














Praise for Tasa’s Song


“Across decades and continents, Tasa follows a song of hope that is uplifting even in the face of great adversity . . . Kass depicts a heartbreaking time with great sensitivity and detail in this beautifully rendered historical drama.”


—Booklist


“. . . Tasa’s Song is a celebration of the fullness of the human spirit, of the ties of friendship and love, of duty and sacrifice, of trust and conscience, that bind us even when the world around us unravels.”


—The Apalachicola Times


“ . . . a poignant debut . . . Not only does Kass capably steer the story’s arc through the drama of the traumatic years of the war with appropriate gravitas, but the role she gives to Tasa’s love of music molds beautifully with the somber scenes she portrays.”


—The Vail Daily


“Linda Kass is an accomplished storyteller. Tasa’s Song captures the human suffering and personal triumphs of those most deeply impacted by World War II and its aftermath. Public library customers will be immediately attached to the novel’s memorable characters.”


—Patrick Losinski, Chief Executive Officer, Columbus Metropolitan Library


“Linda Kass writes with a sure and loving hand in this memorable debut novel, one that portrays the strength of the human spirit and how it can rise above the base and ignoble designs of our lesser kind.”


—Lee Martin, author of Turning Bones and The Bright Forever, a finalist for the 2006 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction


“. . . a poignant, brave novel that book clubs and readers of all kinds will adore.”


—Matt Bondurant, author of The Night Swimmer, The Wettest County in the World, and The Third Translation


“Tasa’s Song is compelling from the first page to the last. A beautiful love story wrapped within a violin’s melody. . . . a lyrical novel of family, love, music, and survival.”


—Linda White, owner of Sundog Books


“Tasa herself steps out of history and into the world of unforgettable heroines.”


—Ann Kirschner, author of Sala’s Gift and Lady at the OK Corral


“. . . Kass has written a lasting tribute to life during wartime, including the hardships and triumphs that define the true nature of grace and resilience.”


—Amber Demont, author of The New York Times bestseller The Starboard Sea


“In showing us the transcendence of classical music against the horrors of the Holocaust, Linda Kass has given us a necessary and indispensable volume that details the evil and the beauty we as a species are capable of. Tasa’s Song is a hauntingly heavenly melody . . . a novel at once harrowing and hopeful.”


—Lee K. Abbott, author of seven collections of short stories, including All Things, All at Once


“Linda Kass’s moving debut novel brings vividly to life a Jewish family’s struggle to survive World War II in eastern Poland, caught between the Nazi threat to the west and the Soviets to the east. . . . Meticulously researched, Tasa’s Song illuminates the day-to-day experience of war—the uncertainty and dawning horror, the devastating losses, and the small acts of grace.”


—Margot Singer, author of The Pale of Settlement, winner of the 2007 Flannery O’Connor Award for Short Fiction
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Although the world is full of suffering, it is full also of the overcoming of it.


—Helen Keller
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In the Blackness of the Night



Eastern Poland, March 1943


It was a night like others she had shared with Danik. He came to Tasa’s bed after everyone was slumbering and the house beat with silence. The two of them whispered their feelings and fears, relishing the comfort of their stolen privacy. She knew that just before dawn, Danik would rouse himself and leave her to awaken alone, the imprint of his body still fresh beside her, but for now they drifted in each other’s arms.


She’d just begun to float away when a rush of footsteps pulled her back. Her father burst into the bedroom; the shock on his face told her he was not there out of suspicion. His eyes, wide with another urgency, settled on Danik before he spoke. His voice was sharp. “We have fifteen minutes to gather our belongings. Take only what you absolutely need. Make sure you’re wearing and packing warm clothes—as much as you can carry. We must leave before the Germans come for us.” At that, Salomon stamped out the door.


Tasa stared into Danik’s eyes, her heart pounding. Neither moved right away. She planted a quick kiss on his cheek before she pushed him from the room. Foggy from sleep, her head began spinning. Her father’s brisk orders pulsated in her ears.


She tried to organize her thoughts, to focus on the task at hand. The village was buried in a deep layer of snow and ice. She pulled on her thickest corduroy pants, heaviest sweater, and warmest socks, put aside her winter jacket, snow boots, and sheepskin ushanka hat. Into a large burlap satchel, she began stuffing an assortment of warm clothes, socks, flannel nightgowns. She looked around her room. What was she missing? In a moment of sudden clarity, she slid open her desk drawer to collect her journal and pen, the final note from her mother, the old family photo she had long ago found in her attic, a hairbrush. She eyed the blue enamel box atop her nightstand with her collection of letters and added it to her bag.


