soft glob into many shapes, working quickly before the wax became too brittle like candy. I made a little bear like the ones Poppa says live inside Ponary, a deep, dark forest only a few miles out of town. Another time, when I didn’t get caught, I made a giraffe from the warm wax of our shabbos candles.


“Come, sit with your Bubbe and let me hear you read.” She licks her fingers to smooth my braids, and all I can think is now I, too, will smell of pickled herring and onions. Yet I smile at my grandmother as though I am really happy, and for a minute that’s exactly the way I feel. Bubbe leans in and quietly examines my new front teeth that take up much too much space in my mouth.


So my question about what harm can come from standing by the window goes unanswered. Like most of the questions I ask, this one is also ignored. Instead, like always, someone stands up or moves around and says something that has nothing to do with my question, until I become very confused, sometimes a little bit frightened.


Still, most of the time, I try to do what I am told. Especially because of all the tears and sadness since Grandpa Yussel was buried, and Bubbe and Poppa threw shovels of red dirt on the long pine box that carried his body to the cemetery. Since then, Bubbe spends a lot of time with us up here on the third floor, although she still has her own place downstairs at 118 Sadowa Street. She and Grandpa Yussel have owned this building for years, since the family moved here, from so many different places—places like Riga, which is in Latvia, and Prague, in a country really hard to say, and some from as far as Budapest, which Poppa says is in Hungary but has nothing to do with hunger.


Bubbe is Poppa’s mother, and so he often teases her that she spends too much of her time worrying about things that aren’t real like me burning down the house and putting us out on the street. Once I almost said, Poppa, now I see why you are so careful to always do or say the right thing, so not to make a mistake, but isn’t that a little bit like worrying? Still I kept my thought inside. Besides, I love to watch when Poppa thinks long and hard about a problem. I laugh when the pointy V appears between his bushy, dark eyebrows, and his tongue pokes in and out like bait teasing for an answer. And no matter how hard the question, Poppa always finds an answer.


In the past few weeks there are so many people asking questions, and lots of talking, talking that sounds mostly like worry. Whenever we go to the grocer, the butcher, or to the open market before each weekend, all we hear are deep sighs and the dry clacking sounds of people’s tongues. When they whisper, their heads shake and their smiling eyes turn dark. All of this makes me think I am not paying good enough attention. That I am indeed “a dreamer” as Bubbe likes to remind me time and time again.


Wearing her Friday evening dress-up apron, Mama comes from the kitchen and heads straight for the scrunched up curtains. She pretends to be fluffing them out, but I know she is looking for Poppa. I know because of what she says next. What she has never said before.


“It is nearly sundown, and Mordecai is late. Could he have forgotten today is Friday?” She asks Bubbe. “No one in our shtetl is to be out after dark. Everywhere they have patrols.” Mama stops talking as soon as she realizes that I am listening to her every word.


Here I am, split into pieces: one piece thinking about Poppa’s whereabouts; the second, trying to understand the meaning behind Mama’s words; and the third, wanting to go sit in Bubbe’s mushy lap, to forget everything and help her roll a skein of the pretty pink yarn.


While Mama circles the table arranging the dinner plates, I squeeze my eyes shut and think of us all together before everything became so mysterious and confusing. Before I had to stay at home and learn my lessons, while some of my friends still go to our neighborhood school. Before the soldiers with those horribly mean faces stood guard on every corner and forced people to show their papers and empty their pockets for no reason at all.


I do miss running and playing outdoors with my friends, especially now in the warmer weather. It was only a few weeks ago when Mama and I went about our day preparing for shabbos. I remember how the heat from the sun settled on the cobblestones baking them dry after they were scrubbed clean by the shopkeepers. Mama and I counted the rainbows that danced upon the rocks slippery surfaces, brightening the dusty blues and silvery grays until the colors seemed to blend and disappear into the hot air.


If Mama hadn’t seen the rainbows as well, Poppa might not have believed me. He might have asked if I was “stretching the truth” like, I’ll admit, I do to get his attention. But because he wears his widest grin when he asks, I know a bit of truth-stretching is far from a terrible thing.


An orangey sun trailed behind us as we made our way down the aisles of the open market in the square, a few steps from the old synagogue. Though now we can no longer pray there in the evening. I miss watching the hundreds of candles flickering behind the bimah near the carved doors that hold the Torah and all the ancient scrolls. Everyone stands whenever they take out the Torah. They unroll it tenderly as if they are handling a newborn baby, and people, once even my very own Poppa, was called to read a story in special Hebrew words. When the rabbi shook his hand afterward, my face began to burn. I felt so proud.


That morning Mama bought two whole chickens from Mr. Gursky—one for Bubbe, which she says will last the week since Bubbe eats like a little birdie now with Yussel gone, and one for us. Although I don’t swallow one bite since I looked up at the exact moment that Mr. Gursky chopped off the chicken’s droopy head. All I can think about is the blood squirting like soda pop on Mr. Gursky’s white jacket, and the red speck that landed on his nose. Yes, I am done with chicken. I will agree to some spoonfuls of potato soup, a slice of Mama’s stringy flanken, but not one bite of chicken.


