














Praise for How to Make a Life


“Florence Kraut has written a sensitive and compelling multigenerational novel that begins with tragedy and ends with hope. Each chapter traces a family member who erases the scars of history’s indelible mark with courage, determination, faith, and love. A wonderful read.”


—Marsha Temlock, author of The Exile and Your Child’s Divorce: What to Expect; What You Can Do


“How to Make a Life is a novel about family itself—how to exist after unimaginable pain, acts of courage, secrets buried and revealed, that leave their glaring imprint on four generations of a Jewish family against the backdrop of history in the 20th century. Emotionally honest, rich, and deeply empathetic, this is a book for all of us nurtured in the tumult and soil of family.”


—Marlena Maduro Baraf, author of At the Narrow Waist of the World


“Florence Reiss Kraut has crafted a literary miracle. She’s taken a century’s worth of familial relationships and allowed the reader to enter into the emotional depths of her characters. Her experience as a family therapist is evident throughout the book, especially in her depiction of Ruby, whose struggles with psychosis and their impact on her family is as close a rendering of this particular challenge as any I have read—brilliant.”


—Jill Edelman Barberie, MSW, LCSW, author of This Crazy Quilt: Parenting Adult Special Needs One Day at a Time


“A moving novel of multiple generations of an immigrant family whose characters are so real I cannot forget them.”


—Tessa Smith McGovern, author of London Road Linked Stories and host/producer of BookGirlTV


“A compelling and inspirational novel. Details have a way of creating potency, and the beautiful descriptions in Ms. Kraut’s novel brings every character alive. Her images and painterly descriptions inspired me to write about my own family. I could not put this book down.”


—June Gould, PhD, author of The Writer in All of Us, IWWG Writing Workshop Leader, consultant, and Master writing teacher
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Prologue


Kotovka, Ukraine


1905


When the screams and crashes, the cacophony of clashing piano chords and splintering wood stopped, an eerie quiet came over the house. Chaya Amdur listened and cowered on the dirt floor of the root cellar clutching three-month-old Feige, who had nursed and fallen asleep. Ten-year-old Beilah crouched beside her and buried her face in her mother’s skirt. In her free hand, Chaya held a shovel. If they came again, she would not go quietly.


She waited, hearing only her breath, shallow, fast. Listen! No more muffled thuds, no more footsteps on crunching glass. No laughter. Nothing. Silence. Her heart ticked, a clock. She counted seconds, minutes, ten, twenty. Then, trembling, she took in one last breath and crept upstairs toward the stillness. With the top of the shovel she pushed the hatch. It wouldn’t budge. She heaved again and something moved enough so it opened a sliver. Dust motes danced in the light that filtered through. Her eyes wide open, she saw everything. The hatch dropped down. She gagged and cowered in the dark.


What had she seen?


Shattered blue-and-white dishes, her mother’s splintered rocking chair, the overturned bookcase with prayer books spattered with blood. Beneath the piano a glimpse of her husband, Moshe, on his back, mouth gaping mid-scream, shirt and chest split, the white linen crusted with dark red.


She could not be still. Her legs trembled, jumped. Her heart hammered. Her stomach clutched. She crawled to a corner and vomited the little she had eaten before.


Before.


She had been nursing the baby. Beilah was rolling bedding into the corner, the others outside doing morning chores. Faint hoofbeats on the dirt road. Moshe raced into the house, shoving her and Feige and Beilah down the stairs into the root cellar. “They’re coming. I’ll get the others.”


He never came back.


She took a deep breath, got up, pushed the hatch hard again. The table that had been lying on it fell over with a crash that stopped her heart. Still clutching the baby, she crawled out. Her mother, Channah, lay on her side holding a kitchen knife, benign in her hand. Her shaitel, askew on her forehead, showed short gray hair pressed in a puddle of blood. With first one step, then another, Chaya moved through the room. The feathers from her ripped comforter lifted into the air like red-and-white snow. She smelled smoke.


“Stay here, mamaleh,” she whispered to Beilah. “Hold Feige.”


“No.” Beilah clutched her skirt, closed her eyes tight, shook her head back and forth.


“All right. Shush. Come.”


Ignoring the roaring in her ears and her shallow, rapid breath, she forced herself to peek around the doorjamb into the yard and saw smoke rising in the distance. The doors to her barn were open, the horses gone. One of her black-and-white cats lay in a pool of its own blood.


In the yard was the body of twelve-year-old Rifka, her blouse ripped open, a gash down her chest. The bottom half of her body was naked, legs splayed, thighs streaked with blood. She leaned over and pulled Rifka’s skirt down over her legs. Yetta and Yosef, ages six and four, lay on their backs near the barn, their chests red, a basket of broken eggs strewn nearby. Yetta’s eyes stared sightlessly at the brilliant blue October sky. Yosef’s eyes were closed as if asleep. They held hands.


Behind her Beilah was screaming, filling the air with her shrieks of terror. Beilah gagged, then vomited and screamed again. Chaya’s legs gave way, and she sat on the ground. She opened her mouth, but no sound came, and she keened silently, rocking back and forth for a long time. She could not think clearly. There was a ringing in her ears. She was shivering, and she knew she could not stay in the yard, even though the road was quiet.


The road was quiet. Where had they gone, those men? Who were they? Would they come back? Terror gripped her throat again. Beilah lay sprawled on the dirt, her hands clutching fistfuls of it, her eyes closed. Her sobs had turned to soft hiccoughs. The baby began to cry. Chaya covered Feige’s mouth with her filthy hand. “Beilah, come,” she whispered. She grabbed Beilah’s hand and pulled her to the door.


Inside she averted her eyes and with quick steps went to the cellar again. The comfort of the dark covered them. At the bottom of the stairs, she collapsed. Rocking Feige in her arms to stop her crying, she leaned against the cool dirt wall and closed her eyes, legs outstretched in front of her like a rag doll. The baby nosed her breast, and Chaya opened her blouse to let her nurse. Beilah crouched beside her, face against Chaya’s shoulder. They sat like that, the silence a protective shield, broken only by soft skittering sounds of mice and Beilah’s sniffles.


