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IN THE THEATER, IT’S CUSTOMARY FOR A PERFORMER TO CREATE A “back story” for the character she (or he) is playing. This is a history of the character’s activities up to the moment when she (or he) steps onto the stage.


With After Anatevka,  Al Silber has done exactly the opposite. After performing the role of Tzeitel (Tevye’s oldest daughter) in the most recent production of Fiddler on the Roof  at the Broadway Theatre in New York and previously playing Hodel (Tevye’s next-oldest daughter) in London’s West End (a production through which I came to know her), Ms. Silber has written a book which begins after Hodel has left  the stage.


The last time we see her in Fiddler,  Hodel is waiting with her father for the train that will take her to Siberia to join her fiancé, Perchik. After a brief prologue in which Hodel accepts Perchik’s marriage proposal, Ms. Silber catapults us to Siberia, where we discover that Hodel—shortly after her arrival—has been imprisoned. We are plunged immediately into a highly dramatic situation where the scenes take on an almost cinematic reality. We meet a cast of arresting characters who have little in common with the engaging villagers in Fiddler.  And Hodel undergoes trials that test the limits of her strength and courage.


As the lyricist for Fiddler on the Roof,  I was curious to see how Ms. Silber’s novel related to the story we tell in our musical. I wondered whether one had to have seen Fiddler  or read the Sholem Aleichem stories on which it’s based to understand or appreciate After Anatevka.  Once I read the book, I found that prior familiarity with the underlying stories is unnecessary. It’s a beautiful coming-of-age story that will speak to all readers. But for those who are  familiar with the original tale, Ms. Silber has provided a number of rewarding bonuses. Although the title After Anatevka  suggests that the novel will concern itself solely with Hodel’s adventures after leaving home, Ms. Silber manages to provide gratifying and entertaining glimpses of Hodel’s life with her parents and her four sisters throughout the novel. Those vivid and detailed flashbacks serve to intensify the contrast with the desolation Hodel finds in Siberia.


Over half a century ago, Jerry Bock and I wrote songs based on the characters and dramatic situations in Sholem Aleichem’s Tevye’s Daughters.  I can only marvel at the fact that, after all of these years, Alexandra Silber produced an entirely new work stemming from the same font. Inspired by a character she played in Fiddler on the Roof, Ms. Silber has employed her formidable intelligence, her lively imagination, her poetic sensibility and what must have been extensive research to create After Anatevka,  a powerful and gripping tale of love, loyalty, bravery, and endurance. I hope you are as moved by it as I am.


Sheldon Harnick


NEW YORK CITY


APRIL 2017
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PROLOGUE
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Get me out,
 for indeed I was stolen away
 out of the land of the Hebrews,
 and I have done nothing that I should be in this place.
—Genesis


WHEN HE ASKED HER TO BE HIS WIFE, CLUMSILY, AND WITH AGONIZING effort, she was uncharacteristically silent. All went still. Perhaps in the deepest recesses of his psyche, he understood that she was already tethered to him. That, for her, their marriage was already complete, their spirits already one, so veritable was her feeling, so steadfast and unwavering her love. She gazed at him and smiled.


Perchik—there he was: all sternness and swagger. For all his education he could not overcome the anxiety of such a moment. He wanted her. She knew that. Though it did not need to be said, for she could see in his sorrowful eyes a new expression of unerring devotion. More than that—a shared covenant, and the longing she knew to be identical to her own. This vision of him promised a future, and that future would be in Perchik’s arms. The eyes of a man capable not only of seeing but also of creating more majesty in the smallest corners of existence than any other being she had known or ever would know. She simply nodded her acceptance.


He wept, embracing her completely as they had both longed to since the very first moments.


“You will follow me, Hodel?” he asked, clutching her hair and holding her close.


She pulled away to look into his eyes, then answered without smiling, “Forever.”




BOOK ONE
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Siberia, 1906




one


[image: img]


DIM LIGHT CREPT IN, FOLLOWED BY HER CONSCIOUSNESS. SAVAGE cold. Harrying voices. The fierce grips of unfamiliar men. Endless rooms and corridors. A door opened. She was deposited into a dark room, placed in chains, plied with questions in Russian, then pulled upright.


They flung her in a solitary cell. She ricocheted off the back wall, fell with a thud, screeching herself hoarse and scratching at her body when she discovered the floor was swamped in excrement and crawling with vermin, the chains about her preventing every attempt to destroy them.


Here it comes,  the guards thought as they looked on. The break.


It took only a moment. Just a moment for the stab of realization to snap the neck of her spirit.


There it is.  . . .


She clutched her body and crumpled to the ground, weeping.


After how long she did not know, Hodel opened her eyes. The dark enclosing her was thorough—so thorough, it instilled a type of calm and moved her to stand, and when she did she found the floor beneath her to be of vile frozen stone. It reminded her at once of where she was.


How long have I been here?  she thought. No answer came.


But something was off—a familiar odor of dusty earth wafted up as her body adjusted to standing, and she realized at once that her ankles were no longer constrained by shackles.


She took an unpracticed step. Her long-limbed stride wobbled but advanced her. Though toward where? Toward what?


Another step. Another. The thud  of each foot rang out. She thought of her family, feeling closer to them with each step. She had been there what felt like only moments ago. . . .