We made our very last stop to Mrs. Juraska, the candle maker. Mama likes to keep a supply of candles in the drawer next to the silverware, and so she stopped to chat with Mrs. Juraska, who sometimes invited me to watch her make her candles when she wasn’t too busy. That day, she took me in the back of her tented space and showed me hundreds of little tin molds and large blocks of paraffin. She had a box of glass vials filled with food coloring and dried wildflowers that she sometimes presses into the wax molds.


Although she’s only a few years older than Mama, the candle maker looks as old as Bubbe. I wonder if that’s because she has more children, and Mama has only me. I once heard her telling Mama that children can often rob the life out of you. Still, I wish Mama would have another. It would be real nice to have a baby sister, someone to cuddle and play with especially indoors. It gets very lonely here on Sadowa Street.


“Rosha, you are getting so tall,” Mrs. Juraska said, her eyes widening with surprise. She was wrapping four long white candles in dark brown paper, reminding us they might melt if we didn’t go straight home.


“She is much too skinny, my precious Rosha. Not so tall,” Mama said, paying the smiling candle maker, “she eats like her grandmother. Food grows mold in her plate.” Mama brushed my hair back with her fingers. I grabbed her pinky and held it tightly in my hand.


“Well, you never know Mrs. Kaninsky, one day she may be as big as a house or like the monument on the square, a real hausfrau like me. I, too, was once a scrawny child. Thank goodness my husband likes some flesh on his women.”


Mama was trying to be polite when she laughed. Impossible, I thought. Me? A big girl? I gazed down the street to the bronze statue of a heavy peasant woman carrying a basket of fruit on her head. Pigeons have made it a favorite nesting spot, and there is always thick white pigeon poop dripping down the poor woman’s face.


Just as we were about to leave, Mrs. Juraska held up two long tapered candles. They were peach-colored and wavy like hair ribbons. I had never seen such beautiful candles, but Mama shook her head no. “Nothing fancy for shabbos,” she said. “Only pure white.” Then she added, “perhaps another time,” and I felt happy picturing the wavy candles glowing brightly on our dinner table. As soon as we walked away, Mama leaned in and whispered what I never knew.


“Mrs. Juraska is Catholic, and her husband is just like us—Jewish.”


“Really?” I said, and then Mama said she’d forgotten something.


“Wait here, darling.” Mama dug deep into her satchel then handed Mrs. Juraska a white envelope. I thought maybe she had forgotten to pay her for the candles, but then I remembered seeing a few sheckels pass between their fingers.


“What was that, Mama?” I asked when she grabbed my hand again and started walking toward home.


“What was what, Rosha?”


“Never mind, I answered.” I was too hot, too tired and still nauseous thinking about that poor dead chicken.


But then a few minutes later, I asked Mama if the candle maker ever got the chance to light and enjoy the beautiful candles she made. Did she celebrate the Sabbath? Did she watch the candles glow against the walls and ceilings of her home through long summer evenings until their flames flickered and the wax disintegrated into nothing? But Mama just sighed loudly and said: “Enough Rosha, it’s late, time to go home.”


“Thank you God!” Bubbe and Mama sing out at the exact same moment. Poppa’s footsteps sound like thunder. I imagine him climbing the stairs two at a time, each step stamped like an exclamation mark at the end of a sentence. When he enters the room, he is out of breath and sweating, carrying his suit jacket over his arm.


Bubbe stays glued to her chair, but she is rocking back and forth so hard I am afraid she may go flying across the room. Mama runs to Poppa, her eyes searching every single inch of him, her hands touching his face.


“I waited to light the candles, Mordecai. Is everything all right?” Mama glances in my direction; she remembers I’m in the room. “Never mind, we’ll talk later. Go now, wash up.”


I am standing next to the buffet table getting ready to do my special job, the one I do every Friday night. Carefully, I fit the tall candles into their shiny silver holders so they will not tip over onto the lace doily when Mama says the blessing into her hands before lighting them.


“Ester, I’m going to change out of my wet shirt,” Poppa says, moving quickly past the women in this room. His women, he calls us. He places a kiss on the back of Mama’s neck, nods to Bubbe who stalls in her chair. And just when I am certain he has forgotten me, he sticks his fingers into my ribs for a surprise tickle making me giggle and buckle at the knees.


“Please hurry Morde,” Mama says, stealing away my fun with Poppa. He tosses his jacket across the arm of a dining room chair. Mama picks it up, shakes it out, then stares.


“What’s that, Mama?” But like so many questions—the too many I’m told I ask, this one does not need an answer. What I see is as clear as the glass that used to shine brightly in our parlor window. Wrapped around the sleeve of Poppa’s jacket is a cuff made of a gauzy gray cloth. Sewn into the middle and as large as a melting sun is a six-pointed yellow star. In the middle are the letters: J-U-D-E.