How long did they stay? Chaya’s mind was a bottomless, black hole. Sometimes a picture flashed before her and she squeezed her eyes shut until it faded. The baby slept warm on her breast. Chaya handed the baby to Beilah and lay down on the floor, pillowing her head on her hands. They slept. She awoke to Beilah pushing at her shoulder.


“Mama, wake up. I have to pee. Where should I go?”


Chaya half sat up, stared at her daughter, and fell back down again.


Beilah shook her. “Mama, I have to pee.” Chaya looked straight ahead with blank eyes. “Should I go outside?” Beilah waited for an answer. “Should I go? Where should I go?” She was wailing.


Chaya sat up as if coming from deep underwater. Her voice was thick. “In the corner. Go in the corner.” She was about to lie back down, but Beilah thrust the baby at her and went to squat behind a barrel. The baby was soaking wet. She had nothing to change her with now. She put the baby down beside her, and Feige started to whimper.


“Mama, you have to take care of Feige.” Beilah had picked up the baby and was holding her out. “Feige needs you. She’s hungry.”


Chaya looked at her daughter’s grimy hands gripping the baby. She looked at Beilah’s face, tear streaked, smudged with soot. She took a shaky breath and forced herself to her knees and then upright. “Give her here.” She opened her dress and Feige latched on. She felt dry, realized she had not drunk all day. “Get me cider from the barrel.” She drank, gave some to Beilah, shared a carrot, drank some more. She wondered how much time had elapsed.


Leaving the baby and Beilah in the dark of the cellar, Chaya crept up the stairs and pushed at the hatch. It was still daylight, late afternoon. She forced herself to look, but now she knew what she would see. She covered the bodies of her husband and her mother with a blanket and a Sabbath cloth stained rusty with dried blood. Taking bedcovers, she went outside. Beilah followed her mother and stood holding the baby, watching from the doorway.


She knelt weeping by her children. What should she say? Not Kaddish, the prayer for the dead—for that you needed a minyan, a congregation. The Sabbath blessing that was also a prayer? It was not the right prayer, but it would do because she could not think of anything else:




May God bless you and watch over you
May God shine His face on you and show you favor
May God show you kindness and may He grant you peace.





She kissed their foreheads before she spread the blankets over them.


Beilah was crying. “Mama. Come inside. They might come back.”


Chaya looked around. The air was still. Nothing was stirring on the road. She went back into the house, cleaned the baby, washed her face and hands, and went to the cellar again. She was shivering. She had no blankets. She’d used them all to cover the dead. She drank cider, chewed a carrot, and stared at the barrels and baskets that stored food for the winter.


Why hadn’t they left earlier? They’d talked and talked, saved money, pushed the date of departure further away. Never thinking. Chaya hit her head with the palm of her hand. Dumb. Stupid. The Tzar’s October Manifesto had come, and then pogroms all over, but too late they planned to leave. Too late. Beilah was sobbing again. Chaya clenched her teeth.


Under the apple barrel Moshe had dug a hole to store a box. She stood and shoved the barrel, scattering apples all around. She began to dig with her hands. The dirt on the cellar floor was hard. She took a deep breath, her throat constricted. “Get me the spade,” she whispered to Beilah.


Beilah brought it over. With raging anger, panting from the effort, she dug. Nothing. Leaning against a wall she wiped her sweaty face and stared at the hole she had made. She covered her eyes with dirt-encrusted hands. Deeper? She dug more. She scraped and shoveled. Then the dirt became softer, crumbly, and the spade stopped. She pushed harder and there was a sound. She had found the box and inside was a burlap bag.


Sitting against the wall she opened the bag, counted the rubles, took out the gold necklace that Moshe had given her and her mother’s pearls and gold earrings. She fingered the jewelry, warming it in her hand. Memories of her mother, Moshe, her children, threatened to crowd her brain. She would not cry. She shoved the money and jewelry back into the bag and breathed slowly, stilling her heartbeat. After a few minutes, she punched holes in the top of the burlap sack and tied it around her waist with a rope under her skirt.


Beilah sat like a statue, her eyes glass, her face stone. Chaya bent, kissed her filthy cheek, and took her hand. Carrying Feige, she went back upstairs and out to the road. She looked both ways and began walking.


A policeman rode by on a horse in the opposite direction. As he passed, he nodded. She stared at his back her mouth open. Ah, she thought. It’s over.


All along the road was destruction. She saw a neighbor moving through the landscape, his eyes so blank he looked like he was no longer in this world. She saw that the synagogue was still standing, and as she got closer, she heard voices.


Inside, pews were overturned, and prayer books littered the floor. The room was full of people moaning, crying, praying. A neighbor clutched her shoulder, weeping. “My son is dead,” he said. “I am a stem without my flower.”


The rabbi stood by the Ark. He tried to talk. He whispered something, stopped. He put his hand to his mouth. He shook his head. His shoulders heaved, and he began to cry.


The smell of the blood had barely faded from her nostrils when she and her neighbors buried the dead from the catastrophe. The scourge had skipped houses and whole towns. Her in-laws had survived. Her sister’s family was safe in the next town. She found her cousin Perel alive, a redheaded fury, known in the village as a tayvl, a crazy one. Perel had stood outside her door and screamed like one possessed. The murderers would not go near her, afraid of her demons. Cousin Perel’s house was untouched, as if a wall had encircled it and made it invisible. In Perel’s house, where they stayed for two months while they made plans to leave for America, Chaya could almost imagine the world was sane.


Her sister begged her to stay, but how could she? Each time she walked into the house, another shard would splinter off her broken heart until she would die. She had to close the door to Kotovka and never think of it again.