Onward . . . onward,  she thought.
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Hodel was accustomed to fending for herself. Second-born and nearly three and a half years younger than her elder sister, Tzeitel, Hodel had been born in the middle of a scorching summer. “Perhaps that is what made her so fiery,” her mother teased.


Hodel was the proud one, the one with the quick tongue, the one just like her mother. All of these epithets got her into trouble—trouble she gave right back to anyone who crossed her.


Hodel felt perpetually passed over. Tzeitel, as the eldest, commanded a great deal of attention as the natural homemaker and the first in their family to be wed. Their younger sister Chava, on the other hand, commanded attention because, as an incurable dreamer, she required looking after. The two youngest sisters—Shprintze and Bielke—had been regarded as babies nearly all their lives and constantly doted on. But Hodel was neither in command, nor a dreamer, nor doted upon. Instead, in a family of women with sturdy, strong, compact frames that bespoke humility, Hodel was tall. Her height made her feel conspicuous, isolated, as if she physically were not a part of her family. A langer lucksh,  neighbors would call her—a long noodle.


With a height established well before the age of twelve, Hodel would almost have met her father’s eye if it weren’t for her defiant slouchiness. For a long while, she slumped over so much, no one could see the lovely developing shape of her breasts or the dainty curve from her waist to her hip. And her clothing certainly did not help. Tzeitel would get new clothes as she grew, and despite the vast difference in their heights and shapes, Hodel would get Tzeitel’s hand-me-downs. She had to tug them over her long limbs. Even worse, after the wear and tear of two sisters, the hand-me-downs were too worn out, so Chava would also get new clothes. It was intolerable! Hodel understood frugality, but she so rarely had anything new, something that was just  hers.


One day her mother, Golde, took her aside and gave her a basket of linens to hang in the yard.


“For you alone,” she instructed. “Come find me when you are done.”


Hodel sulked. Heavy lifting was always her task, and she despised it. She grudgingly walked out into the yard, heaving the basket along with her. But then she saw it: new laundry lines, hung from the higher branches of the trees, crisscrossed one another like the flight patterns of birds, their clean white lines heralding hope and ascension.


She looked down. At the bases of the trees stood little footstools employed earlier by her mother and sisters. But Hodel didn’t need any help to reach these new laundry lines.


It was a reason to stand tall.


She set to work, and after clasping the last of the corners of the freshly washed linen upon the line with clothespins, Hodel stood back. She stretched her body as the wind lifted the sheet clear off the ground, cracking the fabric in the air with each gust. Her frame lengthened—her head erect, back taut, shoulders revealing her heart to the gusty, chalk-colored sky. Her eyes locked on the linen—a flag of newfound dignity.


“Done?” her mother inquired as Hodel brought the empty baskets back inside.


“Yes, Mama.”


“Good,” replied Golde, not looking up from her chopping board. “It will not do for us to have the bottoms of our linens soiled because the lines were not high enough. We must aim them a bit higher,  yes?”


“Yes, Mama.”


“Good. You should only live and be well. Ver volt dos geglaibt?”  she muttered to an unknown and unseen audience. “Who would have believed it? Come help me with the stock.”


Hodel stood tall evermore.
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 The thin line of light before her was no wider than a fingernail, and it was impossible to tell whether it was inches or miles away. Hodel moved toward it, the weight of her steps squishing in the ever-softening earth.


“You!” a faraway voice barked from the darkness. “You!”


She turned and stared hard into the endless black, pupils aching— nothing. But then, suddenly, a familiar voice.


“Hodel!” It was his voice.


Her eyes shot open as she clutched at the walls to steady herself.


“Perchik!” How close he was! “Where are you?”


“Hodel!” It was a desperate cry. “I am here!”


She jolted upward and flung herself to the bars.


“Perchik!” she wailed. “Perchik!”


She thrust the full weight of her body upon the bars.


The voice was gone. But his scent remained—Hodel sensed it so strongly, she could taste it in her throat. But with each moment of crashing silence that followed, it grew further and further away.


All at once, she was seized by her shoulders and shaken vigorously.


“You! Wake up!”


She opened her eyes: the same unfamiliar cell.


Farkuckt,  she thought.




two
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HER KEEPERS WERE CONCERNED SHE WAS DEAD, FOR SHE HAD slept well over a day without stirring. When she woke, she was seized and escorted to the showers by the forbidding arms of a truculent woman—her hair fixed tight, with gherkins for fingers. Hodel’s chains were still fixed as the woman scrubbed her red, then redeposited her into the cell and exited with the deftness of a general.


Hodel got to her feet and trudged in chains from one side of her cell to the other and back again. Her hands traced the stones as her fingers discovered names carved with struggle into the walls. She shuddered; these walls seemed to whisper things.


She examined her surroundings. The cell was painfully small and flanked with gray stones on three sides. Iron rods made up the fourth. The solitary window at the top of the back wall was barred and nearly useless, and she listened to the scream of wind insisting itself from beyond the bars. A filthy mattress lay upon the floor. A chair. An earthen stove.


If only the window were lower,  she thought. If only I might see out.