Mira


Brooklyn 1941
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In stocking feet Mira Kane leaned against the gilded vanity to apply the final touches of her make-up. She was already on her third coat of mascara, mumbling aloud: apply wet brush to cake, again and again, until your long black lashes look as though they are about to take flight. And wasn’t that exactly how Betty’s looked, and Joan’s, and Jean’s? Over and over, the starstruck teenager studied the glossy pages of Modern Screen Magazine as if it were a medical journal describing an intricate life-saving procedure. Mira believed in the magical powers of make-up and how easily it camouflaged a myriad of imperfections. Like most of her movie star idols, she was intent on getting this right.


Though she’d already learned there was much she could not control, still, she kept on trying. It puzzled Mira that while most days she awakened incredibly hopeful, most of her family seemed perpetually braced for doom. She tried not to think of the whys and instead focused on her daily escape. Once dressed, her most skillful trick was to sneak from the house before her parents arose from their warm, cushiony beds. More than once they had made it a point to tell Mira they hated when she looked “painted.”


“We don’t understand dear daughter. Why is it you wish to look thirty when you’re barely eighteen?” her mother had asked only last week after halting Mira at the top of the landing. Without commentary, her father had grabbed her wrist and ushered her into the bathroom. There he tossed her a blue washcloth and stood, arms folded, tapping his foot, while Mira scrubbed her entire face, until it was free of all pancake make-up, lipstick, and mascara, including the black beauty mark she had so meticulously penciled onto her cheek.


A rare fury began churning inside her, but Mira bit her tongue in an attempt to be respectful. Satisfied, but perhaps also guilty, having witnessed her daughter’s obvious disappointment, Mira’s mother cast her one small, pitying gaze. As if to say she’d truly liked the face Mira had created—the face that magically altered her into the glamorous young woman standing before her, concealing the more ordinary, very tall, and gawky teenager.


Today, though, luck seemed to be on Mira’s side. As she tip-toed down the long hallway to the staircase, she heard her parents’ loud harmonious snoring, rising and falling in perfect sync with Big Ben—the mahogany clock that stood like a staunch and dependable watchman on the landing. The time was 7:05 AM, and in just minutes Mira would be flying out the door on her way to what she believed was the most exciting place in the world—New York City. There, and only there, she could pretend to be whomever she pleased. For a few short hours each day, Mira could block out all concerns about her parents’ approval, a myriad of worrisome thoughts that draped her body like an invisible shawl.


Mira’s eyes scanned the hallway, settling on the cut-glass knob attached to the door that gave entry into Aunt Jeanette and Aunt Rena’s room, her father’s two unmarried younger sisters. Next door, slept Roy—Mira’s older and only brother, who reluctantly shared a room with the elder family bachelor, Uncle Louie. Everyone who resided in the house on Avenue T was employed by Kane Knitting, all but Mira’s mother, Ina, who managed to keep herself occupied by chairing various charity benefits and luncheons attended by well-dressed, be-jeweled, buxom women, not to mention planning elaborate brunches and dinners for her own extended family.


Mira’s aunts, Jeanette and Rena, worked in the sewing plant supervising the finishing process of the knitwear, while Roy and Louie haggled with buyers from the company’s plush midtown showroom. That is, when nephew and uncle weren’t screaming their lungs out at their suppliers, or blaming each other for each and every faux pas, which lately seemed to be many.


Now though, during the early morning hours, before the familiar clatter of breakfast dishes, and the windstorm of hurled resentments, the atmosphere was blissfully tranquil, void of the dreaded commotion that was capable of sending Mira out frazzled, unnerved, and jittery—making it difficult for her to catch her breath. Today, alone in the home she had grown to love so much, she felt nearly royal and pretended she was roaming her own lavish, medieval castle. She knew she was privileged to enjoy such privacy, which was certainly a rarity for the only daughter of Ina and Charles Kane.


Mira’s leg grazed a rough spot on the wooden banister. She could feel it snag one of her brand new stockings. “Ouch!” she said, “damn!” She leaned over and straightened her crooked seams, wondering if royalty ever cursed, and she tried to imagine what punishment might befall them if caught in the act. When she approached the vestibule, she was startled by Hattie, the housekeeper, who was spitting saliva into a dust rag while buffing a cherry wood table.


“Well, would you look at you,” Hattie said, a hand pressed to her chipmunk cheeks.


“Shh!” Mira brushed past her and reached for her black portfolio that she’d kept on the floor of the hall closet. “Not one word, Hattie, please.”


“But those stockings . . . Mr. K. will have himself a conniption . . .”


“. . . I promise they’ll be off by the time he gets home for dinner. Besides, all the girls in the city wear nylon stockings. They’re so much sleeker than my bobby sox, don’t you agree?”


“Well, all right, but what about that ridiculous black speck growing out of your cheek?” Hattie pressed her damp fingers to Mira’s skin. She stood so close that Mira smelled the Nescafe layered on her breath. She smiled noticing her own reflection in Hattie’s toasty, brown eyes. Leaning in, Mira puckered her lips in place of a kiss before flying out the front door and knocking over the Borden’s milk box and making a racket. As usual, Mira Kane was running late.