She scanned the room one last time. Her violin rested next to the nightstand. She froze at that instant, stunned by her lapse. How could she not have considered it before all else? Her body trembled at the thought of what might have happened—that she could lose the one possession she found most precious. She seized her instrument and slung the satchel’s strap across her shoulder.


Rushing out to the hallway, she nearly bumped into Aunt Sascha and Cousin Tolek. The three of them joined her father, uncle, and Danik in the interior parlor, all of them engulfed in their heaviest hats and coats. She felt the anxiety in the air as she scanned their faces. For a moment she locked eyes with Danik, then spun back to her father. “What’s going on, Papa? Where are—”


“We need to move quickly and quietly. You have to trust me—we’ll be safe. I’ll explain once we get far enough away from the village. Just follow me. And stay close!”


At that, her father strode to the kitchen and they trailed behind. “I’m going to lead. We’ll walk single file, and I want you, Danik, to be in the back.” He reached for a small dust broom at the side door and handed it to Danik. “Use this to sweep the snow and erase our footprints.” He turned to the others, softening his gaze at Tolek. “I’m counting on you to be our bravest soldier. Stay close to me.” Then to everyone, “Are we ready?”


Their silent march was invigorating at first. The cold air removed any fatigue Tasa still felt, despite how weighed down she was, how weighed down they all were. The trek seemed to her almost dreamlike, the blackness of the night their cover, only a sliver of moon casting a path for them as they slogged through the forest. She looked back at Danik as he brushed away the imprint of their feet on the snow, erasing each step as they moved farther from their past. She resumed her steady pace, retreating into her own thoughts, mulling over what had happened earlier. She glanced at her father, trying to discern any shift in his response to her.


After nearly two hours, their footsteps were the only sound amid the eerie stillness surrounding them. Her father motioned for them to stop as they approached a fallen tree, the six using the trunk as their resting spot while they chewed on grains and dried fruit he’d brought with him.


“I’m proud of you, Tolek. You’re a brave young man.” Salomon offered him a boiled egg, which the boy took quickly, mumbling his thanks.


Despite his slight frame, the onerous hike seemed to be less daunting for Tolek than for the others. And he didn’t fret or complain. Tasa wondered what Sascha or Jakov discussed with their son through the ordeal of war, how a boy of not quite thirteen had grown up in spite of the past four years of conflict. He’d overcome his panic of a year earlier and managed to keep his wits at times like these. She reached for his hand and squeezed it, smiling through the darkness.


“We’re close to our destination.” Her father packed up the remaining food. “We’ll be staying on Josef Gnyp’s property, near Litovyshche. Josef’s built a reinforced shelter to hide us.” His words caught in his throat. “He’s risking his . . . his family’s lives to save us.”


No one spoke. Tasa exhaled a mist of frost into the air. Josef Gnyp was Catholic and had worked for her father since before she was born. He had helped Papa construct the windmills that brought electricity to their village and build their grand home at a time when others, more knowing, were fleeing the country. He had a wife and daughter of his own. Tasa recalled the endless hours she’d followed Josef and his puppy, Theo, around their property in Podkamien, the summer days she and Danik would ride their horses to visit the Gnyps, swimming in the lake near their house, picnicking with them. Tasa closed her eyes, overcome by emotion. She knew the death penalties the Germans had recently established for anyone hiding or assisting Jews. Josef Gnyp had turned out to be the one person who could save them and was willing to risk all to do so.


The harsh cold kept them from resting for long. They resumed hiking, reenergized by the food and the knowledge that their destination was near. In just under an hour, Tasa glimpsed the outline of a horse and carriage, and a man standing at the isolated edge of the woods. She blinked back tears as she pointed toward the distant shapes.


In the years since she’d seen him, he had grown thinner and now wore a beard. His dark-blond hair was tinged with gray. Josef offered his arm to Tasa, who mounted the wagon first. Salomon handed her each of their bundled possessions before the others climbed up. Gunfire sounded in the distance as Josef explained how his peaceful village was the war’s front line and how fluid that line between the Germans and Soviets had become. Even though long stretches of fertile fields separated his property from the center of town, fighting was close enough at times that they would need to exercise care and good judgment, he told them.


Their ride continued on a narrow and jagged path, stretching through fields dotted sparsely with houses. As they approached the Gnyps’ property, Tasa felt its familiarity, although it looked bare now in winter and even more isolated—the wooden plank above a tiny creek leading to the stone cottage-style house, the brown shutters, the single rocker on a small porch. While the scenery was less picturesque and the Gnyp house far more modest, Tasa thought about her childhood estate in Podkamien, with its open land and abundant crops, grateful that here, too, they could be self-sufficient despite the war. She looked toward the sound of clucking hens and saw chicken coops inside a red shed whose door hung partially open, revealing several wooden plows.


