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Dedication

For grandchildren who dare enough to ask and grandparents who care enough to answer—S.H.

For the Jewish children of Ukraine who did not live to read this book—G.D.




A Note on the Names:

Russian names have different endings for males and females. The family name is the father’s name: Arshansky. But Zhanna and Frina would be known as Arshanskaya.

The names of Ukrainian places in the book are the historically accurate Russian spellings in use at the time. Since then all places in Ukraine have carried Ukrainian spellings on official state documents such as maps showing Kharkiv, Kyiv, Drobytsky Yar, Lyubotyn, Kremenchuk, and so on.




Epigraph

Music gave us so much,
to escape even for a few moments to a “normal” world.
Music allowed us a complete disconnect
and emotional escape from the daily life.

—GRETA HOFMEISTER,
a child in Brundibár children’s opera at the
Theresienstadt concentration camp (Terezín)

Can music attack evil?
Can it make man stop and think?
Can it cry out and . . .
draw man’s attention to . . .
vile acts to which he has grown accustomed?

—DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH,
Soviet composer
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Part I

    Overture
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A Letter

Dear Grandma (Z),

Hi, how are you doing? I hope everything is going well for you right now. I am writing this letter for a school history project we are doing.

The project is to find out as much as possible about our grandparents and what was going on when they were 13 years old. . . . Some specific things I would like to know are what life was like overall in 1940? What was your home life like?

Also, what are some major world events you remember around that time? I would really appreciate it if you could write me back and tell me some more about your life. I look forward to hearing from you, and hope to see you soon.

(Happy Holidays) [image: image]

Love,

Aimée Dawson




When Zhanna was Aimée’s age?

How could she answer her granddaughter?

Long-buried horrors,

stifled sorrows

Zhanna had pushed away,

pushed down,

now came rushing up like bile. . . .

rifles

soldiers                        the pit in her stomach

shoving

bitter cold                        icy stares

families lined up

little children                grandparents

people laughing, pointing, taking pictures

humiliation                confusion

What had they done?            Where were they going?

a bribe

a whisper

running

running

running

ESCAPE!

She had to hide,

but where?

but how?




A New Name

She’d hide behind

a new identity—that was it.

She wouldn’t be Zhanna.

She’d use an alias.

She’d drop the Zh from her name

become Anna—

smaller, plainer,

more able to blend in.

She’d begin again.

A for Anna.

A for alive.




Part II

    Prelude
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What’s in a Name?

Zhanna’s real name

came from literature.

Her mother, Sara, an avid reader,

filled her home’s nooks with books,

authors known the world over—

Tolstoy, Shakespeare, Twain.

She chose her newborn’s name

from the Russian translation

of Mark Twain’s Joan of Arc—

that fearless young woman warrior

clad in white armor,

the beloved heroine of France.

Sara chose the Russian name closest to Joan.

Zhanna.

Zhanna Dmitrinov Arshanskaya

Born April 1, 1927

Ukraine, USSR

Born fearless.




A Candy-Coated Childhood

Zhanna woke every day to sugary smells—

her papa concocting his own special spells

of fruit-flavored candies and fine caramels.

He’d fire the stove, set kettles to boil,

mix butter and cream with sugar and oil,

and keep careful watch so nothing would spoil.

He’d market his candies outside on the street.

He earned just enough for his family to eat.

But for a young child, life with Papa was sweet!




The Hum and Hub of the Home

Sweet smells, sweet tastes, sweet sounds!

When Zhanna’s papa wasn’t concocting candies,

he was conducting concerts.

A self-taught violinist,

Zhanna’s papa played

at family weddings and

downtown for the silent movies from America.

With the extra income,

he invested in the best—

a small upright Bechstein piano

shipped from Germany.

It became the beating heart of their home,

their sacred shrine,

and the source of much joy.

Music was the higher power in the Arshansky home.

The state condemned belief

in their Jewish religion,

in any religion—

in any greater power

competing with Communism

so music was the spiritual refuge

for the Arshansky family.

The violin and piano were

where Zhanna grew up to find

tradition, prayer, ritual, and devotion.




Burdens and Blessings

No, the Arshanskys

didn’t have a lot.

They knew what it was

to have and to have not.

NO

hot water

indoor plumbing

refrigeration.

BUT YES

a small rented house

two grandparents

two parents

one little girl

and in two years’ time,

another blessing,

a second daughter—Frina.

NO

steady electricity,

BUT YES

their home was charged,

lit and lively

with a love of

music,

literature,

and each other.

Zhanna grew

just as her mother

had predicted she would

when she named her.

Like Joan of Arc,

Zhanna was

blessed

burdened

dauntless.




Fearless

Most mornings,

long before her parents awoke,

three-year-old Zhanna

was up and out the door,

wearing whatever she could find.