Today, Friday, Mira’s favorite day, she wore a tailored knit gabardine suit with a peplum jacket—one of Kane Knitting’s most successful and sell-out styles. She’d placed a pink sleeveless sweater underneath to compliment her nearly alabaster skin, and her face was framed by lush black hair, tied in a snood at the nape of her long pale neck. On this dewy summer morning, the lilac bushes and honeysuckle burst with fragrance while wasps and bees buzzed past her, frenzied. She stopped to pick a twig of honeysuckle and taste the sweet nectar. Nature, better than breakfast, she thought. She felt lucky to feel this unbound and free of cares, but then, almost instantly, she reminded herself it was best to never, ever, take anything for granted. To do so would be terribly irresponsible. Under her breath, Mira began her secret ritual of thanking God. If she forgot to thank Him, she was convinced something dreadful might happen, to either her or someone in the family. She didn’t really mind the potent power of this fear or how it adhered to her like an extra layer of skin; she was certain she needed it to keep herself in check.


Only recently, Mira had come to the realization that her prayers could do little to alter the multitude of problems spreading rapidly through-out the world. A champion eavesdropper, she had heard clips of the radio broadcasts her father listened to most nights when he thought she was upstairs fast asleep. Often, and as she had done since childhood, she pressed her ear to her parents’ door and recognized the desperate tones of fear resonating from their nightly pillow talk. The talk was always the same: why hadn’t anyone heard from Mira’s uncle, wife, and young child who were still abroad living in Vilna? For years, her Uncle Mordecai had written lengthy letters and sent photos of his little daughter’s progress. It had been weeks now without any word. Whenever she’d asked questions, she felt as though she made everyone’s fretting worse. So today, this especially beautiful day, Mira did her best to push these thoughts away.


Her long thin legs carried her down the terracotta steps of her parents’ three-story brick and stucco home, and as she did most mornings, Mira paused to glance back at the house bursting with pride. She thought she saw the curtains moving from the second floor window, which was her parents’ bedroom. Just in case, and because she felt especially jubilant, she lifted her hand and blew a kiss in their direction. She imagined them beaming, poking each other gently while whispering: There goes our lovely young daughter. Look, isn’t she something? Again she was struck by a guilty thought: If they only knew how often she had dreamed of running away from that most opulent home, they would be shocked, perhaps heartbroken. She doubted they would ever understand how difficult it was for her to live in that house with her two unmarried aunts, a bachelor uncle, a girl-crazy brother, and parents who tracked her every move.


Lately, she could barely catch her breath. Yet, of course, she wished them all to remain healthy, regretting every single negative thought. For now all she could do was to work really hard and maybe one day, if she were lucky, her talents might be discovered. Then she might finally be out on her own, though living completely alone was something she could hardly imagine.


The Kane residence on Avenue T was the grandest of three Spanish style homes on a densely tree-lined block in the part of Brooklyn that intersected the highly trafficked Ocean Parkway. Over the years the area had become an integral part of the affluent neighborhood, home to mostly Syrian and Eastern European Jews, a place where many strolled, pushed prams, or relaxed on redwood benches while playing endless games of chess or catching up on the latest neighborhood gossip. It was not unusual to see a police officer in shiny black boots sitting astride a stately horse trotting up and down the designated center aisle, where bicycle racks sat parallel to manicured lawns, emerald and lush with the shrubbery of fuchsia and white azaleas.


As she reached the corner of Ocean and Avenue T, Mira spotted her bus heading west about a quarter of a mile away. To catch it she’d have to make a mad dash across two local lanes, the grassy rest area, and the double lane parkway. And, as she did most mornings, not waiting for the light, Mira raised up her large black portfolio as a shield from the oncoming traffic. She surprised herself that she could sometimes be so fearless, for someone possessing at least a million fears, or as her brother Roy preferred to label her—so incredibly idiotic.


“Thank you, thank you,” Mira yelled, as cars came to a dead halt, short of a pile-up, allowing her to cross and reach the bus stop. Today her bus driver was Jackie, (she made it her business to know their names), and he shook his head having witnessed Mira’s brazen routine many times before.


“Come on, Mira, move it, girl. Aren’t you a little young to be sporting those stilettos? And hey, why’s there a black bug crawling on your cheek?”


Her heart soaring underneath the sheer sweater, Mira tossed a nickel in the metal box and plopped down on the seat behind him. Out of breath, she loved the feeling of momentary exhaustion, as if she had just won a race. It was not unusual for Jackie to comment on her looks. She expected a remark or two and had no intention of answering him. Mira placed the portfolio horizontally on her lap, apologizing to the tiny woman sitting in the seat beside her whom she accidentally bumped. The woman smiled, mumbled something in a thick accent. The only words Mira deciphered were shana maidele, which was the Yiddish phrase for pretty girl. Though she’d heard the compliment many times before, she never truly believed it.


