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            Foreword

by Samira Ahmed

         

         I have a confession of my own to make: Rabbi Jonathan Romain is my favourite rabbi. Over the years I’ve had the pleasure of interviewing him on various religion and ethics programmes, about everything from the desperately serious to the trivial. And when I’ve been writing about difficult issues, he’s the first person I think to call for a point of view and insight.

         We’ve discussed whether you actually have to believe in God to be Jewish; the afterlife; the story of King Saul and the Witch of Endor; and I’ve had the honour of being a guest at Maidenhead Synagogue’s Passover dinner and experiencing the warm regard in which he is held by his congregation.

         What stands out about Rabbi Romain has been his combination of experience and open-mindedness. Also, the fact that he has had the courage to change his point of view to acknowledge the complexity of difficult ethical dilemmas, such as the so-called right to die (he is now in favour).

         Perhaps that is the benefit of being a good listener. Someone who can offer comfort, support and advice, not necessarily judgement. And perhaps in these stories shared there is a kind of release and, if nothing else, a kind of admiration for what the human heart can and does endure.

      

   


   
      
         

            A personal note

         

         Should the secrets of the confessional stay secret? As it happens, the confession box is a Catholic institution and we do not have it in Judaism. Still, I have protected individuals by changing their names where appropriate, but the episodes themselves are all true. The real revelation is not the identity of those written about, but whether we recognise aspects of ourselves in the incidents, be it with a wry smile or sense of alarm.

         Some of the stories relate to my community at Maidenhead, but most are from people I have met elsewhere through other involvements, whether as police chaplain, prison chaplain, working nationally with mixed-faith couples or the countless individuals throughout the country who write to me about their situation following broadcasts on the BBC they have seen or heard.

         The well-used phrase ‘you couldn’t make it up if you tried’ applies to many of the cases, whether they be the examples of appalling recklessness or instances of magnificent endeavour. As the Yiddish saying goes, ‘life is with the people’, and there is no greater source of richness than the astonishing escapades that people get up to.

         As for my own community, I can attest that although members of Maidenhead have their share of personal problems, the community itself lacks any serious offenders or major fault-lines. Comprising over 800 households, it may not be an oasis of perfection, but it is certainly a joy to be part of.
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      Note on the text
    

         Jewish terms in italics can be found in the Glossary at the end of the book.
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            Sexual misdemeanours

         

         The temptress

         I had known Deirdre for some years. Her husband, Patrick, was an Irish Catholic, but totally lapsed and never went to church. In fact, he knew me better than the local priest and was often at the synagogue on a Sunday morning when he brought their two daughters to the Religion School. It was a good marriage and they seemed a typical happy family. The story then began to take on a tragic element that came out of the blue for them, but which will be horribly familiar to many others who have experienced something similar. He began to feel unwell, enduring constant headaches; the doctors suggested various remedies, all of which failed. Eventually it was decided to investigate worst-case explanations, and, sadly, a brain tumour was discovered: inoperable. He was kept as comfortable as possible through medication and, with the help of Macmillan nurses, his wife ensured that he was looked after at home, never spent a night away from her, and he died in his own bed a few months later. 

         Throughout this period, she had been fighting on all fronts – supporting him, his parents, their two girls, nursing him, keeping home life going as normally as possible for the sake of the children, and dealing with her own grief at the impending loss, not to mention the financial implications she was facing. I rang her the week after the funeral, then again a month after that. On both occasions she said that life was tough, and that, after giving such intense care – physically and emotionally – she was drained, but she was functioning and knew she would be OK. I told her to get in touch if ever she wanted to chat about matters or if she hit a really difficult period.

         A few months later, Deirdre rang. Could we meet? We fixed a time and she came round to the synagogue office. She had always been an attractive woman, and although she had neglected her personal appearance when her husband had begun to decline, she was back to her old self: smartly dressed and expertly made up. It was a small office, with space just for a desk and some old bookcases, not the larger room I have now, which has a ‘chatting area’ with some comfortable chairs opposite each other that create a more suitable atmosphere for personal conversations. With hindsight, I was very grateful for just having that impedimentary desk at the time. I sat one side of it and she the other. We chatted generalities for a while, me asking about her work and how the girls were adjusting, and then she suddenly interrupted the flow and said: ‘I want to talk about me.’ That was what I was expecting, so no surprise there, but I did notice that she said it in a very unusual way and was looking at me very intensely. ‘It’s hard being a widow,’ she continued. I nodded sympathetically, assuming she meant being alone or being the only adult bringing up the children. ‘It’s not so much being alone or being the only adult bringing up the children,’ she said, as if reading my thoughts, although she was saying the words in a semi-breathless way, very slowly and pointedly. ‘No, the problem is being a woman alone’ – the breathlessness turned into heavy breathing – ‘a woman who needs a man.’

         I began to sense that this conversation was going into a direction I might find difficult. This was confirmed when, without taking her gaze off me, she undid the top button of her blouse. I made some incoherent remark about how much must have changed in her life. She leant back in the chair and opened her legs as wide as the skirt would allow. Yes, this was definitely heading in the wrong direction. But, at the same time, there was no denying that she was attractive. When I was a teenager, I read an article that claimed that whenever a man saw a woman, part of his brain always wondered what she would be like in bed. I remember being indignant at the time, thinking how crude and sexist this was, and totally alien to my teenage idealism and my belief in the purity of true love. Maybe the article had a point, however, and we blokes are genetically disposed to judge women in that way. Of course, what counts is what we do about it, and hopefully the more evolved, less Neanderthal part of our brain stops us from clunking women over the head with a club and dragging them by the hair into our cave. Instead, we value a person for their character, respect their individuality and judge them according to whatever talents they have. Meanwhile, Deirdre had undone another button and her breasts were heaving. 

         The one thing I knew I was not going to do was what she clearly wanted – for me to leap over the desk and take her in my arms. But what to do instead? Tell her I was appalled and disgusted (albeit mildly flattered) and send her packing? But that would not help her self-respect at a time when she was in emotional free-fall, while it would also mean she was unlikely to ever come back and so would lose the support that came from being part of the community.

