The Path before Me - a Woman's Journey
I see long ago --

I’m a girl – in Siberia, far away.
White clouds o’er the Ingoda River,

Sun in the clear blue sky.
I see a path before my feet

And I dream where I may go.
I'm learning to sew,

I'm learning to cook,

I’m learning to sing, 
I’m learning to pray....

I am Esther, I am Esther. 

Born on the 16th of May, 1897.

Daughter of Dina and Abram-Faiva Mikheilovich,

Granddaughter of Esther Moishevna and Mikhal,

Great-granddaughter of Raiza Pavlovna and Zevel Zdhar…

I am Esther.
A cold winter day –
Feel the wind blow

Fiercely down the street, and the snow!

Strange men come to town,

It is no longer safe 

For those who are Jewish. And so

We change our names,
And life goes on…. No one must know....

I am Irina.
I see a path before my feet

And I wonder where it may go....

A handsome young man comes into town – 
Laurence, from Czech lands far away.

Soldier, then prisoner of war, then legionnaire.
Now that he's free, he decides to stay.

He's dashing, exciting, he plays the flute.

A time of love and happiness

And joy I hardly can express –
We are married. And oh –
I see the path before my feet

And I think I know where it will go...

But no. Life is not simply so.

Life takes us far, to China.

And we have a son, 
Arnold (Nolya), then Rudolf (Rudyik) in 1931.
[Spi mladyenets moy pryekrasniy, [=quoting Russian lullaby “Bayushki Bayoo”]
Bayushki-bayoo,

Tyikho smotriyt myesyats yasniy

V kalibyel tvayoo.]
I am a mother, I am a wife.

My home and my family are my life.

I am Irina.
And the path before my feet

Is winding, and bending, and reaching, and extending,

I wonder, I wonder what I may meet....

Eight years in Harbin, then seven in Tientsin.

[Pa kamnyam struitsa Tyerek,

Pleshchit mootniy val…]
The Songhua River is in flood, water and mud;

For something to eat, take a boat down the street.

And floods of people –
Armies of men from Japan –

[Zloy Chechen palzyot na byerek,

Tochit svoy kinzhal…]
We cope as best we can.

It's 1940 – and we make a plan.

When it's too difficult to remain,

We set out for Europe on a train.

To Laurence's native country we’ll go –
What life will bring us there, we do not know....

Eighteen days of taiga and steppe,
Mountains and plain, sun and rain,

Taiga and steppe, mountains and plain, sun and rain…
Then at the German border we wait.

Once again, as before, the world is at war.

The Germans want more...

They insist that Laurence stay,
And so three years in Germany begin –
We live in Berlin.

We are not free, we have to be

So very careful in every way,

In what we do and in what we say....

It is not safe for those who are Jewish!

I am Irina. I am Irina. No one must know...

It is a matter of life and death.

I do not speak, I hold my breath.

Bombs exploding all around,

I will never forget that sound!
I am Esther, I am Irina.

Finally that dread city we leave,
Permission to travel to Prague we receive.

1943. Prague is not free,

Still occupied by Germany.

We find an apartment on the first floor,
But Laurence is sent away for one year more,
Almost till the end of the war.
Another new language we must learn.

Czech is hard. And my concern

Is for our family to be together again,

To be safe… When have we ever been safe? When?

We do what needs to be done, as before…
The war is finally over. It’s hard to remember a time without war.

[Bagatir ty budyesh svidu, i kazak dushoy…]

Time goes on, with work, school, routine, sorrow and joy.

Where is my home?
This is my home.
I’ve had a home in many places –

Where I was born,

Where I grew up,

Far away
In Russia, in China,

Where I was happy, 

Where I was sad,

My home is where we are,

My home is our love.

It’s 1948, the 12th of December.

I’m so tired. The doctor says it’s late. I remember

Who I was, who I am.

Esther…Irina… 

[I see flowers upon my grave, but

I’ll watch over you,

Oh my sons, be strong and brave –
Bayushki bayoo.]

Those who are dear are near. 

I see the path before my feet.
It rises up – and up – and up… it is here.

Hear the wind blow fiercely down the street.
I see the path before my feet, and oh –

What it will bring I do not know,
But I go.
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