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            CHAPTER ONE

            AVIVA

         

         Florida was not as I imagined. There was no ocean where your father lived, that was the first thing. This had not occurred to me; in Florida but no beach for fifty miles? Brian pointed out the swimming pools, and yes, they seemed to be everywhere. It’s so much better than the beach, he said. The water is clean and you don’t get sand all over. Your father was very good at a sport called water polo, which was why he looked the way he did. Wide, smooth chest, strong shoulders, bronzed skin, and blond-tipped hair. He was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. All he did was smile. I had never seen a man’s body until the afternoon your father took his shirt off and we jumped into the fountain in Washington Square Park. The men and boys in Borough Park were always covered in black clothing. They were skinny or fat and had bad posture, arms too long for their bodies. Untrimmed fingernails, bony wrists, and stiff little hairs growing out of their faces. They were always so serious—at least around me—and they seemed so frightened of the world outside Brooklyn.

         Your father was not frightened of the world. Brian came to New York City to participate in a summer exchange program at NYU. He was taking a class called The Bible as Literature, and as part of the program he worked at a YMCA in the Village. He taught swimming and was horrified when he learned I couldn’t swim. You have to learn! he said, as serious as I had ever seen him. But I avoided it. I tried to explain, when he told me the pool was better than the ocean, that going to the ocean wasn’t about going in the water, it was about witnessing the water. The waves that never stop coming. The wind and the sand and the salt in the air that leaves your skin stiff and your hair in knots. I loved the long showers I took after going to the beach. I loved that I had to wash it off. But the first time I took your father to Coney Island, he remarked about the garbage. What could I say? He did not see it as I did. He wanted to. He said, Aviva, tell me what it means to you. But how could I? There were no words I could think of to make him see.

         To get to Florida, we took the bus from Port Authority. Brian bought me a duffel bag at the NYU student store, but I brought almost nothing with me. Just some cheap new clothes that showed my body, and a photograph of me and your namesake, my sister Rivka, the summer before she died. The ride south was thirty-two hours of sticky floors and sneezing strangers and body odor and anticipation. At a truck stop in Virginia there was food on a conveyor belt. Heaping meals of greasy brown and yellow and white that glowed beneath heat lamps. In North Carolina we put quarters into televisions attached to hard plastic chairs and watched a game show while we waited for a transfer. There was vomit in the sink of the rest stop in Georgia. Bloody menstrual pads overflowing the courtesy bins in the bathroom stalls. Door latches broken, coffee burnt, half-dressed women, dead-eyed men, inconsolable children, and everywhere fluorescent bulbs blinking and buzzing overhead. It was all ugliness and sorrow—exactly as I’d been warned the goyish world would be. I touched as little as I could manage and ate almost nothing.

         On the way, Brian and I talked about what I would “do” in Florida. You can totally find a job, he said. At the mall. Or TCBY—whatever that was. I nodded because I didn’t care. I just wanted out of Brooklyn. And your father, well, he wanted me.

         It was raining when we finally arrived in Orlando. Your father’s roommate, I don’t remember his name, picked us up at the bus station and brought us to Brian’s room at the university. We climbed together onto the top bunk of his bed and slept for almost an entire day.

         Your father was wonderful, of course. Supportive and loving even as it all fell apart. He used to say I deserved a little rebellion—a little bad behavior. He said it was good for me after almost twenty years with no choices. You have to learn what you like, he said. You have to learn what makes you happy. Rum and Coke made me happy. My bare legs exposed to the world made me happy. Rock music turned up loud so I could sing along and not even hear my voice made me happy. Eyeliner made me happy. And red nail polish. And smoking pot. I called it “doing pot” then, which made your father laugh. Let’s do some pot, Brian, I’d say. Let’s do some pot and fuck. “Fuck” was a word I learned from a girl at the Coney Island house who’d fled a shidduch and had a job selling sex toys at a store on West Fourth Street in Manhattan. She was the one who told me to go to the Strand and buy a book called Our Bodies, Ourselves to learn all the things about my body that I didn’t know—and there was a lot. Your father didn’t like it when I said fuck. He said making love. But that didn’t sound right to me. Frum girls learn about sex in secret. In shards of stories that don’t fit together into anything that involves love. We’re not supposed to know about sex until we get engaged, and then they send us to a class before the wedding where an old woman tells us how to make a baby.