Somewhere from the world beyond her cell came a surge of wretched wails, and at this, she began once more to weep.
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 Sat low, the daughters of the dairyman crouched beneath the cows and pulled the milk from their udders, as they had every day since the age when they were first able. It was more regimen than routine. They secured the cows by tying them to sturdy stanchions with a halter, cleaned the teats with soapy water to help bring down the milk, then patted them dry. They placed buckets beneath the udders and squatted down upon milk stools low enough to afford comfortable access to the underside of even a cranky or uncooperative cow. They applied animal fat to lubricate their hands, wrapped them around two of the four teats, squeezed the base down to push out the milk (maintaining their gentle but firm grips on the base of the teat so the milk didn’t flow back up into the udder), and continued until the udder became deflated.


The sisters rarely spoke throughout the morning, and they each had their own way of going about the work.


Shprintze was hostile toward the early hour and would often silently weep at the work, as if enslaved. Chava and Bielke shared the method of fooling themselves that they were somehow still asleep by leaning their heads forward so they were face-to-udder with the cow, eyes still closed, hands working habitually, without apparent consciousness. Tzeitel preferred to seize the milk from the cow just as she had seized herself from slumber—a zealous act of victory before daybreak!


“Done!” declared Tzeitel in triumph, as if winning a competition no one else had entered, lifting her two pails of raw milk and making her way to the back of the barn with brisk and lively steps. She would join their mother in the kitchen and be the first to prepare the house for the day—which was her inclination anyway.


Hodel smirked and called after her sister, “Mazel tov, Tzeitel!” If the others had not had their half-sleeping heads buried in the body of a cow, she was certain they would have laughed. Tzeitel turned back and simply lifted her pails a little higher, indicating that, petty or not, she was off to the warmth of the kitchen while Hodel was still freezing beneath a cow.


The mechanical sound of each rhythmic tug and the subsequent tinny splash accompanied by the incessant groans from the beasts themselves was the music of home—its dull cadences almost soothing. But the sound was accompanied by a stillness—a feeling of unbearable emptiness that had been growing there for as long as she could recall. It was a longing as insidious as the odor from the stables: oftentimes unnoticeable, but a particular turn of the breeze, a sweltering afternoon, or in returning from inhaling the clean air of the river, and the feeling would grab ahold of her consciousness before she was permitted to continue on. People would call upon their family from the village and she would not know what to say. She did not want to be social in the old ways, do the same old things. But if she didn’t belong here, then where did she belong? She wasn’t entirely sure who she was anymore. She didn’t even look the same to herself. She wore an expression she did not recognize. Who is this?  she would ask the person in the glass. The image would shrug her shoulders. It didn’t know either.


Her eyes were intent on the milk rising in the pail when the repetitive music of the work came crashing to a halt. She suddenly felt void of more than just her energy; it was a collapsing of life purpose, as if the oil had run out, extinguishing her flame.


“What is it, Hodelleh?” Hodel did not even notice that Chava’s concerned hand was upon her shoulder.


“Nothing . . .” Hodel dismissed the feeling, brushing it away. “Nothing at all.”


But of course it was something—and she wanted it gone. She ached to feel once more, even for the briefest of moments, the fellowship of her community, her faith, and, above all, her affinity with Chava and the rest of her family. She longed to grow—inward, outward, taller still. She longed to burst through the barn doors and run toward any kind of rescue, across vast distances, through the mists of the morning, until the collapse of her body matched that of her spirit. All of a sudden she was quite nauseated with it. Hodel shook herself, threw back her head, and smiled with reassurance at her sister before returning to the udders with a forced resolve.


That was the summer she turned sixteen—the summer before she met Perchik.


He had come into their home as a Sabbath guest of her father, Tevye, one early autumn day.


“He has no beard!” Shprintze exclaimed, spying from the kitchen. “Nor prayer shawl!”


“I think it’s exciting,” said Bielke. “A stranger from the city!”


But Hodel had hated him at the start. She didn’t like his flouting of tradition and of the old ways. Perhaps she was overly defensive—of her way of life, of her family, of all she had ever known. Hodel’s irritation was only exacerbated by the stranger’s pride when he told the family he was not only a teacher but also a “very good one” at that.


Pah!  she thought, rolling her eyes. Vanity.


As Golde set a place for the stranger at their Sabbath table, Perchik smiled, glancing Hodel over and chuckling to himself. He’d been dealt worse. This only riled Hodel further, and she spun on her heel and went into the kitchen.


“He certainly does not appear to have trouble joining us unannounced,” Hodel whispered to her sisters from the domestic refuge. “Of course,” she added quickly, catching her mother’s stern glance her way, “I would never be uncharitable to strangers. Or judge people at first sight. Of course.”


“Oh, of course,” said Chava, rolling her eyes before making her way back to the table, arms full of plates and serving dishes.


Once seated at the table, Hodel virtually steamed as she kept an eye on the stranger. She could barely eat. Who was this person who came to their table? He claimed to be a teacher, but from all she could see, he was an itinerant—an overeducated man doing the job of a beggar. For the first time in all her life, Hodel was glad to be Tevye the milkman’s daughter, for though her family was far from wealthy, she was glad at least of her father’s popular social position in their community. And Tevye had invited Perchik in, which meant that Perchik was indebted to her father, and thus—quite spectacularly—to her. The delight of that thought sustained her through the meal and in the cleanup that followed. She was making a final trip back to the dining room to grab the last of the dishes when she turned the corner and ran face-first into the stranger himself.


“Good Sabbath,” said Perchik.