Josef directed the horses to the right of the house and shed, where the barn and stables were attached, easing the wagon to a halt. Jumping down to the frozen earth, Tasa heard Theo’s low-pitched barks before she spotted Jaga and Stefania standing at the barn’s entrance. The dog trotted over to her as if there hadn’t been a day’s separation. She kneeled down to nuzzle him. He’d filled out, and his whiskers had turned salt and pepper. Tasa held his head in her hands, staring into his huge eyes through his long, shaggy mop of fur.


Tolek ran up to greet the dog as his parents and Salomon stepped from the wagon. The sheepdog’s tail swished back and forth like a fan, his attention now on Tolek as Tasa hugged Jaga and Stefania. Josef guided all of them inside the stable, pushed away layers of hay in the middle of the barn to reveal the bunker’s opening—a single panel he lifted to expose a stepladder. One by one, they lowered themselves into the shelter below.


Josef held a match to the wick of several kerosene lanterns, apologizing for the crude lighting and limited electrical current going to the barn. But the lamps adequately brightened this roomy refuge and Tasa immediately saw the great care he had taken to make it as comfortable as possible. Josef had placed cots in various areas, provided partitions for privacy, and arranged a central space with seating and a few tables that could allow the family to come together. She was astonished by what he had created. The hiding place had a fake entrance and openings made with pipes for ventilation.


Notwithstanding her gratitude and relief, she was overcome by a sickening feeling. This was where they would all be living now. Where her violin must remain silent. Where intimacy with Danik would be curtailed. In rote fashion, Tasa selected her cot and her space and began putting away her meager belongings as they all did, noiselessly, caught inside their own emotions. She lay on the narrow bed, atop its wool blanket. She felt the kind of chill that reached into her hair roots and tingled in her scalp. Taking in a breath, she caught the musty smell of the earth. She almost wanted to laugh, although it would be shrill if she allowed herself that release—her ceiling the floor of a barn covered with hay, her floor the soil that would someday serve as her everlasting place of rest. How was this to be?


Her eyes strained to adjust to the dimness. She could make out the shadowy shape of Danik sitting motionless on his own cot not far from her. Shivering, she slid underneath the blanket, pulled it tightly up to her chin, and closed her eyes. The day’s events trailed backward, through the months of fear, to a time when her world felt whole and filled with promise. Backward to the dirt path she took with her mother to the village center and the house of her grandfather, and then with Danik to her tiny schoolhouse as the villagers greeted them along the way. All the way back to the pastoral view from her attic window. Within the silence she could hear the lyrical melody of Tchaikovsky’s Souvenir d’un Lieu Cher, its echo of a beloved place blurring into her own memories.





Part One



To see a World in a Grain of Sand


And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,


Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand


And Eternity in an hour.


—William Blake





Podkamien



January 1933


Tasa tiptoed toward the narrow attic window. The floor chilled her bare feet. She pulled up on her flannel nightgown, trying not to trip over the dusty objects in her path, then stepped onto a wooden chest set between angled beams. Eyes closed, she held her face toward the rising sun and pretended it was summer: purple bellflowers dotting the countryside, the wind whispering in the grass.


“What are you staring at?” Danik’s voice, although a quiet murmur, startled her. “You’re always daydreaming.”


She found it difficult to tell her older cousin, who was more like her best friend, all the fuzzy thoughts swirling through her head. Things she wished for. Music that played over and over in her mind.


“Come look. It’s my favorite view of Podkamien.” Tasa reached over to Danik and pulled at his flannel nightshirt. He had spent the night since Uncle Judah and Aunt Ella were visiting Albert at some important school in Paris.


Danik stepped forward and rested his head on Tasa’s shoulder to peek out the window. And in a sassy tone he asked, “And why’s that?”


Her cousin could be downright annoying. There were times she looked forward to his leaving next fall, when he would begin attending gimnazjum in the next, larger town of Brody, since schooling in their village ended at sixth level. Then she could be the oldest, the most accomplished, the smartest of her cousins still left in Podkamien. No longer the little cousin who tagged along, the easiest one to tease. At least until she’d join Danik in two years, boarding with one of Mama’s old friends—Frau something.


But then Tasa remembered how her head had felt heavy and her stomach had tied in knots when she’d first learned about Danik’s departure. Who would meet up with her on school mornings after Mama walked her up the dirt road and left her to make her way? Who would finish the pierniczki she’d get at Kuchar’s Bakery, linger with her to collect pine cones along their path, or pick the small yellow flowers from the dense clusters of sweet alyssum until they had to run, laughing, to beat the last tolling of the schoolhouse bell? Who would stay on the lookout when she chose to ride Cairo bareback or listen to her idle complaints or amuse her with his jokes and infectious laughter? She wondered why her feelings always pulled her in different directions and sent her moping.