It was 1905. In early December, with her sister and in-laws saying, “Stay, stay,” she left Kotovka for good. Chaya left behind her, buried in the Jewish cemetery, her husband, Moshe, her daughters Rifka and Yetta, her son, Yosef, and her mother, Channah. She left behind a prosperous life. Moshe had owned two horses and had a thriving business delivering milk and farm products to all the stores in the town. She left behind her own small business baking pies and bread to sell in Kotovka’s market. She sold her house and land for half its worth to a gentile neighbor—maybe the one who had murdered her family—and traveled by train to Hamburg where she bought three tickets for the SS Bergensfjord to America. She put on the gold necklace under her dress and vowed she would never take it off. She embarked with her daughters, her mother’s jewelry, and a sack of money tied to her waist under her skirt.


When the ship docked in New York harbor, they, along with the other people in steerage, were put on a barge and taken to Ellis Island. In Kotovka she had been Chaya Amdur, but when the clerk asked her name she said, “Ida. Ida Amdur.” She changed her daughter’s names as well, Beilah to Bessie and Feige to Fanny. They would be Americans now.
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Ida


1906–1907


Ida spoke Russian, Ukrainian, and Yiddish but had only five words of English when she landed in New York: hello, goodbye, thank you, and please. She had a piece of paper with the name and address of her cousin, Hannah Cohen, written in Yiddish and English. Hannah had left Kotovka ten years before and ran a boarding house on Mulberry Street. Ida had used her name as her sponsor, but she didn’t know if Hannah had received the letter she sent. She might be a big surprise to her cousin.


It was January, cold and gray. The wind blew up the street from the ferry terminal where they landed and waited on endless lines to be pronounced healthy and fit to enter New York. Ida, shivering in her woolen shawl, carried Fanny in one arm and a suitcase in the other. Bessie trailed next to her, hauling a large bundle with their bedding, some clothes, and her mother’s candlesticks.


As they walked from the ferry up to Wall Street, Ida eavesdropped, hoping to find someone who spoke a language she understood. Most everyone was speaking English. The soles of her shoes burned. Her arms ached. Fanny was fussing.


“Mama, I’m so tired,” Bessie said. “And I’m cold.”


Ida ignored her. She stopped at the curb, shifted Fanny to her other hip, and picked up the valise again. A woman beside her smiled at Fanny. Ida took a deep breath, put the suitcase down again, and taking out the paper showed it to the lady. “Please?”


The woman nodded. She pointed and used her fingers to show how many blocks to the next turn. Ida bobbed her head and said, “Thank you.”


She walked up Wall Street and repeated the process with anyone who looked approachable. In this way she got from Wall Street to Pearl Street to the Bowery. She and Bessie kept on until, exhausted, they came to a neighborhood where the streets were crowded, and they heard Yiddish. Even the smells were familiar. Ida began to breathe more easily. Here they could ask directions. Here they found what they were looking for, a brownstone four-story house—115 Mulberry Street.


Hannah Cohen was a large woman wearing a blue dress with circles of sweat under her arms. For a minute Ida and Hannah stared at each other, and then came recognition. Hannah grabbed her cousin in a huge hug, and Ida put her head on Hannah’s bosom and closed her eyes.


But after they washed in the kitchen sink and used the hall bathroom, which was shared by two other apartments, and after Hannah fed them and the other boarders, soup and bread, and after Ida nursed Fanny, they sat on the horsehair sofa and talked. Ida knew this was not salvation.


“The apartment is full,” Hannah said. “I have three boarders who take up the two bedrooms. I, myself, sleep on a cot in the kitchen.”


Ida looked around the apartment, at the dining table in the living room, which was pushed to the side now that dinner was over. There were four hard wooden chairs, one armchair and a threadbare rug with big pink roses. There were pictures on the wall. Ida saw a photograph of Hannah’s family in Kotovka, and recognized her aunt and uncle, long gone.


“I have no place to go. We’ll sleep on the floor,” Ida said. “Just until I get a job and a place for us.”


Hannah took Fanny from Ida and rocked her, singing softly. Her eyes filled with tears. “You can stay until you settle yourself. You can sleep on the sofa, and we’ll make a bed by the armchair and dining chair for Bessie. You’ll be all right.”


True to her word, Hannah let them sleep in the living room until Ida found a job and a place to stay. Ida had been a good baker in Kotovka, and through Hannah she found a job at Blumberg Restaurant and Catering Company. With her wages and some of the money in the burlap bag, she found two rooms in a tenement nearby, a fourth-flight walk-up with a bath in the hall shared with three other families. The corridor was dark and smelled of pee from the shared hall bathroom; it reeked of the garbage that stood outside people’s doorways.


Ida worked at Blumberg’s restaurant, baking the bread and pies. She also baked at home and sold her pies on the street when she wasn’t at the restaurant. She made friends. She found Mrs. Schechter in the building, who helped her enroll Bessie in school and then babysat for Fanny while Ida was at work and Bessie at school. After school Bessie sat with Fanny in their apartment with strict orders not to let anyone in and not to go outside.


Everyone said what a beauty Fanny was. Flaxen hair, blue eyes, cheeks like roses. And smart. At one year she toddled to the door, banged on it and said, “I want go out!” Ida made her repeat it to be sure she heard right. Each day Ida came home, feet aching, and found Bessie and Fanny waiting for her. Fanny held her arms outstretched, and shouted, “Mama!” The pinafore Ida ironed and starched in the morning would be limp and stained with her lunchtime egg. There was a sweet milk smell in the soft creases of her neck. Ida would burrow her head in them and make her laugh. Fanny clutched her gold necklace in her hands so tight that after she fell asleep Ida had to uncurl the fingers one by one.


Sometimes Ida wondered if she loved Fanny best because she was the last, or because Fanny had no memories of before. Bessie had nightmares and would not let Ida forget, even though Ida pushed down the pictures that washed her dreams red. A mother is not supposed to love one child better than another, but she did. Fanny was beautiful, and Bessie was a tall and awkward eleven-year-old, whose eyes were sad.