“Oh, thank you,” Mira said, fiddling with a hairpin that had loosened. The woman reminded her of a munchkin from her favorite movie—The Wizard of Oz. Her feet didn’t even come close to touching the floor. She wore her peppered gray hair short, and her eyes sparkled with flecks of green and gold. Mira detected the familiar smell of mothballs, most likely, from clothing stored away the entire winter. With a slight nudge of her elbow, the woman motioned toward Mira’s portfolio.


“Vat is dat shana?”


“Oh, I’m studying fashion design.” The woman stared at her blankly, so Mira referred to her outfit, sweeping her delicate fingers along the buttons, then gesturing to her own trim waistline. Still no response, so Mira unzipped her portfolio and the woman shimmied in closer. Their heads touched slightly as they looked through the several sketches in Mira’s book. The woman reached out and ran her pinky over one of the drawings. Most were of attractive young women all wearing Mira’s designs. Some actually resembled Mira, especially those wearing beauty marks placed precisely on the left cheek. The fashions themselves were upscale and elegant, not what anyone would expect emanating from an eighteen-year-old’s imagination. Mira had used her palette of paints to simulate fabrics like shiny satins and textured velvets. Her brush strokes were so fine that she managed to create the illusion of fur trim along a sweeping dolman sleeve. She used sparkles of silver and gold glitter to indicate beading. Her teachers had constantly showered her with praise, and some of their notes were written in the far corners of the sketches: “Spectacular, Mira!” or “Mira, no doubt you have a future in couture.”


Without hesitation the woman leaned over and planted a slightly moist kiss on Mira’s cheek. The gesture felt so genuine that Mira was immediately overwhelmed with pride. Again, the woman spoke, and although Mira didn’t understand a single word of what she was saying, she could tell by her exuberance that the woman was impressed, and so, to be respectful she nodded her appreciation enthusiastically.


As they neared her stop, Mira tucked several loose sketches into a folder and began gathering up her things. Though tempted, she decided not to share her very latest design, mostly because she wasn’t quite sure the work was finished, and until she had given the creation every last drop of her scrutiny, it would remain under wraps.


The woman reached into her purse and pulled out a small photograph, its edges frayed and worn. She tugged at Mira’s suit sleeve, coaxing her to have a look. It was of a young man in his early twenties. Leaning against the side of a brick building, though it was hard to tell, he looked quite tall and slender. His hair was dark, glossy, and parted down the middle. He wore an expression that was a mix of seriousness and impatience, as if slightly annoyed at being photographed. Mira instantly liked that. She could see he was handsome but without an air of vanity or arrogance like too many of the boys from her neighborhood. Boys from well-to-do families, boys like her brother, Roy, spoiled American boys, passively parented by their hard-working European folks. Perhaps all that giving was some compensation for the difficult adjustment they had when leaving their homeland, finally settling in a place where they learned to absorb the true meaning of freedom. Yet, something was always lost or traded away… Mira had heard her own mother say, using a tone that rang melancholy, as if she were perpetually homesick.


“Ah, so is this your son?” Mira asked, holding the photo close to her eyes and staring hard. She had the fleeting thought to keep it for herself.


“Mein boychick,” the woman beamed. Her face became nearly angelic while she stared at the picture, as if also viewing it for the very first time.


“Well he looks like a very nice young man,” Mira said, reluctantly handing back the photo. “And I can tell that you’re very proud of him.”


Just then Jackie called out to her, “hey glamour girl, now!” Mira turned to wave goodbye before stepping down from the bus. She didn’t notice the woman standing, her arm outstretched, offering Mira the photo. The doors closed, and as Mira watched the bus pull away, a peculiar wave of melancholy swept over her, piercing all the vivacity she’d felt only moments before. She stood on the sidewalk routinely checking her portfolio and supplies. But as hard as she tried, she could not shake the awful tugging sensation—a sense that she had been terribly careless by leaving something of value behind.


Once more a surge of urgency took over as Mira mumbled a quick prayer to her ever-present God. Taking a deep breath, she fought the desire to glance over her shoulder. She counted slowly to three. Then finally, giving in to the ever nagging compulsion, she allowed herself one more look but saw nothing.




Rosha


Swept Away
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All night long they whisper. Once I thought I heard Mama weeping, so I leaned against their bedroom door and tried to listen. I had to lie on the floor and make my body as flat as a soup noodle, but the only sound I heard was the squeaky squeak of their saggy old bed. Just like when I was four and used to jump up and down on it until they awakened, rubbed their eyes, and smiled. Someone, usually Poppa, would say, “Okay, Rosha, we see you, darling, you can get down now. But the bed was much too high, and Poppa had to slide out from under his warm covers and place me back on the floor. Somehow I always managed to climb up one more time.


Bubbe returned to her apartment soon after we ate our usual Friday night dessert: sponge cake sprinkled with powdered sugar and honeyed tea. She said she had things to do like gathering all her “important” papers. Though she invited me to come keep her company, tonight I wanted to stay here and watch what I call the dance of the magic candles. I like to have my own special race with them to see who shuts their eyes first, me or the two golden flames.