         I decided it was better to play the dullard who was oblivious to her desires and undeserving of her charms. ‘Yes,’ I said with idiotic firmness, ‘having a man around the place is so important.’ I stood up and continued: ‘I know just the person, a member of the community who has learning difficulties but is great at DIY and can do any jobs around the house you need. Leaking taps, broken shelves. He’s great. What’s more, he is much cheaper than most professionals and just as good.’ Opening the door for her and indicating that she was better off outside than inside – a sentiment which she was fast beginning to realise herself – I added chirpily: ‘I don’t have his phone number on me now, but I’ll post it to you in the next few days, so that you’ve always got it if something breaks and needs fixing.’ By now she had buttoned up, having come to the rapid conclusion that such an oafish rabbi was of no use to her and she was wasting her time in his office. She stayed a member, I contacted her periodically and everything was conducted as if it had been a normal bereavement counselling session. She kept her pride and I kept my virtue. But each of us could so easily have lost both. 

         Did he die with a smile on his face?

         Priscilla was born in India, as her grandfather had been a civil servant there and her parents had often gone there for long stays. She was schooled and brought up in England, but always loved the lure of travelling, and spent her early twenties abroad, where she met her Muslim husband. They returned to England and settled down. It turned out she was infertile, a regret she never openly expressed but sometimes hinted at. Still, at least it was a blissfully happy marriage. It sort of ended that way too. They were making love and he had a massive heart attack, dying immediately. He was a large man, and her superb cooking had meant he also carried a fair weight. She, by contrast, was very slender. Her horror at the turn of events was compounded by the fact that she could not move. His dead body was pinning her to the bed. She started pummelling the man she adored. She still could not shift him off her. Not only was she finding it hard to breathe, but a sense of rising panic made her feel she might either be crushed to death or suffer a heart attack of her own.

         Moreover, the one person she would normally summon to help her if any problem arose was not only dead but the cause of her distress. She stopped trying to throw him off and instead adopted a slower and more measured way of inching out of his grasp. Eventually she engineered herself free. She lay still for a while, exhausted physically and distraught emotionally. Her thoughts leapt about wildly. What was she going to tell her friends – the full story or an edited version? Should she even tell the police, whom she knew she must soon call? If she had been able to summon help immediately, might he still be alive? She did tell her rabbi, which is why I know the story, but not the imam who actually carried out the funeral. She was informed by the coroner, who thought it might help her to know, that sex did not necessarily cause the heart attack and the timing was purely coincidental.

         From a technical point of view, sex is akin to climbing two flights of stairs or taking a brisk walk, and so does not increase the risk of cardiovascular problems. This is not the first time such a death has occurred, nor will it be the last. It lends itself to gratuitous remarks about ‘how to die happy!’ – it is virtually impossible not to think that, even if one refrains from actually saying it – but, for the Priscillas of this world, it turned what might have been the comforting memory of their last moment of intimacy together into a nightmare that has haunted her ever since.

         I was familiar with a variant case of the above, the non-Jewish partner of a member of the community, where the husband concerned also died while having sex, but this time with someone who was not his wife. His wife was informed of the exact circumstances, though not the vicar who took the service. It meant that the funeral was particularly difficult for her, leaving her seething rather than grieving, and cursing him rather than mourning for him. I reckon I had the easier case with which to deal.

         Au pairs should be seen but not bedded

         There was no question that the wife needed an au pair to help her. Caroline had been involved in a bicycle accident that left her with a broken leg and fractured hip. It meant she was able to do very little other than sit and recuperate, initially at hospital and then back home. Meanwhile, her three teenage sons needed feeding and ferrying, and the horse needed mucking out. Her husband had taken two weeks off work after the accident, but he had now gone back to work. The au pair seemed decent enough, but as the weeks went by her attitude changed markedly. At first, she had been helpful and solicitous; but she gradually became more and more haughty. It was as if, Caroline felt, she owned the house and was deigning to let Caroline live there. What was even more worrying was that the three boys also seemed to be different. The phrase she used was ‘more cocky’. At first, she put it down to the fact that she was injured and, therefore, in their eyes perhaps, useless and deserving less respect. It would be nice to think that they would still treat her the same as when she was rushing around doing things for them, but, OK, teenagers can be very self-centred. It was only when her husband started acting strangely – as if embarrassed to talk to her – that she decided that either she was going insane or that something was happening that she needed to investigate.

         By now, she had begun to hobble around the house and she noticed that the au pair – who had gone out on some errand – had left her handbag balanced perilously on the edge of a chair. As she moved it, a packet of Durex contraceptives fell out, half-empty. She had never enquired what the au pair did on her days off, when she tended to go to the local pub, so the discovery did not particularly shock her, and she put them back. It was ten minutes later, though, when she froze, transfixed by the thought that maybe they had been for use inside the house rather than outside it. It then occurred to Caroline that the au pair occasionally said about an event or conversation, ‘Oh, I must put that in my diary.’ Might the diary reveal more? Caroline limped upstairs and went into the au pair’s bedroom. Careful to keep an ear open for her return, Caroline looked around. It only took a few moments to find the diary in one of the drawers. As she read through the entries for recent weeks, she grew increasingly agitated. Her worst suspicion was totally unwarranted, for the situation was considerably blacker than that. Not only had the au pair had sex with her husband, she had also slept with all three of her sons. Whether they each knew they were part of her serial seduction of the male members of the family was not clear, but Caroline knew and was appalled. She chose to ignore the door opening and kept reading until the au pair came upstairs. Caroline held up the diary, uttered a stream of abuse that she had no idea she was capable of giving, and told her she was dismissed. The au pair replied with equal vehemence, only pausing to point out that she had been doing everyone a favour. She was also kind enough to inform Caroline how much they had enjoyed it. Caroline went downstairs and left her to pack. It did occur to Caroline that as one of the boys was under-age – fifteen – she could instigate criminal proceedings, but she had no wish to drag the family through the courts and felt that expelling her would be victory enough. She never told the boys she knew, although she did inform her husband about her knowledge of his infidelity. Even so, she did not let on that he had been sharing the same person as all of his sons. She wanted him to be on best behaviour for the rest of the marriage, but not ruin his relationship with them. It was the first serious hiccup in the marriage and Caroline was strong enough to let it pass. As it turned out, she made the right decision and it lasted successfully until her death eighteen years later from cancer. Personally, I am just grateful that the au pair did use contraceptives, as sorting out a paternity suit could have proved highly traumatic should she have fallen pregnant.