She couldn’t reach the latch

on the front gate

so she would find a way

to climb up and unlatch it.

I had to go where I had to go.

I had to see what I had to see.

I was born busy—eaten up by curiosity.

There were no cars,

only horse-drawn carriages and a few bikes

in her small resort town of Berdyansk

nestled near the warm waters

of the Sea of Azov.

Zhanna wandered the cobblestoned lanes

lined with flower-filled acacia trees.

She peeked in shop windows,

and dabbled her bare toes

in the water at the beach,

where she might spot a dolphin.

Nobody ever bothered me. . . .

I didn’t stay anywhere very long.

I was investigating.

For company, she might meet

sandpipers, swans, herons,

ducks, geese, seagulls, and lapwings

who warbled, trilled, and called

their morning melodies

against the rolling, rhythmic beat of the waves.

Zhanna didn’t swim.

She knew that she wasn’t allowed to.

Instead she would sit on the ground

and collect seeds, shells, and little pebbles

to take home to sort and classify.

There was only one thing that frightened Zhanna.

Caterpillars!

She hated the way they wiggled

like tiny snakes.

She’d hurry away

screaming like baby Frina,

her adorable, golden-haired,

one-year-old sister

who took so much

of their parents’ time.

Zhanna’s favorite shop

was the apothecary,

where she watched transfixed

as the pharmacists,

white-coated wizards,

measured and mixed

their magic elixirs

in white porcelain jars.

She looked at the potent decanters

with such envy and wished

she had a few of her own.

What potions she would brew!

The summer air

mixed the sweet scents

of roses and lily of the valley

with the salt of the sea

and the brine of the fish—

sturgeon, turbot, gobies, and perch—

laid out at market.

Zhanna breathed it all in.

It filled her up.

I had the best place to live, the best city,

ocean. All of this was mine.

At the end of the day,

Zhanna might be carried home

by a policeman to her worried parents

who had not been able to find her.

Try as they might,

they couldn’t stop

their young explorer.

Nothing could stop me.




Music Was the Magnet

One day while wandering,

little Zhanna stopped

at the sound of

a small band approaching.

The music was low,

mournful,

heartbreaking.

Down the street

came a horse-drawn wagon,

bearing what?

As it passed, Zhanna saw.

A coffin.

Zhanna gazed up, wide-eyed,

at the bearded Orthodox priests

leading the way,

each in a splendid robe

and capped with a kamilavka.

She stared at the forlorn faces of the family

who kept a steady, solemn pace

as they marched behind,

in time with the music.

She simply had to follow.

Down the street,

up the steps,

into the church.

Since Zhanna’s family wasn’t religious,

she had never met a rabbi

and never entered a synagogue.

So this Russian Orthodox Church

was the first time she had slipped inside

a house of worship of any kind.

It was

gilded, lavish.

There were icons everywhere

and mosaic windows. . . .

I felt like I was already in heaven.

From then on,

Zhanna would follow funeral marches—

any funeral—

when she encountered it

on the streets.

The music was the magnet.

It broke my heart every time.

I would get the biggest tears

and would walk with the family,

crying for their relatives.

I was absolutely obliged to go.

Just as her papa worshipped his symphonies at home,

music was the Divinity Zhanna was drawn to.




Lullaby and Good Night

Evenings, after a good Russian meal

of borscht, herring, or meat pastries,

Zhanna waited

in the violet twilight

on the street corner

for her papa’s good friend Nicoli.

She’d run to him

and he would toss her, giggling,

up and up and up,

high in the air

and carry her inside.

There he and her papa,

two self-taught musicians,

settled in the living room,

brightening the night

with piano and violin

played beneath

pungent kerosene lamps

or by flickering candlelight.

Zhanna sat on Nicoli’s lap,

her pudgy dimpled hands

hovering over his

as he played piano,

while the genius of Rossini,

Bizet, and Tchaikovsky

struck chords deep within her—

melodies, harmonies, tempos, and tones

that would last a lifetime.

When it was bedtime,

Zhanna refused to leave the cozy scene.

Her parents dragged some bedding

into the living room

and then Zhanna slept,

her dreams underscored

with the operas of old.




A Hero and a Pal

Zhanna adored her parents

in different ways.

There was no bigger hero in my life than my mother. She was a quiet, delicate person, beautifully mannered without malice ever to anybody. She was a superb housewife, wonderful cook, and mother.

Zhanna and her papa were pals.

They looked alike, acted alike—

both outgoing, adventurous.

I was like a daughter, brother, sister, everything to my father. He hated to leave home without me.

Dmitri hoisted Zhanna up on his shoulders

and took pride in introducing

his pretty, chatty, insatiably curious

daughter to the world.

