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The rain tapped insistently at the window, a rhythmic whisper against the room’s stillness. Curled up in Papa’s worn chair, the one with the lumpy cushion that smelled of old books and the ghost of cigarette smoke, I held a heavy, oversized picture book in my lap. Its once-gilded edges, dulled by time and countless curious hands, seemed to hum with quiet energy as if the whispers of past readers had settled between the pages. I almost felt their touch lingering in the softened paper and their wonder absorbed into its fibers.
Papa had brought the book down from the attic earlier that morning. I hesitated, brushing my fingers over its cover as he handed it to me. A thick layer of dust coated the surface, so heavy with time that when I blew it away, a puff of fine particles swirled in the dim light, making my nose itch until I sneezed.
“Why are you showing it to me, Papa?” I asked, my voice small and uncertain.
“It was mine,” he said, his tone both honest and mysterious, as though he were sharing a secret meant only for his little girl. “I looked at it almost daily when I was your age.” 
Settling comfortably into his chair, I began carefully turning the brittle pages. They were so delicate that I feared they might crumble beneath my fingers. Each page revealed hand-painted illustrations of birds from around the world, their natural beauty so breathtaking that I lost myself in them.
Brilliant peacocks with trailing feathers, sleek black crows with eyes like black diamonds, and tiny, fluttering sparrows perched on branches that seemed ready to sway in the wind. The red cardinals, blue jays, herons, ibises, and eagles filled my vision, vibrant and full of life.
That night, I fell in love.
Decades later, I sat on my porch in Florida and watched birds visiting my backyard. I saw peacocks strutting like fairy tale creatures and eagles soaring overhead with a majesty I never could have imagined as a child in the Soviet Union. Back then, in a world that felt so confined, I never dreamed I would one day see them beyond the pages of that book. Back then, I was unaware that time spent in the company of my beloved Papa would begin my everlasting love for every living thing on Earth. 
On that evening, Papa joined me. He lowered himself into the chair beside mine with the slow deliberation of a man who had not sat in years but carried the weight of every single day. His work consumed him. He spent long hours bent over a table, cutting cloth with precision, turning fabric into art.
Papa was a fashion designer, and his devotion to his craft captivated me. I could sit for hours on a hard stool, watching him spread fabric across his worktable, smoothing out bubbles with careful, practiced strokes, coaxing the material to stay in place.
Years later, I would remember those moments and recognize the magic in his hands. As a child, I saw skill, but as a grown woman, I saw something more. There was an intimacy in how he touched the cloth, and his hands moved with knowing tenderness as if tracing a lover’s familiar contours. Years later, I believe what I observed then was Papa making love to his art. 
Papa pointed inside the room to an illustration of a bird whose plumage was so vivid it could have caught fire.
“I used to think they were real,” he murmured. “This one, I believed I’d seen it walking in the garden after the rain. Of course, it wasn’t there.”
I giggled. “Papa, I think your imagination played tricks on you. This bird looks exactly like the Firebird from Russian fairy tales!”
He chuckled, his tone low and warm. 
Unexpectedly, I asked, “What’s so wrong with believing?”
Papa looked at me, his face illuminated by the lamp’s soft glow, the lines of his brow deepened by memory. For a moment, he was elsewhere, eyes sparkling with mischief, searching the shadows of his mind for that bird and the little boy he once was.
“Nothing,” he said at last, his gaze distant yet full of something unspoken. “Nothing at all.”
With the symphony of the melodic rain in the background, we leafed the pages together, the soft rustle of paper merging with the steady rhythm of falling droplets. The warmth of the lamp illuminated each bird as though it might take flight at any moment.
I traced the delicate brushstrokes, my fingertips gliding over the faded ink, imagining the lives these birds might have led beyond the confines of the book. I pictured them soaring through vast open skies, their wings outstretched, catching the invisible currents of the wind. I imagined the exhilarating rush of air beneath their feathers, the crisp scent of rain clinging to their plumage, and the rhythmic beat of their hearts as they ascended higher and higher.
In my mind, the peacocks with their jeweled tails shimmered in the sunlight, the mighty eagles with sharp and unyielding eyes soared, and the tiny sparrows darted between branches, quick and weightless as whispers. Each creature seemed alive, carrying the untold stories of the world beyond our window, worlds I longed to see but had only known through the pages of books and the quiet dreams of childhood.
For a moment, it felt as if we weren’t just looking at pictures.
For a moment, we were soaring with them, weightless and free, lifted beyond our city's rain-slicked rooftops and gray confines into a boundless sky where anything was possible.
And in that instant, I understood something that would stay with me for the rest of my life. Books, like memories, take us to places we never thought we’d reach, lifting us beyond our present reality. That night, as the rain drummed against the window, I let the pages take me far beyond the walls of our home, beyond the reach of the Soviet sky, and into the boundless world of dreams, where my father’s hands crafted miracles and birds flew freely.