         The home help who was definitely not helpful

         When Ronald decided to get a home help, his older brother Charles was greatly relieved. Ronald was seventy-nine, reasonably fit but not as healthy as he once was, and after four years of being a widower, he needed some help around the house. His only daughter had died several years earlier in a boating accident. She had never married, leaving Charles his closest living relative and feeling responsible for him. What Charles and his own family had not expected was that the home help spent the first ten minutes looking round the house and then went to bed with Ronald. It was not that Charles was prudish, but he was worried about her intentions. It would be one thing to slide between the sheets if a relationship developed after she had got to know him well, but after ten minutes? That seemed more like a plan of action. Yes, she did do some cleaning and cooked for him, but did she really care about him or did she see him as a meal ticket? The massive age gap also fuelled suspicions. A 79-year-old might find a 34-year-old attractive – but the other way round? Worst of all was the fact that she had the habit of disappearing for three or four days at a time. It was not so much that it disrupted his routine, but that it raised questions about what she was doing. Was she bedding another septuagenarian and sprinkling his life with fantasies about the future too?

         The family might be able to reconcile themselves to a gold-digger who at least made Ronald happy in his final years, but not to one who cheated on him and treated him uncaringly. There was also the matter of inheritance. As a childless widower, much of his estate would pass to Charles’s children and grandchildren; but if the home help persuaded Ronald to propose to her and ended up as his wife, the situation would be very different. They were good people and did try not to let that influence their thinking, but that conflict of interest further added to their angst. There was also the worry that, once married, she might be much less helpful and more demanding. And would her periods of absenteeism continue? Charles did try to raise the issue with Ronald, but to no avail, as he dismissed any such discussion with the words: ‘You’re over-reacting. We are very fond of each other and I’m surprised you can’t see that.’ As the weeks passed, Ronald’s growing attachment to her made them increasingly anxious about her true nature. When Ronald announced they were going on a two-week cruise together and might have ‘plans’ thereafter, Charles’s daughter suggested hiring a private detective to investigate her background. It was a wise move. It turned out that five years earlier she had married someone in his eighties who now had Alzheimer’s and was living in a care home. But the person she went off to see was never her aged husband, rather the man who had been her partner for more than a decade and by whom she had a child. Charles was doubly distressed. It was not pleasant for him to have to tell his brother he was the victim of an emotional scam. What was even worse was having to destroy the happy glow Ronald had acquired. It would have evaporated at some point in the future, but it had transformed his life so far, however deceptively. Going back to being a lonely widower would not be easy. Charles decided to at least let him enjoy the cruise before breaking the news to him.

         The love child

         Shirley and Craig had both grown up in Glasgow, but only met in their thirties when working in London. After a few months’ courtship, they had married and later moved to Leeds. Two sons followed, and although home life had its usual ups and downs, all four would describe themselves as part of a close and loving family. That perception came under great strain when Shirley answered the phone one day and a voice said: ‘Hello, this is your daughter Emilie.’ Fortunately, Craig had taken the two boys to a violent gangster movie at the local cinema that Shirley had no desire to see, so she had a bit of time alone to adjust to the call and its implications. Emilie was the daughter she had conceived when living together with her first long-term partner, Neil, on a commune and completely cut off from her own family. The relationship ended when Emilie was only four months old. For a range of financial and career reasons, it seemed best that Emilie remain with Neil, while it was mutually agreed that it would be best for Emilie’s emotional development if she bonded with Neil’s new partner and sever ties completely with Shirley. The problem was that, as her way of coping with the sense of loss, and perhaps also of failure, Shirley had completely blocked out all memory of Emilie and had never told anyone about her. Nobody knew at all. Now, aged twenty-eight, Emilie had located her mother and wanted to meet. Could she come to visit that weekend? Shirley realised that even if she dissuaded her from coming then, Emilie would make contact again and she had to tell Craig and the boys before they found out through some other source. It was a difficult series of conversations.

         After the boys had gone to bed, she told Craig. She had expected him to understand and put it down to the indiscretions of youth. Instead, he looked at her incredulously, tried to splutter a response but found he was unable to keep his voice level, and so got up to leave the house, saying: ‘I’ll be back in a while. Wait for me.’ As he explained on his return, what shocked him was not the existence of the girl, but that Shirley had never told him. ‘It wouldn’t have made any difference to our relationship,’ he said, ‘but I can’t understand why you held back on such a major part of your life and which happened only a few years before we met.’ The following morning, they jointly told the boys, who reacted very differently from each other. The elder felt highly slighted that he had suddenly lost his status as the firstborn. The younger was more intrigued to know if they looked like each other. Having adjusted to the new reality, Craig had a series of practical concerns: if Emilie wanted to visit more frequently, would that cause friction by distracting Shirley’s attention from him and the boys? Depending on what sort of person she was, might she be a bad influence on the boys at a time when they were very impressionable? And might she be looking for financial support from Shirley that would put strain on the family resources?

         It was with some nervousness, therefore, that the family awaited Emilie’s arrival that weekend. It turned out that she had decided to contact Shirley after watching episodes of the BBC programme exploring family history, Who Do You Think You Are?, and wanted to discover her own roots. To everyone’s relief, she appeared to be neither a gold-digger nor a malign cuckoo, very keen not to alter her own way of life, but wanting to feel the potential warmth of an extended family. When she was about to go and asked if she could keep in touch, Shirley looked towards Craig who nodded affirmatively. Afterwards, he chided Shirley again for keeping her secret. Although the meeting had gone well, it was clear that, in his mind, there had been a breach of trust that would not heal for some time. He also felt that the family structure had changed: from being part of a totally inter-dependent foursome, he was now married to someone who had three children, only two of whom were his. It made him feel a disconnection with his wife that was a totally new experience and very unsettling. Emilie’s phone call had helped answer her own personal needs, but had caused contentious ripples across previously placid family waters.