         Brian and I lived in his dorm room. No one could tell by looking that I wasn’t a student, and it was the beginning of the school year so people seemed to expect new faces. While he went to classes, I slept late and walked around the campus. Some frum girls go to college, but they live at home until they marry. Even in July, we wear long sleeves and stockings. Everything from our neck to our toes is covered all the time. The boys call it body armor. But the girls in Florida wore bikini tops to class. They drove little cars with figurines and photographs and beads hanging from the rearview mirrors. They drove with ease. Careless, with bare feet, applying lip gloss at stoplights. Their arms out the window, fingers flicking cigarettes, hands tapping the side of the car to the beat of the music that was always playing. That’s Madonna, your father would tell me. Or the Eagles. Or Bon Jovi. The names meant nothing to me, but the music, and everything else about the girls, made me want to jump in their windows—made me want to jump in their skin. I studied how they dressed and did my best to imitate it. I loved the feeling of the sun on my arms. The sensation of breeze between my legs beneath a short skirt. I wore very little. Why not? And the boys. Tan and smiling all the time. Tall, with smooth shaved faces, bare necks, and hairstyles nearly as diverse as the girls: bleached blond spikes and wild black waves, bangs falling in their eyes so they had to brush them aside with a jerk of the head. Their hair told me a story about who they were. If you were lucky enough to live in a world where you could use your body as an expression of yourself, wouldn’t you? I had the idea that I could tell what they were like inside by the way they appeared: that one must be goofy, that one timid, that one angry. They noticed me when I walked alone, and after just a few days I stopped looking away when they stared. I imagined that because so many of them looked athletic and cheerful like Brian that they were like Brian. I was wrong.

         At the end of September, a boy started talking to me while I was drinking a Coke outside the gym. Girls played tennis there, and I liked to watch them. In Borough Park, girls are taught that physical maturity is a provocation. As we grow, we grow ashamed of our bodies. We dislike the parts of ourselves that make us different from the boys. We hide those parts as best we can. Not these girls. They were so confident, so wild and at ease inside their bodies—throwing themselves after the ball, slapping each other’s hands, shrieking and laughing, always laughing.

         “Do you play?” asked the boy. He was wearing a tank top and holding the strap of his backpack so I could see the wisps of light brown hair peeking from beneath his armpit.

         “Me?” I asked. I shook my head.

         “I’m Chris,” he said.

         “I’m Aviva,” I said.

         “Aviva,” he said. “That’s pretty.” He had perfect white teeth and blond hair that was longer in the front than in the back. He almost glowed in the sunlight. “Is this your first year?”

         I nodded.

         “I’m a junior,” he said, sitting down on the bench next to me. “It’s a pretty cool place. What hall do you live in?”

         I didn’t remember the name. In fact, I hadn’t been entirely clear there was an official name for the building where your father had a room. So I told the truth.

         “I do not go to school here. I am just staying for a while with my boyfriend.”

         “Your boyfriend,” he said, drawing out the word. “And where is he now?”

         “In class,” I said.

         “He just leaves you alone all day?” He leaned toward me and I caught a faint whiff of his sweat. But it didn’t make me want to lean back—it made me want to lean closer. “If I were your boyfriend I wouldn’t leave you alone for other guys to come hit on.”

         “If you were my boyfriend?” I said, dumbly. He was so forward. I remember I was shocked, although I hated myself for it. It was very important to me that other people saw me as brave. I’d escaped Brooklyn, hadn’t I? But bravery is no substitute for experience, and at that point I could count on two hands the conversations I’d had with boys I wasn’t related to. Your father and I started talking because we were both in the religion aisle of the bookstore. We had probably been standing within five feet of each other for half an hour before he said hello. Navigating a conversation with a boy like this, a boy who was flirting with me for no other reason than that he liked the way I looked—that was advanced non-frum behavior. And back then I was only a beginner.