After a year when they were well settled, Ida would help Mr. Blumberg for extra money when he was catering and needed her to bake the cakes for the party and stay and serve the dinner. Bessie babysat her sister. The instructions were always the same.


“Give her an egg for supper. Put her to bed at seven. Then I’ll be back by ten. If you need help, call Mrs. Schechter upstairs.”


One night in May, Ida dragged herself home after twelve hours on her feet baking and serving and cleaning. When she got to their fourth-floor landing, the door to the flat was open.


“Bessie,” she called. “Bessie, where are you?” She raced into the empty bedroom, back into the living room. Now she screamed. “Bessie. Fanny.” She ran up one flight and banged on Mrs. Schechter’s door. The twelve-year-old son opened the door and Ida fell on him. “Where are they? Where is Bessie? Fanny?”


“They’re at the hospital. My ma’s there too, with them.”


“Hospital?” Ida’s eyes were wild. “Why hospital?”


“She got burned. Fanny.”


The words barely came out. “Burned? How?” There was a rushing in her head. She grabbed his arms.


“Ow, you’re hurting me. Let go.”


Ida let go, steadied herself. “How?”


“Water.”


“Mit vasser?” Ida whispered. “Mein Gott. Mein Gott. Which hospital?”


“Bellevue. A policeman took them. Bessie was screaming, and a policeman came.”


Ida dashed down the stairs. The streetcar was two blocks away. Running, she stumbled on a crack where the sidewalk heaved, caught herself on the arm of a man in a brown suit, who glared at her.


“Whatchit, lady,” he snarled.


“Shuldich mir,” she whispered. Feet on fire, she ran, she pushed, she ran. The red house, the brown house, the butcher, the laundry. On the streetcar she prayed a singsong prayer. “Gott, Gott, Gott.” The streetcar stopped in front of the hospital and she raced in. Bessie and Mrs. Schechter were sitting in the waiting room.


Ida rushed to her daughter, put her face close and whispered, “What happened?”


“She pulled the pot down, Mama. Fanny wanted to see the egg, and she pulled the pot down on herself.”


Ida tried to picture it. A little pot on the flame with the egg bubbling away. “How?” she asked. “Just the little pot? Not so much water in it.”


“Not the little pot, Mama. The big one. The little one had the leftover soup. The big pot.”


Ida could see it now. The big round pot with a long handle, Fanny stretching up. She slammed her fist into Bessie’s arm over and over. “You let her? You let her pull the pot?” Ida pulled at her own hair. “What should I do, what should I do?”


“Nothing, Mama. They are taking care of her.”


“Nothing? I should do nothing? Like what you did?” Ida yanked back her arm and smacked her daughter so hard across the face that Bessie’s head snapped, and she stumbled backward. Mrs. Schechter gasped, reached out, and grabbed Ida’s hand so she wouldn’t hit Bessie again. But Ida was standing, arms limp at her sides, all the rage drained out of her.


Bessie was sobbing, her hand on her cheek. “I couldn’t help it. She was so fast. On tiptoe she’s tall enough. She reached up, and I couldn’t get there to stop it. It was the big pot full of water.” Her voice trailed off. She put her face in her hands. “I was so scared, Mama,” she whispered. “I didn’t know what to do. I wrapped her in a blanket. She was screaming. Her skin had blisters. I carried her.”


“She came banging on my door. She was holding the baby, the poor thing. I took her and we ran outside looking for a policeman. They’re in there,” Mrs. Schechter went on and pointed. “You can talk to the nurse.”


Ida couldn’t talk to the nurse. She couldn’t ask the questions that were in her head because there were no questions. All that was in her head was Gott, Gott, Gott.


If one could be said to turn to stone, that was Ida. She didn’t move a muscle. Just fixed her eyes on the black closed door and willed the doctor to come out. She sat in a hard chair in the waiting room. She bunched her skirt in her hands, stared at her swollen feet, the ankles rolling over the scuffed oxford shoes. Bessie sat crying beside her, but Ida wouldn’t look at her. Mrs. Schechter sat on Bessie’s other side, patting her hand, whispering prayers.


Finally, the door opened and a tall man in a white coat came out. He looked so young, Ida couldn’t believe he was the doctor, but she fell on him, clutching his arm. “Mein. Mein tochter.”


“It’s her daughter,” Bessie said.


The doctor looked at them. He shook Ida’s arm off, took long strides and went to the nurse’s station, wrote something and then turned. “She’s your daughter? With the burns?” Bessie nodded for her mother. “And who are you?” the doctor asked. “And what happened to your face?”


Bessie’s hand flew to her cheek. “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing happened. I’m her other daughter.”


Ida stared at Bessie’s swollen cheek. She was flooded with shame.


The doctor looked back and forth between them and shrugged. Then he said, “She’s gravely burned. We will do our best but . . .” He shook his head. “It’s in God’s hands.”


When Bessie translated, Ida’s legs collapsed, and she sank to her knees on the floor. Bessie stood beside her. She pulled her mother up, led her to a chair all the while whispering, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” until Ida turned on her. “Stop it. Stop crying. Gay avek. I don’t want to look at you.”


Ida sat still on the chair and waited. It was clear. God hated her. She did not know why, but it was clear. She sat like stone until the doctors let her in to see her baby for a few minutes. Fanny was bandaged so much Ida couldn’t recognize her. She had second and third degree burns on her arms and chest and face. She went out and sat some more.


In two days, Fanny developed pneumonia. In two days more the nurse came out and, speaking softly, patted Ida on the shoulder. Ida did not understand the words, but she knew. Fanny was dead.


After Fanny’s burial, after the shiva, which they sat in their flat, they moved back to Hannah Cohen’s apartment for a while. Ida could not bear to stay in the apartment. All she took with her were two photographs—one of her family in Kotovka and the other of her, Bessie, and Fanny on the ship to America. She had paid a photographer to commemorate the beginning of their new life.