         Sadly, she had to seduce him

         Patricia was attractive and outgoing, so she was never short of boyfriends. Shortly after meeting Will, she realised that this was the man she wanted to marry. He felt the same way about her and the wedding duly took place. Immediately after the reception, they went to Heathrow and headed off for their honeymoon. As they got into bed, he said: ‘It’s been a wonderful day but I’m exhausted,’ turned over and went to sleep. The same thing happened the rest of the week, and then once they were back home. After a while, he did not even say anything but just kissed her goodnight. Patricia was hurt and confused. Her problem in the past had been stopping boyfriends having sex on their first date and making them wait until she was ready for it. Will had made it clear early on that he did not believe in sex before marriage and, although slightly bemused, it had added to her respect for him. Now it seemed that he did not believe in sex after marriage either. Or maybe it was her fault? Maybe she was not as attractive physically as she’d thought? Having been used to postponing other people’s sexual desires, she was the one being denied. The strange thing was, the rest of the time, everything was fine between them. The sparkle that existed between them when they were dating continued unabated. She did try to raise the issue with him, but every time, he batted it away. She also tried taking the lead once in bed, trying to stimulate him, but he had firmly resisted and said that ‘now’s not the time’. She was becoming increasingly desperate and wondered whether non-consummation was grounds for divorce. She knew she should talk to family or friends, but felt it was both too intimate and too ridiculous to admit. She had mentally prepared for several possible issues they might face – over money or certain friends – but marital celibacy had never occurred to her.

         On their first anniversary, Will took her to a restaurant she had once mentioned she would love to go to. It was great of him to remember and they had a truly lovely evening, but she could not enjoy it properly knowing that, although that night might be a suitable time for him to start their sexual relationship, she was sure it would not happen. She was right. It triggered her to seek professional help. She brushed away the suggestion that his reticence was a sign of a malaise in the relationship, which was otherwise very good. She also gave short shrift to the idea that Will was gay. The two of them concluded it was clearly an emotional or psychological blockage, perhaps relating to his childhood or a traumatic experience of some kind later on. The best solution was for Will himself to stop avoiding the issue and seek professional help. When Patricia put the idea to him, he was too furious that she had mentioned it to someone else to even consider what had been said. Patricia did start to think more seriously about divorce, but decided to hold back for two reasons. First, she had made a commitment that she had not undertaken lightly and felt duty-bound to honour as much as possible. Second, she and Will did get on very well; it was only night time that was the problem.

         The solution came by accident. Another couple – old friends of his from university days that she had got to know and come to like immensely – were due to come for dinner one Saturday evening. She went to a lot of trouble to arrange a fine meal and deck the table out. An hour before they were due to come, they phoned very apologetically to say they could not make it as one of their children had taken ill and they did not want to leave him with a babysitter. ‘Oh well,’ Patricia said to Will, ‘too late to change plans now. We’ll have a feast of our own; there’s plenty of food and wine to get through!’ In fact, she concentrated more on the wine than the food and deliberately got Will drunk while staying sober herself. At that point, she started undressing him. Although he resisted a little, it was not enough to dissuade her. She had to take the lead throughout and ended up astride him. Afterwards he shuffled off to bed and she started clearing the table. He said nothing the next morning, and nor did she. The following night he started touching her, albeit nervously, and she helped him do the rest. From then on, sex did happen periodically and two years later the result was twins. After that, it ceased completely. Patricia was sorry, but no longer minded. Her sense of self-worth had been restored and the children she had wanted had materialised. If the rest of the marriage had not been good, it might well have made a difference, but she was content to sacrifice sex for the parts of the marriage that did work. Will continued to refuse to speak about it, and she gave up trying to fathom out the source of his inhibition. It remained a mystery, family life took precedence and sex became something that other people did.

         Coming out

         Rachel phoned me at home crying so much that I kept having to ask her to repeat what she was saying. It transpired that her husband Rick had been arrested. But that was not what had reduced a normally very strong and self-assured woman to a tearful wreck. As she haltingly tried to explain, various images flashed through my mind – he had been caught speeding, perhaps worse, had hit a pedestrian, or maybe had got into a fight at a bar and had hurt someone badly. It was none of these. He had been arrested in the public toilets having sex with another man. This occurred in the 1990s, when homosexuality was becoming more accepted but still subject to prejudice in many circles. But, for Rachel, the shock was much more personal. Was this the man whom she had married only two years earlier and by whom she was expecting a child? Was it a one-off or symptomatic of a hidden identity? How could she have not realised, or had she been deliberately deceived? What would it do to their future, or mean for their unborn child? After Rick was released, the three of us had a long conversation. He said he loved Rachel very much and wanted the marriage to continue, but that he was aware of also feeling attracted to men. He described it as an occasional feeling rather than a permanent situation, which is why he had always considered himself heterosexual and courted Rachel. Of course, as I mentioned to him, quite apart from the question of his sexual identity, one of the other issues was fidelity. If he had been attracted to another woman, hopefully he would have resisted, whereas he had not done so here. Just because it was a same-sex relationship did not mean it was any less of a betrayal of his marital vows.

         Rachel and Rick stayed together, though I suspect he did have occasional gay relationships but made sure they were not discovered. However, subsequent years saw an increasing number of men and women who had been married for several years, if not decades, coming out and declaring they were gay or lesbian. When Samantha’s husband of twenty-two years told her that he had fallen in love with another man, she was very upset at first but came to accept it completely within days. When I asked her why she was so phlegmatic about it, given that many others would be angry or distraught, she replied: ‘If he’d fallen for another woman, I could have tried to win him back in some way – dressed better, altered my hairstyle, whatever – but how can I compete with another man? I knew I simply had to let go.’

         The attractive father-in-law

         Clive and his father had never been particularly close. There was no falling out or hostility, they just never had anything in common. He was at Clive’s wedding, of course, as they were still family and he did get on well with Clive’s wife, Claire. Unfortunately, he got on more than well with her. One day I had a call from Clive, who told me that Claire had left him. Before I had a chance to ask what the cause of the break-up was, he added: ‘She and my father have gone off to live together.’