Hodel, caught like a startled animal, jerked herself away.


“Good Sabbath,” she replied, almost inaudibly, as she retreated from him in both her shame and her disquiet. She smoothed the length of her hair with her trembling hands and breathed deeply. At least vagrants come and go quickly,  she thought as she straightened her spine and followed Chava into the kitchen. That, after all, is the nature of vagrancy.


But he returned again a few days later, as the agreement had been that Tevye’s family would welcome him for the Sabbath if he would provide the two youngest daughters with lessons.


Hodel watched from a safe distance as Perchik sat outside with Shprintze and Bielke, bent over a heavy book that sat between them. She examined the threadbare tunic stretched across the muscular length of his shoulders, the planes of his beardless face. She inched back. She did not want to come too close; something about it felt sinful, so she observed from afar, protected by the distance. Hodel admired how the broadness of his shoulders curved above the volume as if he were cradling the very thoughts upon the pages with his entire body. She could have remained there, eyes intent on him forever, but for the gust of wind that whipped her rippling blanket of hair across her body, forcing her to quickly gather it up and tuck it in a woven knot beneath her headscarf. When she looked up once again, she saw that Perchik was no longer gazing into his book: he was gazing at her.


Hodel bolted upright and returned his gaze. She was self-consciously aware of her neck exposed from the openness of her work shirt. He tilted his head and made a little bow. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but it rocked her.


Despite every attempt to stay away, Hodel returned a few days later, just as the lessons were concluding. As the little ones scampered off to play, Hodel looked over Perchik’s stack of travel-worn books with their lofty titles.


“You don’t belong in the shtetl, do you?” she finally said. “You don’t talk like a teacher, or a Jew, or any other proper man I’ve ever come across. What did you do before you came here?”


“I worked all my youth for my uncle. At university, I was a newspaper editor. Then a barman. I’ve been a joiner, a carpenter, a common laborer.”


“So,” she asked, “does a scholar such as yourself find it very tedious to teach children?”


“Sometimes,” he replied with a wry smile. “Depends on the student.”


Perchik’s expression made Hodel uneasy, and she bristled in his gaze, pinned and squirming beneath the heat of his appraisal.


“Well, then how does such an advanced thinker stomach such a task?”


Perchik paused a moment, gripping his notebook. “When I fall asleep at night, in the moment between sleep and wakefulness, I can feel a kind of crushing panic. I have been experiencing this every night since I was a young boy. It is a dread that this is all life might be made of— that beauty and truth and the simplistic gifts of a righteous life might not be enough.” He looked over her house, off into the distance. “Yet I drift off in peace and sleep quite soundly most nights. For I trust that tomorrow might be the day. It might be the day that may have that new idea or spark. Tomorrow might be the day some kind of glory, peace, or freedom arrives. It gives me courage to continue with my life.” He swept his gaze back to her face, where it rested.


Hodel closed her eyes. He was speaking of the thing that she had felt. She knew his weariness, shared it, felt it creep heavily within her— denser than any Sabbath wine.


“Hodel!” she heard Mama cry, rattling her back to reality. But she ignored the call.


She looked at Perchik sharply. “Why are you here?” she demanded.


“Where?”


“In Anatevka!”


“I am here for the shelter and food your father is paying me in, Hodel.” Perchik smiled. His study of her felt assured, uncompromising. “Why? Should I remain here for any other reason?”


Hodel squirmed in the glare of his scrutiny. But as he took a step toward her, she saw that his eyes were filled with both a blazing intellect and a terrible sadness.


“Hodel!  Where are you?” she heard Mama call again. “It is time to wash!”


“Coming, Mama!” Hodel shouted back, then turned away and hurried back into the house.




three
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THE BREAD WAS ROTTEN AND THE BROTH NOTHING MORE THAN dirty water, but it was there. Though eating in the iron cuffs was no easy feat.


How she longed for her mother’s bread; the effort of half a day was always worth it. The girls had learned the secrets of bread-making from Golde, who in turn had learned from her mother, and so forth—down six generations. Grandmother Tzeitel was said to have always prepared the very best challah loaves for her family of nine. And, for Golde’s unit, baking bread had become a tradition of family pride, filling their home with the golden aroma of tufts of soft-baked dough and warm crusts glazed with egg.


Suddenly, Hodel was struck by an idea. If hunger was a torture used upon the prisoners, then she would try to protect herself by accumulating what provisions she could. She grabbed the remaining bread and, looking about, hid it in the open pipe behind the stove.


“Oi!”


She heard a cry from the darkness and returned to her corner, praying no one had seen her stash away the loaf.


From the corner, she stared into the dark. Down the bleak dimness of the corridor, Hodel caught a pair of eyes—sunken, like two tiny pieces of nearly snuffed-out coal, burning at her. There sat an ashen-looking man whose vacant expression called to question the triple mark of VOR  (for the Russian meaning “thief”) branded upon both cheeks.


It was a jailer.


This, then, was the overseer of the convicts? A felon himself—oh God! Hodel returned the jailer’s gaze, which must have conveyed all the indignation of her spirit, for he rose and moved to stand before her.


His eyes dropped, and he spoke with a complacent posture in heavily accented Russian. “Well, what can I do? They order me to watch you, and I must execute my orders.”


A thief for a jailer?  she thought. What has become of me?