It was about the time she’d been anticipating her loneliness without Danik around when Mama invented a game they’d play in the orchard. Her mother named it after their rural shtetl, since she’d conceal a golden zloty coin under one of the many different-sized stones arranged around the lavender shrubs for Tasa to find. “Under a stone” was the literal meaning of Podkamien, and Mama would tell her that their town was a lot like life, with many things hidden and awaiting discovery.


“Danik, our whole world is right out here!” Tasa took in her surroundings, refusing to let Danik cramp her dawn ritual. The morning frost glazed clumps of grass just under the window. Peering through the spires of evergreens and an early mist, she could see beyond to the village center and its outline of roofs, since nothing was far in Podkamien. There was one long street, the houses facing each other, the seemingly endless forest stretching beyond. This was the street where Danik and her other relatives lived, where Grampa Abram lived, where Podkamien’s three synagogues and half a dozen Catholic churches anchored the townspeople, all with their peculiar beliefs and habits, like a spiritual cluster.


Glancing to the north, past the land and the stable and barn, Tasa fixed on the small lake that marked the end of her family’s property. This swath of open countryside offered her the smell of pine and spruce and the promise of what would grow from the soil.


“I can hardly wait until springtime, Danik.” Tasa could almost hear the deep, croaking frog calls and clucking of hens that would replace the hush of winter.


“Me neither.” Danik moved away from the window, accidentally brushing against the toothed metal knob of a kerosene lamp. He looked around the dingy space. “So, what do you want to do up here?”


Tasa stepped toward him, finding herself facing a smeary full-length mirror. Her thick black braids were still in place, parted down the middle, like Mama, who always wrapped her hair in a bun. She surveyed her many hoarded possessions. Danik bent over to pick up the impaired violin she’d found during her latest attic adventure. It was missing a string and had a small crack at the edge. The remaining strings were lax.


“This looks too old to have been yours. Whose was it?” Danik held out the damaged instrument.


Tasa took the aged relic from him. She loved the feel of the violin, its hourglass shape and arched top and back. It was made of maple, like her own, but it was a full-size Ruggieri and felt weighty in her hands. She’d gotten her first violin four years earlier, just a few months before her sixth birthday, a present from Grampa Abram. He was the only person she allowed to call her Anastasia, her given name. Her stature was so small—even now she stood barely higher than the kitchen sink—that Abram had ordered her a miniature violin measuring only twenty centimeters.


“I think Gramma Ruth used to play.”


“That explains where you got your talent.” Danik had a twinkle in his eye.


Tasa’s teacher showed her how to use as much of the bow as possible, with her arm all the way in the frog position, then moving to the lighter, tip end of the bow. She hated the scratchy sounds she made in the beginning and worked especially hard to keep the bow straight, parallel to the bridge of her violin, and not apply too much pressure. Having perfected Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” and Strauss’s waltz “The Blue Danube,” she was now learning some simple versions of Tchaikovsky concertos.


Tasa ran her hand along the chipped ebony fingerboard, moving toward the lower strings and the instrument’s more pronounced concavity. In her mind she could hear Niccolo Paganini’s 24th Caprice, which Grampa said was the North Star for any violinist, since it contained the entire arsenal of technique within its measures. She closed her eyes, imagining herself playing this piece, bringing forth the double and triple stops and lively staccatos. But Paganini’s masterpiece contained many difficult intervals for the left hand, including the parallel tenths, a range she worried her stubby fingers could never master. She opened her eyes and frowned.


Tasa saw Danik’s impish grin as he regarded her, and decided to strike first. “At least I work at my music, while you just loaf around.” Tasa knew Danik wasn’t lazy, but she couldn’t resist taunting him.


“Come on, Tasa. I’m not a total musical failure. I liked the Chopin mazurkas and polonaises playing on the radio last night, even hummed along.”


“And you liked the Koziolek Matolek comic books Papa brought home, too.” Tasa baited him in return, although she actually liked the far-fetched adventures of Matolek, the billy goat who was searching for the town of Pacanow, where, he heard, they made goat shoes.


While giggling over the story with Danik in the kitchen the previous evening, she had glanced down the hall and watched as her father grasped her mother’s waist between his large hands, pulling her to him. She saw a look between them that was different from how they were in front of her. Later, a man’s voice on the radio hastily reported on an election in Germany. After her parents clicked off the radio, there was a lingering silence, then hushed conversation.