It is quiet now, the middle of the night, and the candles flicker wildly, their shadows climbing up the peeling walls. A tall flame bends like a ballet dancer reaching over to touch her toes. I slip from my bed to try and copy the movement of the flame. Twirling around the glowing room, I chop at the air with fluttering hands. Moving slowly about the parlor, I pretend to be a blind girl, and soon I feel it—a cool breeze, pushing from behind the curtains, finding its way through the crack in the window. I slip into a fold of fabric twisting around once, twice, covering my head, shoulders, and knees making myself the scariest of evening ghosts.


A glaring light bounces up and down from the street below. Though my eyes are shut and I am wrapped inside the curtains, its whiteness captures me. I am stuck. There is no place to go, nothing I can do. When I try to open my eyes, the light is so bright I feel like I am entering daylight right after a picture show. Bubbe’s warning haunts me: “You must not let them see you,” and my heart, this heart that has seen a scary ghost, begins to beat faster and louder. How do you stop a heart from beating this loud? Okay, Rosha, I say, taking a deep breath and calming myself like Poppa once taught me. I unwind in the opposite direction, and slide to the floor with a loud bump. I shimmy backward feeling the burn of the lumpy rug beneath my thighs. I will never look out that stupid window again. Never! From this day on, I will do what I am told.


Because I am very wide awake and the candles are still glowing, I think this time I will win the race. Hot wax drips and gathers on a glass plate. It is piled up like a snowcapped peak. I reach in to touch the warm, milky heap. With the end of a soup spoon I scrape the softened wax and roll it gently between my fingers. Working fast, yet not knowing what to do, I let my fingers move as if only they have the answer. I make a small head and place it on a long skinny body; it is a ballet dancer reaching for her toes. I run out of wax, and my dancer has just one leg. Though I am shaking from all the excitement I have already had tonight, I scoop wax from a pool settled around the flame. Before long the dancer has both legs and two pointy slippers. And then, on my last dip into the wax, both candles go out making the room pitch black. I hope Mama won’t notice they burned out too soon. Once I heard her say that if you blow them out before shabbos has officially ended, it is a sin . . . and very bad luck. When I find my way into bed, I pull my blanket over my head. I say a little prayer and wish for sleep.


Sirens whine in the distance like hungry babies. When I open my eyes I find Poppa and Mama scurrying about the parlor. They remind me of a story I read about little pink mice running from a fat black cat in the night. They open and close drawers leaving things hanging out, and now they are like another story: pirates looking for hidden treasures. The clock on the mantle chimes six times. I sit up and rub my eyes. From my bed way in the corner of the room, I watch them move and mumble, move and mumble; they are hardly speaking to one another. I am about to shout: “Cat got your tongue, Poppa?” But I am supposed to be sleeping.


Mama stuffs some of my summer frocks in a cloth sack: a pair of shoes, some sweaters, and my books from the tall oak bookcase beside the buffet. She puts the bag on her shoulder, testing its weight, then returns two books to a shelf. I slide under the covers just as Mama lifts my match box from the dresser. Her jaw gets stiff, and when she looks over at me, I squeeze my eyes tight. After I count to ten, I open them to find her holding my wax figure in her hand. From here I can’t tell if she is cradling my bear, the giraffe, or the brand new dancer.


“Oh Morde, look,” she whispers, “this is what our Rosha does with the wax.” Mama’s voice sounds like there are bubbles stuck inside her throat.


“Put them with the rest of her things,” Poppa says, and I wonder why they are packing up while the room is barely lit, why they are packing at all. An instant later, he is sitting on my bed shaking my shoulders. He leans in and pecks my nose too hard. He is unshaven.


“Ouch, Poppa, stop.”


“Up, up Rosha. We have a busy day ahead.”


“Why must we go to synagogue so early?”


“Rosha, Rosha, always with the questions. Okay, first you know I like to get a good seat up front to hear the wisdom of our Rebbe Lefkowitz. And second, after services a surprise trip. We are taking the train to visit Mama’s cousins in Dolginov. You will like that my shana. It is a bit cooler there.


“What about Bubbe? Isn’t she coming?” I can’t imagine leaving Bubbe behind. We are all the family my grandmother has right now.


“Yes, of course, I will go down to make sure she is ready.”


Rushing through the kitchen door, Mama hands me a green glass plate. On it she has placed a piece of challah covered with raspberry jam. I love the surprise and sweetness of the jam, the seeds crunching against my teeth, but it is too early, even for something as delicious as jam. Still, with both legs flopping over the sides of the bed, and Mama brushing my hair and hurting my scalp, I force myself to take a bite. I will be what Poppa calls cooperative and make him proud.


“I have to pee, Mama.” It is better than saying she is making my scalp bleed.


“In a minute, ess ess.” Mama knows me so well. It is difficult to get away with anything. It was so much easier last year when I was only seven.