She went breathless, sucking in frozen air as a cold sweat burst over her skin still aching from disinfection. She desired nothing more than to open up her chest like great window shutters and rush out. She pressed her head between her hands in a viselike grip until at last she breathed again.


The jailer addressed her. “What is the name of your intended?”


Hodel edged herself upright with renewed hope. “Perchik Tselenovich.”


“Ah. And his prisoner number, do you know it?”


“Nine hundred thirty-seven—it was in the letters he sent to me weeks ago.”


“Mmm  . . .” he muttered, scratching a few lines upon the papers before him.


“He wrote that he was being held at this location. He is  here, yes?”


But the jailer gave no reply.


“I do wonder, sir,” she said, “why I am being held here at such length.”


“Have you committed a crime?”


“No, sir! None. I only wish to join Perchik. To work beside him.” She mustered as sweet a smile as she was able, entreating the jailer to pity her, but he merely stared with the same vacancy as always.


“Food will be sent,” he said, “though it’s hardly that. Cook’s no good, no—what do you Jews call it? No baleboosteh,  that’s certain.” He moved to take his leave of her. “The other prisoners are whispering of your loyalty to your intended,” he added, almost smiling. “Like a little tiger— that is what they are calling you—Tygrysek.  It’s Polish.” He shrugged. “So . . .” Hodel watched him as he examined her.


“Now, get up,” he said. “You must be cleaned.”


“Cleaned?”


“Yes.”


It could not be. “I have just been washed.”


“You must be cleaned again.”


“But I am red.”


“Never mind. You will. Until they are satisfied. You stink of Pole.”


The truculent woman returned, hair pulled somehow tighter than before, bucket and scouring cloths secure in her hulking arms.


“Pole? But—”


“Jew, then. Scrubbed.”


“Sir—!”


“Again.”


He unlocked the cell and nodded to the woman. “Every nook and cavity.”




four
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TZEITEL ALWAYS HAD BEEN A LITTLE WOMAN. TZEITEL—THE BOSS, the serious one. The wife-in-training.


Their mother, Golde, called her kallehniu—the little bride. “Baleboosteh!” Golde would exclaim, the utmost compliment to a great homemaker, and she’d grin incessantly at her good fortune. Tzeitel was her protégé; she need only teach her daughter a recipe once, and off she went! Even finding ways to alter and improve it.


Tzeitel’s slim, efficient body took after their mother’s—a muscular, upright posture with full breasts and long limbs both strong and lean. She moved like an eldest daughter, with a sharp, exacting precision. Her hands were small but sturdy, crafted perfectly for both work and tenderness. Her gestures reflected that her mind regarded her work as that of celebrated rigor; a lifelong calling unique to women who felt they had been chosen for this life of delicious, harsh exactitude.


But Tzeitel also possessed an incredible softness, a deep kind of femininity different from that of her sisters and mother. This was evident in her dark and lustrous hair, in skin smooth and clean as morning upon her heart-shaped face (and, to Hodel’s great irritation, the button nose she shared with Chava)—a face ignited with a fierce, determined gaze. Slight she may have been, but also beautiful and mighty.


All this filled Hodel with the distant worship reserved exclusively for gods and older sisters, and from that admiration, of course, sprang jealousy. Hodel watched Golde watch Tzeitel—a protégé! A disciple!  Hodel seethed, marinating in a wash of envy and inadequacy.


Tzeitel seemed to relish household chores. She attacked the laundry with visible signs of pleasure, extracting every last particle of grime from aprons, tucking a bed linen in a perfectly angular manner. The deep degree of contentment that spread over her after a day of baking, mopping floors, washing, ironing, and giving baths to the little ones left her thoroughly at peace. She was just where she ought to be within her God-given role. Home,  Tzeitel would muse. The holy realm.


Tzeitel had always been the one her less-than-domestically-blessed sisters would come to for practical advice. How to dice. How to remove a stain. Holiday traditions. Which food blessing would be expected. How to fold a bed linen versus a tablecloth.


Chava, however, was no homemaker, but she tried her best to hide it. She had a spectacular routine developed to obscure the fact that she couldn’t cook, hoping no one would notice. Tzeitel did. Chava’s sneaky tricks and stealthy dodges might have fooled their preoccupied mother, but not Tzeitel. The only reason Chava could manage even minor kitchen tasks was because of Tzeitel’s watchful eye, her patience, her guidance, and, most important of all, her insistence.


“After all, these skills are to become our life’s work,” Tzeitel said when she asked them to plait the challah, clean the windows, hang the bed linens, and beat the carpets, again.


As young children of seven and six, Hodel and Chava had loved to climb trees and get their knees bruised playing outside. Persuading them to comb their hair or style it neatly was hopeless, for they considered such ladylike things to be bland. Tzeitel was undeterred— it was her role as eldest to set an example, and set an example she did.


One day, when the sisters were finally in the early buds of womanhood, Tzeitel felt it was time for real action. It was now her duty to impress upon her sisters what she considered to be the subtle arts of being a lady (for Tzeitel was, above all else, a natural lady, and as far as she was concerned, that had nothing whatsoever to do with being bland).


She sat them down upon overturned milk buckets in the barn and stood before them with the kind of upright authority she envisioned a yeshiva teacher might possess. She paced back and forth, treading a path in front of their muddy boots and soiled skirts, calmly reciting the pleasures and virtues of womanhood.