Now she tried to remember where Germany sat on the map of central Europe that covered an entire wall in her fourth-year classroom. Their village was very close to the Czechoslovakian and Soviet borders. At least she knew that much geography.


She placed the delicate instrument down, next to a box of letters and photographs. “Look at this, Danik!” A dated, sepia-colored image of a gathering of people caught her eye. She picked it up and began inspecting the faces; “1921” was written on the front corner. She turned the photo over, reading the neat handwriting: Halina and Salomon at their engagement with me and Abram, the children and grandchildren.


Danik grabbed the photo from Tasa and stared at the family portrait. “There’s my father. His suspenders give him away.”


“Your mother’s holding a baby . . .” Tasa peered more closely. “That’s you, Danik. How silly you look! In an outfit more fitting for a baby girl!”


The sound of her parents’ voices from the kitchen below interrupted their laughter. Fixing her eyes on Danik, Tasa put her finger to her lips. She carefully replaced the photograph and practically held her breath so her parents would continue talking as she strained to hear their muffled words.


“I don’t know what it means . . . naming him chancellor . . .”


“Frau Rothstein was lucky to get out of Germany . . .”


Tasa tiptoed along the outer edge of the musty attic, and Danik followed. A creaking board gave them away, initially silencing her parents.


Halina’s crisp voice called up. “Tasa, Daniel. Come down for breakfast.”


“Yes, Mama, we’re coming.” Tasa looked at Danik and mouthed the words “caught again.” She was hungry, happy for the break from their morning adventure. She took two steps at a time as she descended the stairs, landing with a bounce on both feet, facing her parents as they sat at opposite ends of their tiny butcher-block kitchen table. Danik strutted ahead of her, then stood there sheepishly.


“What trouble have you two been causing this morning?” Salomon wore his plaid flannel pajamas, his unshaven whiskers casting a dark shadow around his face.


Halina brushed her lips across Tasa’s forehead and stood back, her arms crossed, her mouth smiling. She was still in her dressing gown, her hair trailing in a thin braid down her back. “Children, wash your hands. I can only imagine what you’ve been into.”


Tasa did as she was told and stepped toward the sink. After rubbing her hands dry with the soft cloth Mama handed her, she dropped into a ladder-back chair, its wood slats hard against her spine. Her mother prepared their substantial breakfast—putting eggs to boil in a pot of water on the stove, slicing a loaf of sourdough rye bread, and, from the icebox, gathering a jug of milk and an assortment of cheeses. Tasa was so hungry she knew she wouldn’t have any trouble that morning finishing everything on her plate, something Mama insisted on at every meal.


A ray of light fell across the braided jute rug that covered the kitchen floor. The table sat against a double-paned window adorned with an upper tier of red-checkered curtains. Tasa felt the sun’s warmth on her cheeks. Her mother reached for stoneware stacked on an open shelf and took out four dishes, handing them to Tasa to set atop the burlap place mats. She loved the painted rooster at the center of each dish and often moved her food along the perimeter so she could admire the red crest on the bird’s head and his bushy tail arced like a rainbow. A rooster’s loud crowing was to proclaim his territory, Papa had told her. Tasa was hearing the sound of the bird’s distinctive call in her head when Mama interrupted her musing.


“How long were you two playing in the attic?” Her mother began slicing apples at the wooden counter, plucking them out of a wire basket that also held potatoes, beets, and onions.


Tasa turned toward her mother to respond, but Danik answered first. “Maybe an hour.”


“We found a photograph of you and Papa when you were young. Everyone was in the picture, Mama. Danik was a baby and looked very silly.” Tasa looked over at Danik and crinkled her nose. He returned a playful glare she pretended to ignore. “There were aunts and uncles I’ve never met. Where are all of them?”


Tasa could tell she annoyed her parents with her many questions. But their answers helped her piece the puzzle of their lives together. She had learned about her parents’ courtship in Vienna—her mother a student, her father a soldier in the Austrian army during the Great War. Both had come from Podkamien and known each other since childhood, their families having settled in her village all the way back in the late 1800s, when it was Austrian Poland led by Emperor Franz Joseph. In conveying the complicated history of Poland, Tasa’s schoolteacher used Podkamien as an example when she said you could live and die in one spot and occupy four different countries, because this part of Poland was constantly being invaded and carved up, then “liberated” by somebody.


Tasa bit into an apple wedge she’d taken from the counter. Once, she’d asked her parents why she was an only child when they had so many sisters and brothers. She didn’t remember their exact answer but supposed that staying together as a family must have seemed to her parents much easier with just the three of them.