“No time for braids today, Rosha, only a pretty ponytail and a big red ribbon. Ah, look at you, like a little Swedish doll with eyes like big blue saucers. Here, put this romper on, but first go finish your bread and jam.”


“Mama, I…”


“Rosha, it will be long day. You must have some food.”


Below us, on the street, I hear a commotion, what Poppa says happens when a lot of confused people gather together and everyone has something they want to say.


“We will leave right now,” Poppa says to the air, the walls, the ceiling, the loud ticking clock on the mantle. “You have to carry this, Rosha.” The bag is heavy but I am happy knowing my match box is inside. And the silver candlesticks—Mama wraps them in a cloth napkin and places both deep inside.


“Do we really have to go?” My stomach is turning over in my belly, and I want to put my fingers down my throat and make it stop.


“It will be fine,” Mama says, but I see her glance at Poppa. There are tiny crystal tears in her eyes. She takes one last look around the room. The embroidered cloth from last night’s dinner is spread across the table. Mama empties some ripened fruit into the cloth and places it inside her overstuffed satchel. Within seconds we are out the door heading for the stairs.


Out in the darkened hallway the air is thick with the odors of many different people. Old men. Young men. Ladies wearing too much face powder, some sprinkled with the sweet fragrance of rosewater. I breathe in the clean smell of babies. Everyone is clutching someone or something. No one looks happy. I am the only one with a big smile on my face, though my sack begins to feel heavier with every single step. But I am going on a trip today and should not complain. Mrs. Friedlich, who lives upstairs, is holding onto two sacks the size of bed pillows, while her husband carries their sleepy twins, one over each shoulder. Seeing me, one of the twins stretches his curved hand to touch mine. I am still clutching my piece of bread and jam. But I know not to give a small child food without checking first with their mother.


“Pay attention, Rosha or you’ll tumble down the steps,” Bubbe says, startling me. She joins us in line with one more flight to go. Bubbe is wearing a white, rose-patterned housedress, and her hair is tied in the red babushka she usually wears on weekends. I notice sweat pouring down her neck, almost the color of her dress.


“Where are your things for our trip Bubbe?” All my grandmother is carrying is a glass jug filled with ice and lots of sliced lemons.


“This is all I need my Rosha. Something to remind me of sweetness,” she says, walking right beside me now.


“What?” If I could I would scratch my head. “But aren’t lemons sour, Bubbe?”


“True, true, mein kind, but only by tasting lemons are you sure to remember sweetness.”


I think I understand—how things can be different yet nearly the same. How everything has an opposite, like the colors black and white, feelings of joy and sadness, the tastes of sweet and sour.


We pass an old bearded man who we nearly trip over. He is sitting on a step, not moving, wiping his eyes with a handkerchief. All he is carrying is a prayer shawl, his tallis in a blue velvet pouch. On the back of his jacket someone has pinned that same big yellow star.


“Poppa, Poppa, do you have your star?” I make many heads turn around but I am worried that he has forgotten, and we will have to go all the way back upstairs.


“It’s okay, Rosha,” he tells me. “Not today, but it’s okay.”


Someone has propped open the doors to our building. Outside, the light is blinding, and I can’t help but squint. There is a trail of people walking from every curve and corner. They are pushed together in one long line like a sash made of many different colors. I stop to pick up a stone, and Poppa yanks my arm. He scolds me to stay in line. He sounds terribly stern, really mad at me, and I begin to cry. I look back for Bubbe, but she has fallen way behind.


“God Morde, oh God,” Mama cries. Her face is pale like the color of the early morning sky, and her lips are trembling. Mama has one arm hooked through Poppa’s, and she looks straight ahead straining her neck above the crowd. I am crying louder now mostly because of the terrible shouting. There are so many mean looking soldiers walking among us, pushing some of the people with the ends of their guns. I don’t know what they are saying, though it is something in German, and all I make out is the counting. And pointing. So much pointing, and I can tell they are angry. But I don’t know why. What have we done? All we are doing is what we do every Saturday, going to synagogue, and later taking a trip to the country. Why are they pulling people aside and shouting, knocking some to the ground? Why is Poppa not saying anything? It is as if he’s gone blind. I am straining to see Bubbe and her rose-colored housedress. So badly, do I want a taste of her ice water and lemons, so I can remember something good. And as if she had read my thoughts, Bubbe’s hand flies up, like a butterfly, white and floating above the heads of so many people.


We are ordered to halt in front of the square, near the open market. Many of the merchants have already set up their stalls to sell their wares. I take a deep breath, feeling better that there are a few familiar faces, and knowing that our synagogue is so close by—steps from the marketplace. Today, I promise to listen to the wise words of the Rebbe. I will not let my mind wander. I will pray for forgiveness that I ruined our shabbos candles by stealing the wax.


“Mama, look, there’s Mrs. Juraska!”


“Shhh!” A cry from Poppa.


The candle maker stands outside her stall watching all of us, the colorful parade of people moving through the town. The sun is heating the stones beneath my feet, and I think of all the lovely candles wrapped between waxed sheets waiting to be sold. But we will not buy anything today, never on the Sabbath.