“Observant women such as we must make certain to always look pleasant,” Tzeitel instructed. “Not to do so would reflect negatively on the God whose imprint we bear.”


Hodel rubbed her eyes and shifted on her bucket. The movement made a hollow clang, and Tzeitel turned her head sharply and fixed Hodel with her signature stare, which her sisters simply referred to as “the black look.”


“Sorry,” Hodel murmured.


Tzeitel inhaled and continued. “Surround yourself with what prettiness you can find—a lovely tablecloth with a handsome centerpiece on the table goes such a long way.”


Chava yawned.


Tzeitel caught this and winced. She had nothing against her sisters, but she did not doubt that God had given Adam a partner and not a slave. Adam needed  Eve.


“Watch your step and posture, and walk gracefully—and don’t walk too quickly if there is no need for it! Also, watch your voice—is it soft and gentle? Is it unnecessarily loud?”


Hodel snickered and buried her face in Chava’s shoulder; Chava responded in kind. They were of course thinking of their mother. Hodel put her lips to Chava’s ear.


“It doesn’t matter how often Tzeitel’s future husband changes his job,” she whispered to her sister. “He is always going to end up with the same boss.” They fell off the buckets in fits of hysterical laughter.


Well. Tzeitel never attempted that tactic again.
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 Sharing the larger bed with Chava was one of the purest delights of their upbringing. Hodel and Chava would often talk deep into the night, hands folded beneath their heads, face to face, foot to foot for warmth, eyes alight.


“She is in love with him!” Chava cooed, remarking on Tzeitel and her lifelong love of her childhood playmate, Motel Kamzoil.


“Oh yes.”


“Just like you with the rabbi’s son!”


“No!” Hodel protested. “He is merely the best available there is! In truth, Mendel is really a bit stuffy—


“—and humorless—”


“Certainly. No. This is different. Haven’t you seen the way they look at each other? Like in all the books you read to me. Like in the poems.”


“You’re right,” said Chava, smothering a giggle. “But she is so serious!”


Hodel looked away, thoughtful. She had always felt Tzeitel was particularly hard on her, and their lives in Anatevka were dotted with foolish disputes between the two eldest daughters.


“She hates me.”


“No!” Chava insisted, clearing Hodel’s hair away from her eyes.


Three and a half years did not appear to be so great a difference now, but it certainly was when they were children. By the time Hodel was born, Tzeitel had been speaking in sentences and was fiercely independent. Hodel’s arrival was unwelcome at best.


“Oh, Hodelleh, Tzeitel is hard on all of us,” Chava continued. “But perhaps because you were the very first to come along? Like Jacob and Esau, or Cain and Abel!”


“But those are all brothers,” Hodel said with dismay.


“Yes, but it’s the same thing.”


“No, it isn’t—boys are completely different.”


At this, Chava buried her face in a pillow.


When they were very young children, Tzeitel perhaps not much older than seven or eight, they shared a room with two tiny beds— Tzeitel in one, Hodel and Chava in the other, slightly larger one. Tzeitel was adamant that Hodel specifically not cross a self-proclaimed line onto her “side,” nor touch anything she kept around her bed. Of course Hodel did—frequently. Tzeitel never let Hodel borrow anything, not even a hairbrush or a ribbon, unless specifically instructed to do so and only then begrudgingly, out of a sense of obedience.


These days, all the girls shared a larger room divided into sleeping camps: Tzeitel behind a partition in her own small cot, Shprintze and Bielke at one end of the room in small stacked beds, Hodel and Chava at the other on a larger mattress. It allowed these late-night talks to persist without too  much bother to the others.


“Well, I think it is perfectly unfair,” Hodel said. “One can’t help being born! I have only ever wished to please Tzeitel.” To love her,  she added to herself.


“Perhaps it’s how your dark wit developed?” offered Chava.


“Please, Bird, that’s from Mama.”


“No!” Chava thought a moment. “Well, yes, but listen—”


“It is not my imagination, then!” Hodel interrupted, hands clasped around her face. It broke Hodel’s stubborn but lamentably tender heart.


Hodel felt the warmth of Chava’s gaze upon her, felt her fingers entwine with her own in both helplessness and understanding.


“Well,” said Chava, smirking, “one can hardly blame her.”


“Oh, she is just so serious!” Hodel giggled at last, and Chava joined her as Hodel furrowed her face, impersonating Tzeitel’s stern expression.


“I think she is just cross that we do not take life as seriously as she. Tzeitel has so much responsibility on her shoulders,” said Chava judiciously. “Perhaps she is as cross with us  as we are with her for being so solemn! Perhaps it is the same?”


“Perhaps . . .” Hodel understood but was still stung. “Zol zein—just let it be!” she cried, taking her sister up in her arms.


Everything Hodel felt Tzeitel did not do for her, she wanted to do and be for Chava. It was the greatest joy in her life.


“And Hodelleh? All I meant before about all the brothers was perhaps that  is why she is so much crosser with you than the rest of us. It is as old as the Good Book. It is destined to be. It is not your fault.”


Hodel nodded, holding Chava closer. “But Cain and Abel? You think Tzeitel and I are like Cain and Abel?”


“No, I’m just—”


“What? I should make certain Tzeitel doesn’t invite me into a field and kill me?”