In Hannah Cohen’s house, she sat on the sofa day after day, not talking to anyone. She sat through the night, barely sleeping. When Hannah Cohen asked her what she was doing, she said, “Nothing.” Bessie went to school, came back, and found her mother sitting where she had left her in the morning. She would not speak to anyone.


After two weeks at Hannah Cohen’s, Ida could not sit up anymore. She lay down on the sofa and fell into a deep sleep. She awoke, heart pounding from a nightmare she could not remember once she opened her eyes. She sat upright, reached up, and touched her cheek. Dry. She breathed deeply, in and out, in and out.


She held the photographs of her family and forced herself to remember. Moshe, with his bear hugs, his laugh that filled the room, his kisses and caresses in the dark, the smell of tobacco and horses. His chest split open with an axe. Her mother, always praying—and how had the prayers helped?—lying with her head pillowed in blood. Rifka, so smart people said she should have been a boy—with her skirt, a navy skirt, around her neck. And the little ones, Yetta and Joseph, always together, holding hands, pushed out of their babyhood by Fanny who was herself now cold in the cemetery among strangers. She saw everything.


She remembered Kotovka. She said goodbye to each street, each neighbor, the shops, the marketplace where she sold her bread and pies. She said to herself, I will never look back again. If I do, I will die.


Bessie was asleep on the chairs. Hannah Cohen was snoring on her cot in the kitchen. Ida put her two feet on the floor, slipped on her shoes, and stood. She shook Bessie awake and said, “Come. We’re going.”


Bessie rubbed her eyes. “Where?”


“To Orchard Street apartment.”


“Now? Can’t we wait until morning?”


“No. Now,” Ida said. “We will go now.”


Bessie put on her shoes and followed her mother. At the door Ida turned. She remembered her neighbor in Kotovka, the one who said, “I am a stem without my flower.” She took Bessie’s hand and looked into her eyes. She caressed Bessie’s cheek and said, “Come. Let’s go home.”





2


Bessie


1931


Bessie was dreaming of her childhood in Kotovka when Ruby shook her awake.


“Mama, Mama, wake up! I’m scared.”


“What?” Bessie sat up, snatching the fading images in her head. “What did you say?” Beside her in the bed, her husband Abe didn’t stir.


“I’m scared.” Ruby’s eyes darted right, left. She turned behind her to see who was there. “They’re coming.” Her voice breathed panic. “They’re going to hurt me, hurt everyone.”


Bessie swung her legs off the bed and stood, grasping Ruby’s shoulders to steady herself. “Who’s coming?” She looked up at her daughter, at thirteen a head taller than she. She glanced at the clock by her bedside. A little after midnight. Maybe she was sleepwalking.


Ruby’s face was slick with sweat, her long coppery hair a nest of curls around her face. She grabbed Bessie’s hand. “Come with me. I’ll show you.” She pulled Bessie down the hall to the bedroom where she slept together with her sisters, Jenny and Irene. “See, see,” she said pointing behind the headboard.


“No, mamaleh. There’s nothing there. See, nothing. You’re dreaming.”


“No, I’m not.” She turned her head back and forth, swiveling it until her whole body was shaking. “They’re going to hurt us—me, you, Faye.”


Bessie reached out and shook nine-year-old Jenny, who was sleeping in the bed she shared with Ruby. Jenny stirred and sat up, confused, rubbing her eyes. “Go to Irene’s bed.” Jenny trotted to the next bed, nudged her sister Irene, and snuggled in beside her.


Ruby was crying. Bessie held her, patting her back, settling her in the bed again. She peered at her daughter and her heart sank. Ruby had not been sleepwalking. It was one of her spells again. She was talking nonsense. Oh God, Bessie thought. When will this stop?


Smoothing Ruby’s forehead, she said, “I’ll stay with you, sweetheart. I’m here, I’ll stay.” She began to hum tuneless lullabies and gradually, even though Ruby still was agitated, Bessie was able to calm her. She pulled a chair to the side of the bed and sat watching Ruby sleep. Bessie breathed with her, in and out, and then her eyes closed, chasing a dream.


She startled awake, heart hammering, neck in a spasm. Even before she opened her eyes, she knew the bed was empty. She jumped up, knocking the chair backward. “Ruby, where are you, where are you?”


In the next bed, Jenny and Irene woke. Bessie ignored them and rushed out of the bedroom to the bathroom, the kitchen whispering, “Ruby, Ruby.” She did not want to wake her mother, Ida, or two-year-old Faye, who slept in a tiny room behind the kitchen. She took frantic breaths as she ran, her bare feet sliding along the linoleum in the hall. In the hall mirror she glimpsed her face, eyes crusted with sleep, hair matted to her head. She was shivering in a flimsy nightgown.


In the living room, twelve-year-old Morris slept in the corner on a cot crammed behind two shabby sofas. “Morris, wake up. Wake up. Do you know where Ruby is?” He groaned, didn’t answer. She banged on her own bedroom door calling, “Abe, Abe, wake up, wake up, she’s gone. Ruby, she’s gone.”


They gathered in the living room. Abe, clutching his pajama bottoms, paced in bare feet; Jenny and Irene huddled wide-eyed on the couch; Morris, half-man, half-boy, stood by the living room window staring into the purple darkness. It was one in the morning, and the streets were deserted.


“Where could she have gone?” No one answered. “Oh God, she woke me with a bad dream, so I sat with her, and I fell asleep.”


“She just went out? Nobody heard?” Abe asked, his six-foot frame slumping over tiny Bessie. “How could nobody hear?”


“We were sleeping,” Irene said. “We didn’t know anything was wrong.”


Bessie’s hand was over her mouth to keep herself from crying out loud, but tears streaked her face, and she shook her head back and forth. “Where did she go, where did she go?” She clutched her arms around herself, quivering with cold.