“The war changed things,” her mother answered. “It always does. Many people looked for what they thought might be better lives elsewhere. Like your uncle Walter, Papa’s brother.” Halina brought the platter of sliced apples to the table. “He lives in the United States and is married, with two small children. So you have American cousins, Tasa! Maybe we can go to America someday to meet them.”


Tasa was still thinking about that when her father changed the subject. “Halina, Kornel Makuszynski just created a comic-book series the children read last night. You liked this, no?” Salomon looked from Danik to Tasa.


“Matolek was a funny goat, but it was sad he couldn’t find his home, Papa.” She hadn’t thought about that fact until just now.


“Salomon, why don’t you buy Tasa more advanced books? Like King Macius the First?”


Tasa rolled her eyes so only her father and Danik could see. Papa winked back at them, careful that Mama didn’t notice.


“We found an old violin this morning. Tasa thought it had been Gramma Ruth’s.” Danik scooted his chair closer to the table and put his napkin on his lap. Tasa widened her eyes, surprised by his good manners.


“She played the violin beautifully.” Halina spread butter on a slice of bread. “I think that’s why Grampa Abram takes such pride in Tasa’s playing.”


“Mama, I want so badly to play like Paganini. Grampa Abram told me Paganini could play three octaves across four strings in a hand span!” Tasa looked down at her small hands, spreading apart her short fingers, suddenly discouraged.


“You will grow, my love. You’ll be tall enough to reach for the stars someday.” Her mother put a piece of bread on each of their plates, along with an egg, some cheese, and slices of apple. “Both of you children need to be patient. You have your whole lives ahead of you.” She poured each of them a cup of black tea.


“Aunt Halina, what was that news report you listened to on the radio last night?”


Tasa’s parents looked at each other. They weren’t smiling.


Salomon spoke first, his voice subdued. “Just political reports from Germany. Many people have been out of work, have done poorly since the end of the Great War. They elected a new leader, hoping he’ll make their lives better.”


Halina cut in. “He has made many promises to the people, changes he says will unify them as a country.” She abruptly lowered the tea-kettle onto the counter, and it landed with a smack.


Tasa stopped eating and shifted in her chair. She picked at the rest of the food on her plate, not really listening to her mother. Lifting the bread into her mouth, she chewed the grainy bite slowly, staring at the red rooster emerging in the background next to her hard-boiled egg. She began to use her fork to move the remaining bread and cheese and apple pieces to the edge so she could see the entire bird, imagining him sitting calmly on the fence outside, grasping the wood with his large, spurred feet, looking out for his flock of hens from his high perch. The rooster’s bright crest standing tall, his shiny black coat reflecting the light, his long, feathered tail curling up, then down, ready to sound his distinctive alarm at the first approach of a predator.





Frau Rothstein



1935


The twenty-three-kilometer journey to Brody by horse and wagon zigzagged north and west along a jagged road. Tasa, Danik, and Salomon didn’t leave Podkamien until the late afternoon. In the August heat, the horses required a slow pace and frequent stops for rest and water. The humidity turned Tasa’s skin sticky.


For the first hour she said nothing, distressed from the tearful exchange with her mother and grandfather that had capped off weeks of wide-ranging emotions. She couldn’t help but finally notice the utilitarian beauty in the fertile fields of corn and potatoes, beets and oats steadily unfurling along their route.


It was near dusk when they reached Brody. The small city was set in the valley of the upper Styr River but seemed to rise in the distance above the continuous plains blanketed in glowing orange and pink. At first glance, the town felt large and alien. Her mother had told her it was nearly ten times the size of Podkamien, about twenty-two thousand people. Tasa apprehensively surveyed the expansive Market Square as her father eased their vehicle into a wagon yard already tightly packed with horses and carriages. A tailor’s shop and tavern were open for business.


“Tasa, you’ll want to go to Dudek’s Tavern.” Danik began to speak rapidly, a wide grin on his face. “Food’s great. My friend’s father owns the watch store in the square, and there’s a great pastry shop just a few doors away.”


Her past worries began to drift away as her eyes wandered the square. A number of Jewish men donned long black jackets, their trousers tucked into high black socks. They had uncut sideburns and wore tall, narrow hats. The Jewish women dressed like Gramma Ruth had, with dark skirts that swirled around their ankles, but many also wore wigs pulled forward over part of their upper foreheads, while others covered their heads with scarves. She heard them speaking in different languages. One sounded similar to German, probably Yiddish, but another she’d never heard before. A young man wearing a beret and holding a child’s hand nodded at her father and mumbled a greeting in Polish. Several open-air stalls—canvas covers held up by posts—revealed people peddling clothes and hats. Just beyond the square, tucked behind the trunks of birch, elm, and oaks that surrounded the narrow openings of cobblestone streets, stood the houses of central Brody in variations of gray and brown, stone and wood.