“I’m not saying that at all—and if you’re not careful I might just beat her to it!”


“Oh, shah—quiet! You might try but I always come back stronger!”


“Only because you’re a giant!”


“Remember that time I got her to chase me around the barn?” Hodel cackled. “In search of that awful dress drippy Motel the tailor had fixed ‘espeeecially?”


“Yes,” squealed Chava, “yes! I remember that look upon her face when she knew she had been beaten!”


Their sides ached as they buried their laughter in the pillows before slowly nestling into each other and falling asleep.
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 Hodel woke to a metal clang.


“Potato,” the jailer called as he plodded back down the dark corridor.


Alone again, she held the dish and sat, unmoving. Perchik,  she thought. Perchik, I will find you.  Her mind filled with him, her longing for him constant, coital, and unrequited.




five
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A  CLAMOR AT THE ENTRANCE OF HER CELL REVEALED A MAN IN A splendid high-ranking officer’s uniform accompanied by the jailer and several officers who lined the corridor behind him. With an angular face accented by a thin mustache, the man walked with an elegant cane of dark wood clutched in his meticulously maintained fingers.


Hodel locked eyes with him and rose to her feet, resisting the urge to scratch at her skin itching from vermin and foul garments.


The man before her was doubtless a descendant from the peoples of the North, for he was implausibly fairer and taller than any man she had ever seen, with hair so light it was almost white, eyes like razors, and a towering presence that commanded respect, aided by the fine clothing that draped his treelike limbs. He wore a cape lined with fur tied with a purple velvet cord that fell elegantly along his wide shoulders, yet his grooming was queer, with a beard kept to just his chin like that of a goat, his mustache curled at the sides, kept in place by both the force of his will and a sour-smelling wax. His presence was also aromatic, smelling pungently of exotic spices she did not recognize (perhaps native to the not-so-distant Orient).


All told, the man was physically immaculate—everything except for his right trouser leg, which billowed oddly, hinting at a leg missing below the knee.


She now realized she beheld no less a person than the Chief Commander of Omsk himself.


At Omsk and Tobolsk sat the headquarters of the Commission of Inquiry and Deportation, whose business was to assign a definitive destination to each man, according to local convenience or the necessities of the public works. It has been calculated that at the time, the number of transported persons annually amounted to a little short of ten thousand.


The Chief Commander removed his cape, pushed the bars open, and with the aid of his cane, sat himself down upon a chair, which materialized as he moved.


“Who are you?” he said, to her shock, in serviceable, icy-voiced Yiddish, then signaled for her to return herself to the floor from which she had just risen.


“Hodel, sir.”


“Hello, Hodel,” he replied, emphasizing her name in a manner she could not detect. “So, your presence in Omsk has no other objective than that of joining your intended? This is your claim?”


“Yes, sir.”


His gaze narrowed. Studying her, he proceeded henceforth to address her in Russian, lighting a cigarette as he did so. “Can you tell me the name of your leader?”


Hodel did not answer at once; her mind was calculating—he had switched tongues perhaps tactically and she desired to keep up. Her Russian was good enough but patchy, and this man was so grand.


“Leader?” she half asked, half repeated for the sake of clarity.


The man seemed very much impressed and intrigued at this capability, though very much annoyed at the fetid air of the room and turned to the high window several times, as if to breathe freely.


The man held up a familiar letter—the confiscated letter Perchik had written to her detailing his circumstances and whereabouts. “This leader.”


“Well, Perchik Tselenovich is not my leader.”


“Are you, or are you not, the intended wife of Perchik Tselenovich?”


“I am.”


“Are you now, or have you ever been, aligned with any sort of Democratic society?”


“No.”


“To your knowledge, is your intended husband a member of any such society?”


She troubled herself with her answer for a moment, then spoke again. “I know that my intended husband once formed a part of one at the university in Kiev, but withdrew from it long ago.”


“Ah, then you yourself are also an emissary of that society?”


“Not at all, sir.”


“Then in coming here you had absolutely no political mission?”


She stared hard at him without blinking, then said with total certainty, “I had none.”


The Chief Commander took a final drag of his cigarette in contemplation. Exhaling, he spoke again. “Such assertions are not likely to improve your situation, my dear”—he glanced around the cell—“which, I grant you, is a very unpleasant one. Only a sincere and complete confession can diminish your troubles. Make you worthy of the indulgence of the tsar.”


“But, sir—”


“I merely wish to know with whom you were acquainted.”


“But I knew no one!” she cried.


“My dear,” he said. “Be serious.” His voice had turned to metal and grew firmer and more jarring as he continued. “The empire is rife with dissension and revolt. Wounds are festering, prisons filled to bursting with the filthy detritus of liberal thinkers. Do you not understand that?” She did not! “Or is that something that your little insulated communities of Christ killers take no notice of?” He flicked the stub of his cigarette toward her. “Your situation is most critical.” He leaned upon his cane and brought himself to standing. “Improve it by making a sincere confession; I can intercede with the tsar.”


“But, sir, my husband!” So much of this she could not understand.


“What of him?”


“I have come so far to join him—not yet even told of his whereabouts—his condition—have just been kept alone in chains!”


He towered above as he looked upon her with a certain gentleness. “You are weak, girl,” he said, “and under misapprehensions. I do not ask for all your secrets—only the names of the persons by whom you were known. Their names are all that is required.”