Jenny grabbed the crocheted quilt from the sofa, and wordlessly draped it over her mother.


“I’ll look,” Abe said. “Morris, come. Put on your pants.” Morris followed his father and minutes later they emerged from the bedroom, pajama tops half tucked into trousers, carrying shoes and coats. It was late April, but the night air was chill, especially in the rain. Morris’s hair, uncombed, stuck out around his ears, and Bessie reached up to smooth it.


“Where will you look?”


“I don’t know.” Abe kissed the top of Bessie’s head and went to the door. “Don’t worry, it will all be well,” he said, closing the door behind them.


Bessie leaned against the door. For Abe, everything would always be well, but she knew different. She hurried to the window clutching the blanket around her shoulders and peered out. She watched Abe and Morris leave the building and walk down the street until she couldn’t see them anymore. Then there were only slick, wet sidewalks and rain pelting the glass.


“Is Ruby going to be all right?” Jenny asked.


Bessie ignored her, stared out the window. “Maybe I should go out too.”


“What for? Where would you go?” Irene said.


Bessie paced. Stopped. “Tell me again what you saw her doing that you were complaining about,” she said to Irene.


“Which time? You mean when she was carrying on, talking to herself on the block, shouting as if there was someone there and there was no one there? And the policeman came and told her to move on. Or when I saw her take something from the candy store? Or when she took Faye to the park and left her alone there, and Mrs. Feigenbaum from downstairs brought her back? And Ruby said she told Mrs. Feigenbaum to watch her, and Mrs. Feigenbaum said no she didn’t?” Irene crossed her arms on her chest and stared at her feet. “Why can’t she just act normal? She’s older than me, and I’m so tired of worrying about her, taking care of her.”


“That’s what families do . . . take care of each other,” Bessie said. She started to cry.


“Oh, Mama, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Don’t cry.” Irene came up behind her and put her arms around her mother. “Ruby will come back. She’ll be fine.”


Bessie rested her forehead on Irene’s shoulder while Irene patted her back. She could feel Irene’s breasts, already budding although Irene was only ten. She’s so grown up. How had they all grown up so fast?


I take good care of them, that’s how. I take care of all of them—five children, two adults. I watch them all and make sure they eat right and sleep right and don’t fight, that they do good in school and Abe doesn’t gamble and Mama doesn’t get too tired or too sad remembering Kotovka, and someone watches little Faye. Isn’t that what happened tonight? I was taking care of Ruby. I was sitting by her bed. I was watching her.


Bessie’s heart lurched. But I fell asleep. I didn’t watch. I’m so tired all the time. She pushed away from Irene and began to pace again. What if something happens to Ruby? Oh God, how do you live after that? How did Mama live after she lost them all?


“Where is she?” Bessie asked, almost shouting, trying to distract herself from nightmare memories. “What will we do? Where is Abe? And Morris?” She sat down again and waited. Irene came out wearing a sweater and handed Bessie her bathrobe. The clock on the wall said two. Two thirty. Jenny was curled up on the sofa under the crocheted quilt. Time was endless. Three o’clock.


The doorbell rang. “Mama. It’s me. Open up. It’s so cold.” It was a thin, frail voice. Ruby.


Bessie ran to the door, opened it, and after a startled second screamed, “My God!”


Ruby stood in the dark hallway, copper hair dripping on her shoulders, shivering in a flimsy nightgown that clung to her erect breasts, her nipples, belly, and thighs. Her bare feet were wet, her legs red and raw. In trembling arms, she held Faye, who was crying pitifully, dark hair plastered to her head, face shiny with tears and mucus.


Faye called, “Mama! Mama!” reaching pudgy arms for Bessie.


“Oh, my God,” Bessie wailed again, snatching the toddler from Ruby. “My God. You had Faye? You took the baby? I’ll kill you!” Bessie’s voice rose to a high-pitched bleat. She pulled back her arm and although behind her, out of nowhere, she heard her own mother Ida screaming, “Oy, Gott, no!” it was too late. With all the force she had, she smacked Ruby across the face, watched her stumble as her head snapped back, saw Ruby grab at the wall, hold her reddening cheek, and crumple sobbing to the grimy tiled floor.


Bessie was crying too. She leaned against the doorjamb, her head spinning. She was drained of all strength, barely able to hold Faye who was wailing, hiccoughing, “Bubbie, Bubbie.”


Like a bystander, Bessie watched as Ida took over, pulling Faye’s trembling body from her arms and straddling the toddler on her hips. Where had Ida come from? She was not there before.


Ida shouted, “Irene, make a bath. Hot water. Hot.” Her strong free hand gripped Ruby under her arm as Ruby tried to rise to her feet, and Jenny was on the other side, pulling her until she was upright.


“Come,” Ida said. She carried Faye in one arm and gripped Ruby with the other, and with Jenny helping, they limped together into the bathroom, stripped the girls of their soaking nightclothes, and slipped them into the warm bath.


Bessie followed dumbly. She sat on the bathmat, back against the wall, legs splayed, limp. She let Ida slosh the warm water over Faye and Ruby, let her whisper soothing words to them while she soaped them with a cloth. Bessie could not move. She was stuck in a memory that all but stopped her heart, a memory of another slap, another baby, another daughter. She felt the black shadow of the blow from long ago on her own cheek, and she got up, kneeled by the tub, and reached out to touch the reddened swelling on Ruby’s. “Oh, my God, why did you take Faye?”


Ruby, lying back in the water, eyes closed, said nothing.


Why didn’t I check? Why didn’t I go into Mama’s room and check on them both? Stupid me. Pushing the black shadow away, Bessie said to Ida. “When did you wake?”


“I had to pee.”


“Did you know Faye was gone?”


“I didn’t look in the crib.” There was a long pause and a sigh. “I had to pee. When I came out of the toilet, I heard the noise and saw you all . . . I had to pee.”