         The usual platitudes about being sorry to hear the news are fairly weak when it is an ordinary split, but when it involves such a double betrayal, they are even more useless. I asked him if he had had any inkling of it in advance, but no, he had not seen any warning signs. I said he must feel devastated, to which he replied: ‘More numb than devastated.’ There are some splits, even those involving a third person, that can be healed, but I doubted that would be possible in this instance. They include, for instance, an affair that is discovered that neither party had seen as permanent and might have ended of its own accord; or a walk-out that takes place in a moment of frustration from which the person intended to return but the other partner misreads as final. 

         I did call Claire to see if she wanted to talk things over, but, as she put it: ‘There’s no turning back on this one.’ They eventually moved to a part of the country where they would be unlikely to be known, and so would be seen by others as an older man with a trophy wife rather than be suspected as incestuous (albeit morally speaking, rather than legally). Clive had an especially difficult time, not only having to cope with an unexpected divorce, but facing those in the family who knew the full story. He told friends and work colleagues that ‘Claire had gone off with another bloke’, but never felt he benefited from the sympathy and support they offered as he knew it was based on incomplete knowledge, while he could never open up and express the true depth of his anger. He told me he was going to ‘take a break’ from the synagogue for a while as he feared he would either be physically sick or shout abuse if ever he heard the command about honouring your father read out. I did point out that it was not an absolute command, and quoted the rabbinic interpretation that it was conditional: yes, you should honour your father, but only if he acts like a father should; and if he does not do so, then he forfeits the honour due to him. But, while that made a lot of sense to me, to a hurt Clive it was no comfort and he duly left the community.

         The virgin birth

         Doris was an attractive divorcee, but at thirty-eight she was beginning to worry that she might never have children, something she desperately wanted. When she rang me to say she was pregnant, my first words were: ‘That’s great – congratulations!’ However, knowing that she did not have a steady partner at the time, I felt obliged to follow that up with the obvious question of: ‘So tell me, who is the father?’ (Incidentally, although that may seem intrusive, I have always taken the view that one of the rabbi’s jobs is to ask the questions that other people do not like to ask. Such as that one. Or in hospital, to ask a terminally ill patient if they are afraid of death. Or a bereaved widow whose husband refused to quit smoking and died of lung cancer in his fifties: are you angry with him? Questions they can brush away if they so wish, but which they may wish to talk about, rage about or just have their silent nod acknowledged.)

         In this case, Doris just said sweetly: ‘There is no father.’ Assuming she meant she did not want her custody of the child to be challenged by whoever was the father, I said, semi-jocularly: ‘Hold on, the child may be yours and nowadays it is OK to be a single mum, but I presume you did sleep with someone?’ ‘No,’ she replied. ‘I did not sleep with anyone.’ I gulped and was glad she could not see my facial expression: ‘So are you saying it was a virgin birth?’ ‘Well, nobody else was involved, so I guess so,’ was her verdict. I did press her on the matter when I saw her the following week, simply to prepare her for the onslaught of disbelief with which she would be greeted once she told others. Gently but firmly, I explained the logical unlikelihood, while also pointing out that its theological associations meant people would view her as claiming, at very least, some form of divine privilege. But it was all to no avail. She maintained her version of events for several months. A more plausible answer eventually came to light when her mother reminded her that, as a child, she used to be prone to sleep-walking and asked if there had been anyone else in the house around the time she got pregnant. In fact, there was – a student who was her lodger, while she had also had a male friend staying for a couple of nights. Doris was adamant that she had not had sex with them, while they dismissed the idea too. However, the odds on her sleep-walking down the corridor into either of their rooms, them willingly accepting an unexpected bed-mate, and her then returning to her own room afterwards, struck me as much more credible than the divine option.

         The adultery that was justified

         Ronnie and Celia had had a good marriage, but it was cut short when he had a brain haemorrhage in his mid-forties, which resulted in him going into a deep coma. Celia visited him in the local hospital daily, but never received the slightest response from him – which the doctors had warned her to expect, but which she had refused to accept. At first, she had spoken to him, told him what had happened to her that day at work and chatted about the news. After a while, she found this one-way conversation too depressing and just sat there in silence. After a few months, she cut the visits to twice weekly. After a year, she began to dread sitting alone with the man she still loved but with whom she could no longer communicate, something she found unbearable. She mentioned this to her neighbour while chatting to him one day when he asked after Ronnie. He offered to accompany her next time she went – ‘it might help having someone else there’ – which, after mulling it over for a couple of days, she accepted. Once there, they chatted about this and that, and Celia felt it was indeed much easier having company, both for her sake and just in case Ronnie could sense life going on around her. So when Henry – the neighbour – offered to come again, she readily agreed. In fact, she began to look forward to their weekly visits together.

         As for Henry, he had only moved to the area three years earlier, after his divorce, hardly knew anyone locally and was glad to have one evening a week that he did not spend alone. When he happened to mention that his culinary skills were being tested to the limit after a year of cooking for himself, Celia suggested she’d make a meal for the two of them after their next visit and they could eat together. This duly happened, became more frequent, a relationship developed and the two of them ‘became an item’. Celia came to see me about it. She was clearly a much happier person than before, and the haunted look she had acquired after her lonely visits to a comatose Ronnie had disappeared. Yet she also felt guilty that she was letting him down and betraying him. What should she do?

         I felt enormously sympathetic towards her. It had been a good marriage, and she had been very dutiful ever since Ronnie had been in hospital. The doctors said he had no hope of recovery, but was it necessary for her to be entombed with him, or did she have a right to renew her life? Moreover, despite now living together, she and Henry both continued to go twice weekly to visit Ronnie, so, from a practical point of view, he was not being neglected as a result of their relationship. She had no intention of divorcing him, but did want to make her present and future with Henry. It was a limbo state of affairs, which he accepted, with the understanding being that, as and when Ronnie passed away, they would marry. From a Jewish point of view, this posed two problems. First, the obvious one of open adultery. Second, the fact that one cannot marry one’s paramour, i.e. the person with whom one had committed adultery. I discussed both aspects with her. The rule about the paramour, I said, did not really apply to her situation, as it was aimed at adultery that caused a divorce and to discourage marrying the person who had been responsible for the break-up of one’s previous marriage, whereas she was not jettisoning her marriage. As for the adultery itself: yes, technically it was wrong, but I reckoned that morally it was justifiable – both because she deserved some happiness and because Ronnie was not suffering because of it. I did point out that there were husbands and wives who would not countenance such behaviour and who would be horrified at having another relationship while their spouse was still alive. I told her that I would certainly admire their nobility and principles, but I could not find it in me to deny her practical happiness.