“Morde, what is that smell?” Mama asks. Something is burning, like grease in a frying pan. Poppa looks around him and I follow his eyes. Our line is dividing like a snake that sheds its skin then leaves it behind.


“You, Ponary,” one soldier shouts.


“You, Gogol, moch schnell!” The veins pop from the sides of the soldier’s neck. He spits yellow water on the ground. There is more counting, and as we approach the front of the line my head is dizzy with the strange sound of numbers.


“That smell, Morde, tell me what it is, please!”


I am crying again, mostly because I can no longer find Bubbe’s dress in the crowd, or her hand waving like a butterfly.


Poppa moves us into the line where they are shouting . . . Ponary! I remember that place now. It is a dense pine forest with the tallest of trees—trees that can touch the bellies of clouds.


“Come here my darling girl,” Poppa says, scooping me up into his arms, holding me, his duffel bag, and mine. Mama presses her fingers into my cheeks and kisses me on my lips. Hers taste like salt, another opposite of sweetness. Then Poppa takes off weaving in and out between people. Just like the little baby, Friedlich, I stretch out my arms toward Mama, and stop my crying. I will go anywhere with Poppa, anywhere he wants to take me.


The soldiers do not see Poppa who starts running in the direction of the marketplace toward Mrs. Juraska. All the time he is reciting a prayer, and in between the words:


Baruch Atoi Adonai, he whispers my name, as if it were something really good, something sweet and sacred.


Mrs. Juraska holds a crumpled sheet in front of her as if she were about to hang it out to dry. “Please, please,” are the last words I hear my father say. He places me in the candle maker’s damp fleshy arms, turns, and is gone.




Mira


New York City
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After a short ride in a stifling subway car, she began walking cautiously up Fifth Avenue. Mira hadn’t yet adjusted to the height of her three-inch stilettos and was hoping to avoid lodging a heel into a crack on the sidewalk. Only days before, she had stepped out of her shoe, and while passers-by gazed in amusement, she hopped backward on one foot, inventing her own version of the Irish Jig.


She was aware of a strange, frenetic buzzing on the street. People seemed a lot more aggressive today, some actually shoving, as they headed toward their destinations, but maybe it had always been like that, and she just hadn’t noticed. She passed a newspaper boy dressed in a leather cap and jodhpurs. He was waving a paper like a flag, shouting: “Extra, Extra, read all about it!”


Nazis Attack Soviet Union…breaking pact of 1939


Mira’s eyes skimmed the headline, half taking it in. She thought about buying a paper then changed her mind. There was a weird churning in her belly; it was that fear again, bubbling up and ready to take over. No, she thought, as she lifted her chin and faced forward. She strode along the busy street imagining herself in a film—the star—Carole Lombard. Yes, that’s who she would be this morning, even though Carole was much older and had bleached her hair platinum blonde.


Mira glanced at the gold Bulova encircling her tiny wrist. She hoped there’d be time for coffee with her one true friend at school, a lively, never boring redhead named Faye.


Located in the basement of the towering, green brick building of The Rockefeller Institute of Design was a small café, one flight down from the main entrance. It was the perfect place for a cup of coffee, a sandwich, or chatter and a smoke before class. Mira had resisted that nasty habit, and instead used her time at the popular ‘slop shop’ to scrutinize her latest design, and in this case, her assignment. Most days she was too nervous to have the other students snacking around her work, and for that reason she usually sat alone, trying to ignore their rude snickering and curious glances. At times, she worked hard to stifle her hurt feelings. She knew she couldn’t cry. To do so might cause a mud slide of thick, black mascara, and wouldn’t her classmates just love that?


Though Mira’s unique look gave her an air of sophistication, it also isolated her from many of the other students. While most were in their own right eccentric and arty, she had taken her creativity to a higher dimension. In many ways she had become the living, breathing replica of her own designs and smiled smugly whenever she heard the expression: “Life Imitating Art.” Yes, she’d thought, I can not only create my art, I can be the art. Her parents, she realized, might agree that often she had taken this concept a bit too far.


Thankfully, she was not completely alone, as Faye often surpassed her in the race for outlandishness. Faye adorned her petite body in long, flowing skirts and wore scarves in dark mournful colors, accessorizing each outfit with a floppy beret pulled over her flaming red hair. Both girls were attracted to each other from the first day of classes, and over the last year had become good friends. Without the burden of envy, common among most design students, they complimented one another, showing their generosity with astute suggestions on their respective designs.


On this particular Friday, Faye, dressed in a shredded chiffon boa worn over a strapless summery frock, entered the coffee shop ignoring the bold stares and took a seat behind Mira at a separate table. She slurped her coffee noisily, alternately humming Tara’s theme just inches from Mira’s ear, a reminder of her year-long obsession with Gone with the Wind. Most of Faye’s latest designs were reminiscent of the Civil War era—gowns with thick velvet bodices and layers and layers of white petticoats. Mira was grateful for the warmer weather and her friend’s recent switch to more conventional clothing.
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