Yes. We all have to pee; we don’t look, don’t hear, don’t see. Terrible things happen when you don’t watch. She clamped her eyes tight to shut out the memories. To stop the thoughts she asked again, “Ruby, why? Why did you take Faye?”


“They were going to hurt her. They said they would hurt Faye. I had to hide her,” Ruby whispered. “So, I went out and I hid until they went away—just like you did in the old country when they came to kill you—and then I came home.”


The blood drained from Bessie’s face. She stared at her mother as she took a towel and lifted Faye into it. “How does she know?” she asked. “How does she know about Kotovka?” Ida was silent. “Take her to bed,” Bessie said. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”


As Ida left the bathroom with Faye, Bessie turned to Ruby with another towel outstretched in her hands. She helped her daughter stand, wrapped her and rubbed her dry, listened as Ruby whispered, “I’m so tired, so tired.” Finally, Bessie took her daughter, beautiful and broken as she was, and put her to bed.


She sat beside the bed again, as she had earlier that night. It was near dawn. She saw the sky lighten through the window behind the bed, a thin gray thread at first, then thicker and wider until the whole window was filled with morning. Abe and Morris had come home, and she heard them speaking softly to Ida. She watched her sleeping daughters.


All her life she had tried to make it up to her mother, taking her with her to the dances where she looked for, and finally found, a husband—tall and handsome Abe. She brought Ida with her to their home from the first day they married. She kept her with them always, wherever they went.


And she had named her children after their lost family in Kotovka. Had she done the wrong thing, keeping their memory alive like that? It must have been a reminder of the way they died. Was that why Ida had told the children stories about Kotovka?


A sob caught in Bessie’s throat. Maybe she had tempted the devil. Ruby named for her sister Rifka, Morris for her father, Moshe, Irene for her grandmother Channah, Jenny for Yetta. And finally, Faye—after Fanny the baby who had come with them on the ship to America and who had died because of Bessie.


Bessie remembered how, when her own Faye was born, she had handed her to Ida after she and Abe decided on her name. “Feige,” she said, using the Yiddish. Then, “Faye.” Her mother nodded and locked eyes with Bessie and took the baby as if she were a gift. Then she sang the lullaby about a little bird in the forest which she had sung to her own Feige when she was a baby. Now Bessie hummed it to herself, and watched her daughters, Ruby and Jenny and Irene, sleep.


Later that morning, Bessie got Morris, Irene, and Jenny off to school even though they were tired. “We’ll be late,” they complained. “We’re tired. Why doesn’t Ruby have to go?”


“She’s sleeping,” Bessie said.


“I wish I was,” Irene said, sulking. “What should we tell them about Ruby?”


“Say she’s sick,” Bessie said.


Irene stared at her feet, a sullen look on her face. “She is sick. Everyone makes fun of her, calls her crazy.”


“Then you defend her. You tell them to shut up,” Bessie blazed. “She’s your sister. No matter what, she’s your family!” But as her children walked out the door, Bessie heard Morris say, “She’s sick, all right. Crazy sick.”


Bessie closed her eyes. Everything hurt—her feet, her back. Her heart hurt. She felt old, much older than her thirty-six years.


Abe and Ida were at the kitchen table, drinking coffee. Faye sat in a highchair eating a piece of bread and butter. Her eyes were bright, and she babbled about Ruby taking her out in the rain and the dark. Bessie leaned over to kiss Faye’s cheek and then sat down.


She glanced at Abe, who was staring at the table. He had deep circles under his eyes. His usually tall and straight back was slumped. He was jiggling his leg, and she could feel the pulse on the floor. What had happened to the dashing man who’d spun her around the dance hall in the polka until she collapsed in a chair?


He’d called himself lucky then. Now he was worried about money. This Depression was a weight on everyone’s shoulders, and it was even worse in Europe, where his mother and sister lived. He wanted to bring them here, but he hadn’t saved enough. He even had to let the help in his hardware store go, and Bessie went back to work, leaving Ida to watch her family.


Bessie went to him, stood behind his chair, and put her hands on his shoulders. Abe reached up and patted her hand. “I have to go . . . open the shop.” He stood and kissed her cheek. “You stay home today. I’ll manage without you.”


She wanted to say something to him. What? Be careful. It seemed so little. She settled on “Zey gezunt.” He nodded and left the apartment.


Bessie and Ida sat in the quiet finishing their coffee. Ida drank hers in a glass, sipping it through a sugar cube, like she had in Kotovka. “Nu? What are you going to do with her?” Ida asked. Bessie said nothing. “I found out there is a place,” she went on. “A hospital called King’s Park Asylum—for people like her.”


“What do you mean, ‘people like her’? She doesn’t need an asylum.”


“Maybe yes, maybe no. You could look.”


Bessie glared at her mother. “Last night, in the bath, she said men were coming to kill us. Where would she get such an idea?”


“It’s her imagination. She was dreaming.”


“Yes, you know she imagines things. And dreams? Dreams come from somewhere. I have dreams too. Nightmares. You told her the stories from Kotovka. What happened there.”


“No. I never did.” Ida’s eyes shifted sideways, and Bessie didn’t believe her. “I told her stories about good people and bad people. I tell them all the same fairy tales. Jenny and Irene and Morris. They don’t go running out in the middle of the night with the baby.”


“Well, to her fairy tales are true. She believes them, and now she’s scared.”


Ida turned away. “It’s not my fault she’s so flighty.”


“It is your fault that Ruby took Faye out of your room, and you didn’t stop her,” Bessie shot back. “She could have killed Faye.”


Ida’s face collapsed in pain. “I was sleeping. I’m sorry.” Her glass shook in her hand, sloshing the coffee over the top, and she put it on the table.


A hard knot formed in Bessie’s gut. “Why? Why would you tell them those awful things that happened? Why do they have to know?”