She began to weep.


“Now, now,” the Chief Commander said, furrowing his brow in mock sympathy. “Women too can be courageous.” He paused, eyeing her up and down. “You are young; you are not wanting in intellect. The course of your life depends entirely upon yourself. Even a concocted confession cleanses the soul. But you must keep your spirit, girl. It seems you shall be with us for quite some time.”


He went out, stopped at the gate, and ordered to the jailer, “Chains off—and, for Christ’s sake, bring her some soup. Jews love to eat. Though Lord knows this soup is the piss of gutters.” He bowed and paused as if about to leave, then he turned back to her, smiling, his eyes making one last shrewd calculation.


“And shave her.”


He knocked his cane against the bars as he turned to take his leave.
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 Hodel’s dreams had become less frequent as the weeks progressed, but they were no less vivid or stirring. It was summer as she slept tonight, and she was bathing with her sisters in the secluded river just west of their home. Sheets had been hung upon the tree branches to preserve their modesty, and the sails of white danced in the gentle breeze, catching the flickering light off the rippling river. Hodel could not help but see every aspect of the scene as essential. It was a perfect day.


They had never spoken of it, but this was the activity they looked forward to the most, and they always enjoyed it together—tromping as a motley quintet to the banks, in a rare but blissful silence, then taking to the waters with abandon.


First, you must wash it.


Shprintze, the fourth sister, was a nervous girl and afraid of the water, always had been. As the others swam and washed and splashed, Shprintze would often dangle her feet on the shores and watch, reluctant to enter; washing hair seemed to frighten her with its full and repeated submersions.


Chava had a way of calming those around her, exuding an almost palpable warmth. She would distract Shprintze with little jokes.


“I have a joke,” she said.


“Please, Chava, do me a favor—” said Shprintze.


“Don’t do me  any favors!” Hodel chuckled.


“Shah!” said Chava, smacking Hodel on the arm. “Shprintze, why do bees have sticky hair?”


“Bees don’t have hair, Chavaleh.” Shprintze scoffed.


“I know,” Chava said with a smile. “It’s a joke. Listen: Why do bees have sticky hair?”


“I don’t know.” Shprintze sighed.


“Because they use honeycombs.” Chava’s face sprouted a grin as she awaited her sisters’ reactions. They were very quiet as Shprintze stared at her blankly.


“That is really terrible.”


Chava’s smile broadened as they all convulsed with laughter. It was Chava’s soothing touch that allowed Shprintze the joy of freshly cleansed hair without a fuss; an image burned onto Hodel’s brain in the colors of compassion and golden summer light.


Then, you must comb it.


The sisters often joined forces to attend to Chava’s hair before the Sabbath. The taming required to bridle the indignant, irrepressible mop atop Chava’s head was astonishing.


“How do the goyeshe  do it?” whined Chava, removing her headscarf, steeling herself. “Without this I’d never be able to leave the house. I would frighten people.”


“Nonsense,” said Tzeitel.


“Yes, nonsense,” agreed Hodel. “You frighten them already.”


And they all laughed together, even Tzeitel, after Hodel had been suitably smacked.


And don’t forget: plaited is best.


They often plaited one another’s hair before bed. At first Hodel was too vain to plait her hair at night, claiming it “crimped her natural curls” and that she preferred her hair “as God intended it to be” (at this she received head-shaking stares of disbelief). But once the very youngest, Bielke, was old enough to lure all her older sisters, they would sit upon the floor of their room in a tidy line—most often youngest to eldest, but oftentimes with Hodel at the back and Chava at the front (Hodel avoiding her hair being “bothered with” and Chava as clumsy with hair as she was with everything else).


Then, last, it must be scarfed.


The girls were taught about modesty, of course. But it was Hodel’s least favorite thing.


The richer women in their community often wore sheitls,  or wigs, though there was debate around the issue. Some said wigs were the best option—headscarves always left at least a few hairs sticking out here and there. Others claimed a headscarf made it easier to see that a woman was married.


“According to Jewish law, we are commanded only to cover our hair. It doesn’t specify how,” said Golde under her breath. She would have died for the luxury of a wig.


Hodel sometimes had to be spoken to. She was curious and flirtatious and more than a little self-admiring.


“Hodel. My daughter. Listen to me. You are an attractive woman of great beauty, and beauty is one of the gifts the Almighty graciously gives us. But we must not be full to bursting with pride. Like every gift, it must be used wisely.” Hodel would not meet her eyes, so Golde tilted Hodel’s chin up and forced a look of maternal warning into Hodel’s view.


“Hodelleh: your hair is  beautiful. But it is intended for your family and future husband alone. You must find it within yourself to cover it as a sign of being a devout woman. I am not saying women should be hidden or unheard all the days of their life. . . .”


Of course you aren’t,  thought Hodel, rolling her eyes.


Golde continued, sterner than before, “But we were given preventive measures against leading men into sin and women into vanity—a line you are dancing on, my dearest.”


“But, Mama,” Hodel protested, “how am I supposed to both stand tall and maintain modesty?”


“That,” Golde replied, “is what true womanhood is all about. So. Find a way or I will find it for you.” And with that, the matter was done with, and Golde gave her a newly handmade headscarf—the largest and dullest Hodel had ever seen.
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