         “I’m just saying,” he said, knocking his shoulder into mine. It was sweaty hot and our skin stuck together for an instant. His eyes were a kind of golden green, and he focused on nothing but me. I could kiss him and Brian would never know.

         “Where are you from?” he asked.

         I blushed. He knows, I thought. Next he’ll say, You’re one of those girls, and walk away laughing. Now I know that he could no sooner have imagined the world I came from than he could have imagined life on the moon.

         “I’m from New York,” I said.

         “Your accent is sexy.”

         Your father was the first person to tell me I spoke English with an accent. My first language was Yiddish; we spoke Yiddish at home and Yiddish in school. According to your father, my voice was also lower than most girls. Just like this boy in the tank top, he’d called it sexy.

         “You should come to El Cinco tonight,” said Chris. “It’s two-for-one margaritas.”

         “Okay.” I didn’t know what a margarita was.

         “Bring your boyfriend,” he said, standing up, grinning. Grinning the whole time. “Or maybe don’t.”

         I told your father I met someone near the tennis courts who said there was a good time at El Cinco tonight.

         “See? You’re already making friends,” he said. “I knew people would love you as soon as they got to know you.”

         He told some of his friends to meet us at the restaurant, and we all sat around a table with margaritas coming and going and chips and salsa for free. The music was loud and everyone had to scream over it. People were dancing by the bar and after two margaritas—they tasted like Slurpees from the 7-Eleven—I got up and said I wanted to dance. Your father held my waist as we walked through the crowd. We danced and I drank another margarita. I waved my arms in the air and felt my shirt lift up, exposing the skin of my belly. I twisted my hips and kissed your father, right there in front of everyone. He pulled me close and whispered in my ear that he loved me. I love you, Aviva, he said. I love you, too, I said.

         I had to go to the bathroom, but there was a line. I stood for a minute and as soon as I stopped moving, I knew I’d had too much to drink. I closed my eyes and felt sick to my stomach, so I slid down the wall and sat on the floor. The girls around me didn’t say a word. I put my head between my legs. Everything was spinning and lopsided. And then a hand grabbed mine.

         “Aviva!” It was Chris. He pulled me up. “Uh-oh, too many margaritas! Where’s your boyfriend? Come on, come here, you just need some water.” He pulled me into the men’s bathroom, which had no line. I went straight to the toilet, and up came the lime-flavored drinks and salsa chunks. I threw up twice. Chris held my hair. When I was done he gave me a wet paper towel to wipe my mouth.

         “Feel better?” he asked. I nodded, but I didn’t really feel better. Where was Brian? Chris reached for my hands and pulled me up and close to him, locking an arm around my waist. He kissed my neck, and in one motion slid the strap of my bra and tank top down my shoulder, letting my left breast fall out. He grabbed it and squeezed my nipple. I tried to squirm out of his arm but he held me tight.

         “No,” I said.

         “No?” he said, grinning, his cold hand kneading my breast like dough, pulling at it. He pushed me against the wall and put his mouth on mine, shoving his tongue between my lips. I twisted my head sideways and he moved his lips to my neck. “What’s the matter?” he said. And then he grabbed my hair and turned me around so my face was pressed against the greasy tile wall. I teetered on my high-heeled shoes and he righted me. He pressed one hand against the back of my head, and with the other he pulled my waist toward him and put his hand under my skirt, his clumsy fingers pushed aside my underwear, which, like everything else I was wearing that night, was new, still a kind of costume. Six months before I wore underwear my mother bought me. Big, thick “full-coverage” cotton underwear with tight elastic hugging the tops of my thighs and a waist at my belly button. I thought: If I was wearing my old underwear it would be harder for him to get in. I thought: I’ve brought this on myself. He shoved his hand up. I felt his fingernails scratch me and that’s when I thought of you. It was the moment I admitted you were inside me. I had allowed myself to ignore the fact that I hadn’t had my period in two months, but I could not let this boy hurt you. He took his hand off my head to open his pants and I struck him in the face with my elbow. He stopped smiling and stumbled backward and I ran to the door. It was a little latch lock, a flimsy nothing. Why didn’t Brian break in? I got it open with shaking fingers and burst into the hallway. One of the girls was still in line for the bathroom. We looked at each other and she pointed to my chest.