Ida didn’t answer. Faye had begun to whine. Bessie didn’t know if it was because they weren’t paying attention to her or because they were arguing. She stood up and took Faye out of the highchair. Holding her close, she whispered to her mother, “You won’t tell Faye. If you want to take care of her, you won’t tell her those stories.” Bessie locked eyes with her mother, and after a minute, Ida nodded. She held out her arms and Bessie handed her the baby.


“Still,” Ida said quietly. “You have to do something about Ruby.”


Bessie often wondered why everyone described Ruby by comparing her to something else. For Bessie, Ruby was sometimes like a firefly, lit up one second, black the next, or a hummingbird, dipping here and there, flashing the brilliant red of her hair and the green of her eyes and then disappearing. Abe said she reminded him of a bumblebee, all gold and black and buzzing around, and occasionally stinging if you got too close and irritated her. Other people said she was the jewel, like her name, or red glass, sparkly and breakable. But Irene said she was like a red fox—sly, untrustworthy, making a mess out of everything she touched.


Ruby wasn’t easy, Bessie knew that for sure. Even when she was little, she was all over the place, never still for a minute. She was willful and determined. She had insisted they call her Ruby, even though Bessie and Abe had named her Rifka—Rebecca in English.


But it was only lately that Bessie had begun to worry. Just last month as she and Ida were peeling potatoes in the kitchen, Ruby had dashed into the room wearing a purple scarf around her head, and three lengths of beads around her neck. She danced around her mother and grandmother.


“I’m here,” she sang. “I came as soon as you called.” She grabbed a potato.


“Who called you? I didn’t call you,” Bessie said.


“Well I knew you wanted me,” Ruby said. “I can read minds.” She took a knife from the drawer and started peeling while she pirouetted around the room.


“Stop that,” Bessie said, grabbing her arm. “You’ll cut yourself.”


“All right. I won’t help,” Ruby said. She threw the potato and knife into the sink and waltzed out of the room.


Bessie gave a little laugh. “She’s a gypsy.” She glanced quickly at her mother, who sat unmoving at the kitchen table, staring at the potatoes. Ida didn’t look up. Her iron gray hair was pulled into an unruly bun, and her square jaw was clenched tight.


“I don’t like to say,” Ida said at last, and started peeling potatoes again.


“What don’t you like to say?”


“I worry. She acts like a child. She’s wild, like my cousin, Perel—the tayvl. She even looks like her.”


“She’s not crazy like Perel,” Bessie whispered. She remembered her well. Even murderous hooligans were afraid of Perel. “She’s just high-spirited—maybe immature.”


“I worry,” Ida said again, louder. “You remember you found her with the knife that time?”


Bessie’s heart skipped at the memory. Something had frightened Ruby, and Bessie found her standing in a corner holding a knife in front of her as if warding someone off. She didn’t protest when Bessie took the knife from her, but said, “Sometimes I have to protect myself.”


“From what?” Bessie asked, exasperated.


Ruby shook her head and walked past Bessie, and Bessie thought, for the hundredth time, Why can’t she just act normal, like everyone else? Then she was ashamed.


“She was pretending like always. Playacting,” Bessie said, but she couldn’t look at Ida. Bessie heard Faye calling her. “You finish. The baby is up from her nap.”


Bessie left the kitchen to get Faye. But first she went to check on Ruby. She found her playing a record of a new song, “You’re My Everything,” on the Victrola in the living room and swaying in front of the mirror. Not so bad, Bessie told herself. Mama’s wrong. Plenty of girls dance like that.


But Bessie couldn’t ignore her mother’s concerns. The thoughts kept niggling at her, and two days later, even though Ruby seemed fine again, and was back to school, Bessie went to see Dr. Marsh, just, she told herself, to talk. Dr. Marsh, a short and portly man with a mustache, had been their family doctor since they’d moved to Brooklyn. He knew them all, did all their check-ups, and had even delivered Faye at Brooklyn Jewish Hospital.


Bessie wondered later if he could possibly have understood what she was saying; she was talking nonstop, with barely a breath. “Ruby, she’s so unpredictable. I never know what she’s going to do. She took Faye out in the middle of the night because she said someone was going to hurt her—in the middle of the night, Doctor. We were so scared. We didn’t know where she was. And she hid the knife, not that she would use it, but she took it anyway. And she talks all the time, fast, and sometimes I can’t understand her.” Bessie’s voice faded, and she laughed. “I think I sound like her now, but it’s only because I’m nervous. Maybe that’s what it is . . . do you think she could just be nervous, Dr. Marsh? Maybe, she’s just nervous.”


Dr. Marsh nodded, and wrote some things down and then said, “So you are very worried about her?”


Bessie sighed with relief. “Yes. What can we do with her when she acts so crazy?” The word slipped out. “I didn’t mean crazy,” she whispered.


“When she gets so agitated?” Dr. Marsh asked.


“Yes. Agitated.”


“We could give her laudanum. That would quiet her.”


“And it wouldn’t hurt? It would be all right?”


“Yes certainly. I wouldn’t suggest it otherwise.”


Bessie nodded. “Thank you,” she said. Dr. Marsh stood up and Bessie realized he was dismissing her. She wasn’t ready to go. Before she left, she had to ask. Her voice trembled and she said, “You ever heard of King’s Asylum?”


Dr. Marsh pursed his lips. “King’s Park Psychiatric Hospital?” he asked, leaning on his desk.


“Yes. That’s it”


He hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know if you would want to send her there. She’s awfully young. Only thirteen. You could go look at it, if you want. It’s out on Long Island, Suffolk County. In the country; but it’s far and . . . of course if she’s totally unmanageable . . .”


“No, I can do it. I can manage her,” Bessie said.


“Well then. But maybe you should just look at it, in case, you know. Always good to have alternatives.” Dr. Marsh walked toward the door of his office, handed Bessie the prescription, and she hurried out the door.


Bessie kept the bottle of laudanum in a drawer by her bed and, she told her mother, she would watch Ruby like a hawk, and the first minute there was anything to worry about, she would give her the medicine.
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