         The story looked set to end well, but then had a strange twist to it. Celia and Henry continued living together – and visiting Ronnie – for the next three years, after which he died when he contracted pneumonia. After a respectable interval, they got married. Two years later, though, they got divorced. Was it just yet another break-up, so common in today’s society, by a couple who were thrown together by chance – or did the death of the absent third party to the relationship somehow weaken it irrevocably? 

         The rise and decline of a mistress

         Lottie was a vibrant lady, and still attractive in her early seventies. I was surprised she had never married, as she must have been the object of many proposals. I was right. She had refused them all, however, because of Kurt. Like her, he was from the Continent and they had both been fortunate enough to find refuge in England in the 1930s, before war slammed shut the gates of immigration and butchery descended upon Europe. They met after the war while working for the same textiles firm. By then, Kurt had married an English woman who was not Jewish. It was a reasonable marriage but not totally fulfilling. Not only was Lottie very attractive, she offered the familiar warmth of someone both Continental and Jewish. They became lovers, but Kurt always made it clear that he would not leave his wife because they already had children. Lottie regretted this, but understood and accepted it, for not only was it a sexual affair but based on a deep love for each other. For this reason, it continued for over forty years and it remained secret from the rest of the world. While they were both working it was relatively easy to meet privately, but retirement presented a challenge. It was solved by both buying dogs. Kurt’s wife had no objection to a dog in the house, but was not particularly keen on having to walk it, so the understanding was that this was Kurt’s daily task and part of keeping him fit. Every day, he walked the dog and at a discreet distance would meet up with Lottie, who would also, coincidentally, be walking her dog at the same time and place. By that stage in their lives, sex was no longer as important as it was during their earlier period together, and they were content to see each other daily, walk side by side and share a precious half-hour or so. To passing strangers, they were an elderly couple of dog-walkers deep in conversation, but they knew they were making love to each other. Much might have changed if Kurt’s wife had pre-deceased him, but she outlived him. His death was doubly difficult for Lottie, for not only had she lost the man she had adored for most of her adult life, but she could not mourn in public. His widow received all the condolences, but no one offered Lottie any sympathy. His widow was allowed to break into tears with friends, but Lottie had to stifle hers. Only Lottie’s dog knew, and in Kurt’s honour they still took that same walk every day.

         I had first met Lottie some two years after Kurt had died, and she did not mention anything about him, but I sensed there was a sadness inside her, somehow had an intuition as to what might be the cause and asked if she wanted to unburden herself. She did. The grief had become too much to hold alone. We also devised a discreet way of acknowledging his death and her pain, by me mentioning his name before the kaddish/memorial prayer every year at the Sabbath service immediately prior to the anniversary of his passing. I never looked in her direction when saying it, as I would normally do in the case of partners of other members, but hearing his name called out publicly in synagogue – her Kurt in her synagogue – helped her with what is probably the most difficult of all mourning processes, the loss of a love that could never be made known. 

         Professional sex

         My father – generally a very astute man – made one major error of judgement when I told him that I wanted to become a rabbi. ‘Why do you want to spend your days in an ivory tower studying ancient tomes and let life pass you by?’ He could not have been more wrong – though maybe he was thinking of older models of rabbinic practice (sometimes cruelly typecast as ‘invisible six days a week and incomprehensible on the seventh’). Far from being cut off from life, as a congregational rabbi, I am immersed in all its joys, sadnesses, bitter moments and sordid elements. This includes numerous sexual escapades in which various members have engaged, including professionals. Alice, an architect with a formidable reputation for eye-catching designs, added to her reputation in a less noteworthy way. She and a client had arranged a one-hour session together, but it proved inadequate and spilt over into dinner and then bed together. When he later checked the bill for that day’s consultation, he found he had been charged not just for the one hour in the office, but four hours, including the time spent between the sheets. He had assumed that was not part of her professional services, but she obviously thought otherwise!

         Meanwhile, Jolene was a barrister working in a prestigious set of chambers. She was defending a man accused of a serious breach of copyright resulting in profits he claimed were entirely legitimate but which the plaintiff thought amounted to corporate theft. When her client and his wife had met Jolene, the two women had seemed to click and agreed to meet socially. In fact, it was a lesbian tryst that continued throughout the court case. It meant that Jolene was having an affair with her client’s wife while attempting to save him from prison. At least, my hope was that she was attempting to save him and not neglecting his case … nor deliberately engineering matters so that he ended up being conveniently taken off the scene to Jolene’s advantage. My trust in the goodness of human nature remains, but it has had to survive some ferocious battering.

         Is it wrong or do all blokes do it?

         Brian was an uncomplicated sort of person, for whom life was straightforward and who approached it in a very direct way, enjoying the ups and pushing himself through the downs. So I was not at all surprised when, during a chat about another matter, he suddenly changed topics and said: ‘Can I ask you about something else? It’s a question that’s been bothering me for a while. My wife and I have a good marriage – genuinely – but when we make love I often find myself thinking about other women … no one in particular, just women I’ve seen in the street or on TV, so no one I have a relationship with … I guess because, after making love with the same person for over twenty years, it’s more stimulating that way … and I wanted to know if that’s considered a sin in Judaism?’

         I remember giving an involuntary laugh at the time, not, as I hastened to tell him at the time, because I was laughing at him, but because I was sure that it was a question common to virtually every other man in the community, but only Brian was the one who was uninhibited enough to actually ask it. Of course, it may also apply to women just as much. But as is so often the case, what is thought to be a daring, modern question had long been pre-empted by previous generations of rabbis. In this case, the great Egyptian scholar, Moses Maimonides, had tackled it as far back as the twelfth century. In his view, a man who thought of another woman while making love to his wife was committing adultery. When Brian’s face fell at hearing this, I reminded him that we do not have the concept of infallible rabbis in Judaism. I had quoted Maimonides merely to show the issue had history and was not limited to his personal bedroom.