Tasa hesitated in stepping out of the carriage as a smiling, large-busted, middle-aged woman with dark, wavy hair approached her father, her sturdy arms enclosing him in a bear hug.


“Guten abend, Salomon! Willkommen!”


Earlier, Danik had told her Frau Rothstein was born in Berlin and never learned Polish well, that she was embarrassed to speak the language although she understood it completely. So he talked to her in Polish and she answered in German. Tasa was glad she and Danik had learned German and Czech in lower school. Between her sixth-level Polish history class and her parents’ efforts to prepare her for Brody, she also knew that a large contingent of Jews lived there—ten thousand. They’d fled from persecution in several European countries over the years, and the most Orthodox spoke only Yiddish.


“Schones kind.” Frau held out her arms to Tasa, her eyes gleaming as she kept telling Salomon what a beautiful girl Tasa was. Tasa felt herself blushing. “You will like it here. The school is close, not even one kilometer. You will make friends, and we will get along just fine.”


Papa addressed Frau by her given name, Greta, as he answered her questions about Mama. Frau inquired about Danik’s older brother, one of her first boarders, as she took several of Tasa’s smaller suitcases from the carriage and carried them up the steps of her two-story brick house.


Tasa turned, admiring the last sliver of sun, as Danik walked up to her. “You’ll have me to hassle again, Tasa.” He tilted his head just slightly, and, despite the dusk, she could see the mischief in his eyes. The moon and light from several lamps illuminated a pale yellow path as she entered what would be her home for the next six years. The time stretched incomprehensively ahead of her like Poland’s never-ending fields of beets and potatoes. And yet it felt tantalizing as well.
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After her father’s departure, Tasa explored the cozy house room by room. There were three bedrooms on the upper floor. The master bedroom and bath were at one end, separated by a small library and a hallway from the other two rooms where Frau’s two sons had grown up, rooms she and Danik would occupy.


Roaming the living room with Danik, Tasa picked up a framed photo of Albert Riesmann on the fireplace mantel.


“That’s Marten Rothstein standing next to my brother,” Danik said. “He teaches mathematics at our school.”


“Look at this!” Tasa had never seen a gramophone.


Frau entered the room, placing a plate of cookies on the side table. “There’s a small music shop in Brody’s town center where I purchase recordings of my favorite composers. I recently bought the first European recording of Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto no. 3.” She pulled out an album from a walnut cabinet next to the phonograph to show them.


Tasa knew Rachmaninoff’s concerto was one of the most technically difficult pieces ever written for the piano. “I believe this piece is piano’s equivalent of Paganini’s 24 Caprices.” She instantly felt quite clever.


“Frau is a part-time music teacher and pianist.” Danik helped himself to a cookie, his eyes twinkling as he bit into the raspberry filling at its center.


Tasa ran her hand across the polished ebony finish of the grand piano. “Well, that explains this beautiful Bösendorfer.”


“I’d love to work with you on the violin, Tasa. I’ll find violin and piano music we can play together—Bach, Viotti, Chopin, Schubert, Smetana. Yes?”


“That would be wonderful!” Tasa sat down on the piano bench, rubbing its velvet covering. “I’m not good enough yet, but soon I can try more difficult pieces by Tchaikovsky and Sibelius. And, of course, Paganini.”


Frau beamed broadly, a youthful dimple emerging from her right cheek.


Later in the evening, Tasa visited the wood-paneled library upstairs. She discovered works in German, Russian, and Polish, some of the volumes leather-bound and weighty. She slid each book off the shelf to examine its contents, always replacing it in its exact spot. She selected the books that seemed to her the most intriguing, perhaps because she’d heard the authors’ names mentioned by her parents or other adults: Freud and Goethe, Hesse and Babel, Chekhov and Tolstoy. Her parents’ library was much more limited, mostly books by Poles. Here she could be exposed to new writers and different points of view. The thought of a world beyond her insular village aroused her curiosity.
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Tasa inhaled the buttery aromas of the first batch of raspberry-walnut pastry seeping from the oven, its warmth welcome on this chilly Friday in December. A light coating of flour covered the counter. Frau’s black bib smock was caked with its own markings of the white powder from the many times she rubbed her sticky hands against her ample hips as she kneaded balls of cream-cheese dough, smoothing and flattening them onto wax paper and into a three-quarter-inch disk that she would wrap, then chill for several hours. Tasa watched with admiration. They’d gone through several rounds of rugelach preparations for tomorrow’s Hanukkah festivities. She knew to roll the dough into precise twelve-inch circles on a sheet of lightly floured waxed paper, and to dust the dough with flour so the wooden pin wouldn’t stick.