They’d treat themselves to

waffles and ice cream on the street.

Each outing was an Event.

Zhanna learned that the people she met

on these father/daughter outings were good to her,

that people were charmed by her.

She adored her papa, but she was smart enough

to get away with doing whatever she liked.

I played rings around my father. I arranged everything so that I wouldn’t be punished.

These outings became fond childhood memories.

All except one.




No Laughing Matter

Zhanna’s parents took her

to see a silent movie one night

at an outdoor theater near home.

As usual, Zhanna rode

on her papa’s shoulders all the way.

Baby Frina was left with her grandparents

and Zhanna had her mama and papa

all to herself.

It should have been a family fun night.

The silent movie was American,

a slapstick comedy,

starring two men looking for laughs.

One was very little and the other was endlessly tall. When they started hitting each other, I started to scream. I got hysterical and was crying so hard. There were no guns and no sound, but there was a fight and I couldn’t take it.

For Zhanna, violence—

even pretend violence done in jest—

was no joke.




Kindergarten?

If Zhanna’s parents

thought kindergarten

would stop her wanderings,

they were mistaken.

The children were supposed to be something like my age, but I was like a giant there. They had dripping noses. It was disgusting! I thought it was the most boring thing in the world. The teachers paid no attention to me because I didn’t need their help. I already could count, and read, and add, and subtract. I simply hated it.

Zhanna’s preferred teachers were back home.

She’d cuddle up with her papa

as he taught her the musical scale

and told stories of the great composers.

She’d listen to her mama read

Russian basni—fables—or poetry.

As a family,

they’d gaze at the geography maps

her parents spread out,

laying the whole glorious world

of rivers and mountains and oceans

at their young explorer’s feet.

Zhanna beamed in the warmth

of their attention.

She took in her parents’ words and ideas,

just as a prism captures sunlight

and reflects all the colors of the rainbow.

In the mornings, Zhanna’s walk

to school grew longer and longer

until she simply stopped going.

The real world was much more absorbing.




Testing

Zhanna tried her pesky best

to put her family to the test.

Was Grandma knitting? Off to rest?

Time to stir the hornet’s nest!

My grandmother was a person of limitless patience. One day she and I were the only ones at home. Grandmother was knitting and . . . I decided to test her patience and tolerance. I picked up a heavy brass mortar and pestle and started beating them together to see how long she could stand it.

No matter how she teased and pressed

her grandma calmly stood the test.

Never once was she distressed.

Never once did she protest.

It was I who had to give up when I lost my power. She kept knitting as though there was peace and quiet, almost as though she knew exactly what I was trying to do—exasperate her.

A match of wills! Gram aced the test.

That little pest was most impressed!




Beauty and the Beast

To Zhanna, her baby sister

was just that—a big baby!

Frina couldn’t play her games,

she couldn’t be bossed around,

she couldn’t even talk.

For Zhanna, a precocious preschool adventurer,

Frina was simply no fun.

Frina was the most gorgeous child you could imagine, with long, golden curls. But to me, she was always a baby. I wanted her to speak to me sooner than she could. Once we were sitting in the sandbox—I was four and she was two. I got very mad because she did not follow what I wanted her to do. I threw sand in her face and it got in her eyes.

I can’t stand the thought of what I did. The guilt can last a lifetime.




Piano Lessons?

Little Zhanna clearly had a mind of her own

with the spirit—and arrogance—

of a galloping thoroughbred.

She needed someone to rein her in,

to corral her energies.

Zhanna’s papa thought

music might give her some discipline.

He had just the teacher in mind—

a family friend and pianist named Svetlana.

He invited her to dinner.

He explained their predicament:

they needed to get Zhanna off the streets.

He begged Svetlana to take her as a pupil.

Svetlana looked at Zhanna’s small chubby hands,

a far cry from the fine fingers of a pianist.

Zhanna ignored their conversation.

She was busy.

Her chubby fingers were just the thing

for dipping in butter on the table.

She swirled them around

in the golden goodness

and licked them one by one.

Svetlana looked

from the cheeky, self-absorbed child

to her doting dad,

clearly at his wit’s end.

She reluctantly agreed

to take the child as a student.

It wasn’t long before Zhanna bucked.

The lesson was every day and I was to walk there. It was just to send me somewhere because I quit kindergarten. I would take two hours to get there—about three blocks. . . . I didn’t want to take piano lessons. I knew the notes. My father taught me. . . . I knew the staff line. That’s it, I decided. I’m not going to [learn more] because it’s no fun.

Whenever her teacher gave her homework,

Zhanna took the assignment home

and stuffed
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NOTE: Zhanna's homeland of Ukraine was one of the
founding states of the USSR. In 1941, it was invaded
and occupied by Hitler's Nazi Germany.