         I also said that while Maimonides certainly needed to be taken seriously and was renowned for his pragmatic approach, here he was being uncharacteristically irrational. Judaism largely concentrates on what we should and should not do, but does not put nearly as much energy into seeking to control what we think. And for good reason, as it is almost impossible to edit one’s thoughts, whereas what counts is what we do with them. Thus, we may envy someone else’s wealth – sigh over their villa abroad or Lamborghini in the drive – yet we do not steal from them or vandalise their property, but try to work hard enough to achieve such possessions for ourselves too. It is similar with sex. Many a man would find it hard not to admire a beautiful woman or think about her afterwards, but that does not lead them to have an affair with her. Many would also find it impossible not to think of her while making love to their wife, but, providing it did not harm the relationship, there was no problem. Some sex therapists would argue that, on the contrary, it can help stimulate a sex life that has become formulaic and routine.

         ‘So why did Maimonides object?’ replied Brian. I told him that my guess was that although he knew it was probably built into our sexual DNA and unalterable, he did not want to encourage it. This might have been partly because it can be seen as very uncomplimentary to one’s partner – ‘How would you feel’, I asked him, ‘if your wife thought of George Clooney while making love to you?’ – and partly lest it eroded the boundary between thinking about an act and doing it. I reckon Maimonides felt the closer we stuck to the ideal position, when we departed away from it, it would not be straying as far as we might otherwise go. I never asked if Brian subsequently shared the conversation with his wife. I suspect not – either because he thought that ‘ignorance is bliss’ and he did not want to upset her, or, for exactly the same principle, did not want to start a conversation that might end up with her upsetting him if she admitted her fantasies!

         Unholy sex

         While in the ultra-Orthodox yeshivah/rabbinic seminary in Jerusalem, I developed a friendship with an American called Frankie, who had also come from outside that world. We had both gone to the Western Wall to pray there at Kol Nidre, the night of Yom Kippur, and then made our separate ways back to the yeshivah, where we had accommodation. The following morning, he woke me up and said we had to talk, but insisted that it had to be outside the yeshivah.

         He told me that, on leaving the Western Wall, he had met up with a girl from his home state of Ohio, also around twenty years old and who was at a women’s yeshivah. He had offered to walk her home, one thing had led to another, and they had ended up sleeping together. This was on Kol Nidre, usually considered the most sacred and awesome period in the entire year and when one of the five specific acts from which one should abstain is having sexual relations with one’s wife. Having sex with someone who was not even his wife was an added sin and meant a doubling of his religious crimes. I told him that would have been bad enough any time of the year, but on the one night that sex was prohibited was breathtakingly wrong in that ultra-Orthodox setting. ‘I know’, said Frankie, ‘but that’s not the real problem I wanted to talk to you about.’ I looked puzzled, wondering what could possibly be worse. ‘I’m scared she might be pregnant,’ he continued, ‘as I didn’t use a condom’. I gawped at him: ‘Why on earth not?’ ‘You know as well as I do,’ he replied, ‘as it’s strictly forbidden.’ He was right, in that although contraception is permitted, Orthodoxy does not permit condoms. ‘Hold on,’ I responded, perplexed, ‘condoms are banned, but so is sex on Kol Nidre and so is sex before marriage, so if you were going to break those two laws, then why didn’t you break the third?’ He looked sheepish and mumbled an incoherent excuse that did not alter the fact that he might have just become a dad. I advised that unless he wanted to marry the girl, or she wanted to keep the potential baby, he had better ask her to take a morning-after pill. ‘But that’s forbidden in Orthodox law!’ he exclaimed. ‘So was what you did, but that didn’t seem to stop you!’ was my practical but perhaps unsympathetic reply. As it happened, we were both leaving the yeshivah to go elsewhere, and in a time before mobile phones, emails and Facebook existed, it was easy to lose touch. So I never found out what happened, but my strong suspicion is that, just as lust had won over religious law the night before, so self-preservation would do so the following day.

         No, don’t tell your wife

         When Richard came to my office at the time I had agreed to meet him, he sat down in the chair opposite me with a sigh. It was the sort of sigh that indicated he was gearing himself up to unload something that had been on his mind for a while and which had finally become too difficult to keep to himself. So I just waited until he was ready to tell his story. Essentially, he had had an affair with someone at work, kept it going for several months, felt increasingly guilty about cheating his wife and eventually brought it to an end without hurting the other person too much and before it became public knowledge. ‘It was nothing deeply emotional, more the excitement of illicit sex, and although we liked each other, it was never going to go anywhere.’ I nodded, said that these things happened and although it would have been better if he had never started it, he had done the right thing in extricating himself. But I was puzzled as to why he had wanted to see me. ‘Do you feel you have not put it behind you fully?’ I asked. ‘Oh yes,’ he replied, ‘it’s well and truly over, but I wanted to discuss with you how best to tell my wife.’ Now it was my turn to sigh. ‘Look, you may not expect me to say this, but my strong advice is not to tell her. Marriage is based on trust. If you tell her, you will not only upset her terribly, but endanger the relationship. If the situation were different and there was a strong likelihood of her reading about it in the papers, then I agree it would be far better for her to hear from you first and not from anyone else. But, assuming it is over and will stay in the past, then why make her live through it?’ He started to protest, but I waved him silent and continued in an even more adamant tone: ‘She is the innocent party in all this, so why make her suffer? What do you achieve? All you do is shift your feelings of guilt off yourself and do an emotional dump on her. The cliché “ignorance is bliss” is only a cliché because it is true. Save her a lot of pain and give your marriage a chance of recovering. And if you feel uncomfortable for a while, okay, that’s your punishment, but don’t punish her as well.’

         He said he was surprised at my attitude and thought he ought to be honest with her. Resisting the inclination to yell at him for being self-obsessed, I replied: ‘If you ended the affair so as to save the marriage, don’t now wreck it by admitting the affair. Be thankful you still have her trust, and repay it by rebuilding your own trust in yourself to be a good husband. You’ve done the hard part already by finishing the affair, now concentrate on the marriage.’ I could tell he was actually relieved that he did not have to tell his wife, but had psyched himself up into thinking it was his moral duty. I have no doubt that honesty is not always the best policy, and morality is much more complex than simply telling the truth. Fifteen years on, Richard and his wife are still married and, if asked, she would say how lucky she is to have such a wonderful husband. 