“Slide the pastry and paper onto a baking sheet, Tasa.” Frau methodically chopped walnuts and raisins with a sharp butcher cleaver, beads of perspiration beginning to form on her forehead. The final step was the most fun, as they cut the dough into a dozen pie-shaped wedges, rolling up each wedge like a rug, molding each piece with a slight bend at its center.


If the bite-size crescent-shaped rugelach were the traditional baked treat for Hanukkah, Frau Rothstein’s nine-branched brass candelabrum was the universal symbol of a holiday that marked the religious freedom of the Jewish community. In anticipation, Frau’s Menorah already held a candle in the ninth shamash holder, as well as one in the far-right holder for the first of eight nights of this Festival of Lights. And, as in the home of Frau’s Catholic neighbors, the Jankowskis, readying for Christmas, a short fir tree stood in the corner of her living room.


The early afternoon sun streamed through the kitchen window as the small radiator cranked heat into the room. Winter remained half the year in Poland, snow beginning in October and not subsiding until April ran into May, when the packed layers gradually thawed.


Frau untied her smock from the back and lifted the bib’s halter over her head, revealing a floral, short-sleeved, round-collared dress. She wore black crepe-soled shoes to cushion those hours spent on her feet in the kitchen. She had a German orderliness about her and kept to a strict routine of domestic chores all week.


Frau was just removing the last of the rugelach from the oven when the front door slammed. Moments later, Danik appeared in the kitchen doorway, his eyes widening at the baking scene in front of him. In only four months since their arrival, a growth spurt had left him a clear foot taller than Tasa. His tan winter field jacket was unbuttoned, his brown wool sweater a contrast with his almost-reddish mop of hair. He flashed his most winning smile as he gave Frau a quick shoulder squeeze and reached for a still-warm pastry from the plateful now sitting on the kitchen table.


“That’s for tomorrow, Danik,” Tasa chided, as she pushed her cousin’s hand away.


“Maybe if you eat more, you’ll grow a little,” Danik retorted, and puffed out his cheeks. Tasa gently punched him in the stomach, glancing quickly at Frau who stood back, her dimple deepening.


“Danik, take off your boots. The melting ice is dripping on the floor. I’ll get your coat.” Frau hung it on the back of a kitchen chair, then reached for two plates in the light birch cabinet against the far wall. “You can both have a few pieces with a glass of milk. Then I need you to run an errand for me before we lose daylight. One head of cabbage, a small bag of rice, and two onions. Also cabbage rolls and borscht for tonight’s dinner. And I need some buckwheat honey.”


“What’s that for?”


“I’m making a babka for the Janowskis’ Christmas Eve dinner.”
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Tasa slept late and lay in bed for several minutes, trying to shake off her sluggishness. Buttery aromas permeated the entire house; that meant Frau had risen early to make the babka, as she always began her day the moment the sun swarmed through the white lace bedroom curtains. No matter that it was Sunday.


Lifting her pillow up against the wall, Tasa sat upright as her stomach began to gurgle softly. She reached over to the small night table and opened a blue enamel box, removing an envelope. As she closed the lid, Tasa slid her fingers across the smooth surface, then lifted the box to her lips, kissing it gently as a parent might kiss the top of a child’s head. Rereading her mother’s letters had become a ritual. This one had arrived ten days earlier. Tasa took the letter out of the envelope and carefully unfolded the white parchment, examining the exacting script of her mother’s pen.


December 11, 1935


Dearest Tasa,


It was so nice to visit last month and see how you are settling into your life in Brody. I miss having you here, but that’s what is so good about our letters to each other.


My first piece of news is that Aunt Ella got a long letter from Albert. He finished his schooling at the Sorbonne and now lives with Aunt Roza and her new husband in Palestine while he studies engineering at Technion University.


Last week we heard from Papa’s brother in America. Uncle Walter said he’s begun finding work at reasonable wages and hopes to soon buy and manage a parking lot with his savings. He wrote about the inspired leadership of their president, Franklin Roosevelt. Uncle Walter would love if we could find a way to cross the vast Atlantic Ocean and visit them next summer. I doubt we could afford such a trip, especially since Papa is talking more seriously about building a new house for us, closer to the lake but a bit farther from the barn and stables. With Mr. Gnyp’s help in construction and carpentry, Papa wants to make it two stories and brick. I must say, the idea of having a modernized kitchen is something I’m excited about. Papa thinks we can stay in this house while he takes his time to construct a “palace” on the other end of Cairo’s grazing field.
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