         The sexpert

         There has been a remarkable progression in the socioeconomic mobility of the Jewish community over the last century. Our great-grandparents – as a generalisation – were tailors and carpenters and boot-makers; the next generation went into business, and often ended up owning their own firm; their children went into the professions and became doctors, lawyers, dentists and accountants. The current generation has been much more diverse, but has tended to veer towards the caring industries, with many becoming teachers, therapists and social workers. But Maidenhead has seen a vast range of occupations among its members, including a milkman, a prize cattle-breeder, an army officer and an MP. One of the more intriguing jobs was that taken by Dorothy: a sex-caller. It was not her proudest moment, but it was a way of paying the bills when she had no other means of doing so. All she had to do was be at the end of a phone at certain times of the day, let men have verbal fantasies, respond appropriately and gurgle sounds that might excite them. At first, she took it very seriously, sitting at a desk in her front room. Then she realised it was quite easy to do while getting on with other tasks, particularly in the garden, and she would often talk into the phone in one hand and do the weeding with the other. Her clients, of course, had no idea that she was outside on her knees in overalls and no doubt imagined she was writhing between silken sheets. She also quickly found out that many callers did not actually want to talk dirty but just chat. It was not sexual frustration from which they suffered, but loneliness. When she told me, rather sheepishly, about her work, I told her not to worry: it was fine so long as no one was being harmed, including her, and for some people she may even have been doing a lot of good. I told her to think of herself as a social worker in disguise.

         A marital mix-up

         Gilly and Trevor were friends with Dennis and Evelyn, and the two couples had dinner together once a month. Unfortunately, Trevor came home one day to find Gilly in bed with Dennis. Divorce proceedings were initiated, during which time Trevor and Evelyn consoled each other and talked about how let down they both felt. After a while, they began to feel that they had much more in common than just being the victims of a betrayal. Within a year after the divorce, not only had Gilly and Dennis married, but so had Trevor and Evelyn. Although all four of them felt that, with hindsight, the spouse swap was more appropriate than the original marriages, there was still a lot of animosity over how the change came to be effected. Thankfully, there were no children involved and so the couples did not need to have any further contact with each other. The question that exercised me was: had the adultery had been for the best or not? On the one hand, it broke the marital vows. On the other hand, had it not happened – or had it not been discovered – it would not have led to the marriages breaking up and the repartnering, which everyone agreed was more suitable. It also highlights the fact that sometimes, second marriages can be the better marriages. 

         The overseas affair

         I used to have a soft spot for Nicky until I realised what a cad he was. He came to see me after his wife and children had left for America, where the family were relocating. He was going to join them in three months’ time, once he had sold the business. He told me he needed sex and women found him attractive. Would it be OK for him to have an affair for the next three months, providing it was strictly limited till his departure and that he was faithful to his wife once he rejoined her in the States? While I was surprised at his proposal, I was also surprised that he asked my opinion. Surely he would know that I would quote the Ten Commandments and tell him: ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery.’ It was clear that he was not looking for a moral response but wanted to discuss the practical aspects. Whereas there are many instances where the arguments are finely balanced either way, in Nicky’s case they seemed overwhelmingly on the negative side.

         I quickly listed six of them. First, it is impossible to predict that an affair will be short-term, and what would happen if he found that they had established a bond he did not want to abandon? Second, it would be enormously hurtful if his wife found out – did he want to risk that? Third, was it not being unfair to the woman concerned (I assumed he had someone in mind already), whom he was using merely as a three-month stop-gap? Would she know in advance or just find out when the time was up? Fourth, if he strayed now would that not create a pattern and make it more likely he strayed when in the States? Fifth, would it not affect his relationship with his wife, for even if she never knew, he would know he had been cheating on her? Sixth, what would it do to his own self-respect and the way he thought of himself?

         The longer the list grew, the more I had the sinking feeling that Nicky was mentally ticking them off as ‘yes, thought of that one, no problem’. I was just a sounding board to check that he had not missed anything before going ahead with his plan. Perhaps that should have been obvious the moment he revealed it, though part of me wondered whether he was still wrestling with himself on ethical lines. There was no doubt that he did love his wife, and was working hard to build a new future for his family, but he had compartmentalised the three-month separation as a time-out from the marriage. We parted amicably, but with a clear difference in approach. I strongly suspect he did pursue his affair, but he never saw his wife again. He was a keen horseman and died in a riding accident two months later.

         Surviving an affair

         Esther was distraught when she heard that Leonard had been having an affair with someone at work for the last month. The unusual feature was that Leonard had chosen to tell her after it was over, because he felt it was dreadfully wrong of him and he wanted to admit it and put it behind him. There is a strong argument that it might have been kinder for him not to have revealed the matter, especially if he was fairly sure Esther might not have discovered it, and he could have avoided inflicting her with such a sense of betrayal. If he felt guilty, then having to cope with it by himself would have been a penalty he would have had to pay. The other issue was how she would react. There were a variety of responses in other cases in the community where adultery was discovered. Sometimes the injured party would immediately sue for divorce. Sometimes there would be a long stand-off while the person expressed their pain; the marriage continued but always with a fault-line. Other times, the person opted to forgive their errant spouse, but primarily because they had also cheated in the past, and they could now feel more relaxed if it ever emerged, in which case they would say: ‘Well, now we’re on an equal par.’

         Esther, though, had nothing to hide but also reined in her emotions, stood back and took a calculated decision. She decided that what was important was not the immediate hurt, but the long-term future. She was young enough to easily remarry, while her own career meant she would be able to look after herself financially if not. She felt that they were very suited to each other, had a lot in common, while their differences meant they complemented each other well. She decided, very rationally, that it would be wrong to let a regretted aberration destroy the decades they could still enjoy together. Of course, she never forgot, but she did not let it impede their relationship. She only alluded to it once, when she came to synagogue to celebrate their fortieth wedding anniversary, surrounded by children and grandchildren, after which she said to me in a whisper: ‘I made the right decision, didn’t I.’ It was a statement, not a question.
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