         “Pull your shirt up,” she said.

         I ran through the loud music to the front door and out of the bar. People were drinking beer from cans and smoking cigarettes on the patio. A different song was playing over speakers hidden in palm trees above our heads. I found a chair and sat down but stood back up immediately because it hurt to sit. I wondered if I was bleeding. I didn’t know how to get back to Brian’s room, but I couldn’t go back inside to bring him out to me. I was scared Chris would see me, and I was scared to try to walk home alone, and I was scared that if I told Brian what happened he would blame me. I stood on the patio shivering in the heat for a long time. People just moved around me. Finally, your father came outside.

         “Aviva, are you okay? What happened?” He reached up to smooth my hair and I flinched.

         “I got sick,” I said. “I fell. Can we go home now?”

         “Of course,” he said.

         When we got back to his room I climbed into bed in my clothes. I slept until noon the next day and woke to find Brian studying at his desk. He asked how I was feeling and I told him I was going to have a baby. When he asked me to marry him an hour later, I said yes.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

            REBEKAH

         

         Every night I go to bed telling myself that I will call her tomorrow. And every morning I wake up knowing that I won’t. It’s been almost two months and I can still hear the gunshot in my ear. The doctor said the ringing would go away, but apparently not yet. I went back to the Trib two weeks after I came home from the hospital. My job is different, though, at least for now; instead of rushing from scene to scene, I’m in the office for the late rewrite shift. It’s supposed to be a step up because it means the editors think that in addition to being able to gather information, I can figure out what information is important enough to include in the article, and actually write the article myself. I come in at 2:00 P.M. and stay until 10:00 P.M. I sit at an old computer in one of several semicircles of old computers that make up the newsroom. Stringers, my former compatriots, call in their notes about dead bicyclists and celebrity nightclub shenanigans and corrupt hospital CEOs and police shootings, and I turn them into column inches. I also “rewrite” stories from other, often dubious, news sources. The British tabloids are the worst. They’re almost never right in the end, but we always print their stuff anyway—with “allegedly” and “reportedly” sprinkled throughout.

         When I’m not at work, I sleep. Tony, the guy I was dating for a couple months, is out of the picture. I didn’t exactly mean to stop returning his texts, but I never really want to go out—or have anyone come visit—so it felt pointless to keep things going. He came over one last time at the end of February and said he really liked me but that it was clear I wasn’t ready to be involved in something. He was right.

         In early March, my roommate Iris starts bugging me to go to the psychiatrists-in-training at Columbia.

         “They charge on a sliding scale,” she tells me, looking all interested. We’re sitting on the couch—which is basically the only place I see her anymore. It’s Saturday evening and we’ve been arguing because she’s meeting some people we know for margaritas and Mexican food, but I’m not going.

         “It’ll be like fifty bucks,” she says. “I’ll pay half.”

         “You’re not paying for my shrink,” I say.

         “I’ll pay for your margaritas if you come tonight.”

         “I don’t feel like it, okay?”

         Iris closes her laptop and gets up.

         “You know you’re not acting right,” she says.

         She says that a lot these days.

         The next week, Iris makes me an appointment and I agree by not canceling it. She takes a morning off work and we ride the A train to 168th Street together. The magazines in the waiting room are several weeks old, which, for some reason, pisses me off.

         “I can’t believe I let you drag me here,” I say.

         Iris rolls her eyes. “Don’t be a bitch about this, please? Living with you has gotten hard. It’s obvious you’re depressed. Just face it, please, and let’s move on.”

         “I don’t have depression, Iris, I have anxiety.”

         “Well, I’ve done the online tests and you are definitely depressed. I checked every box. Lack of energy, lack of interest in things that you once enjoyed, excessive sleeping, irritability. Come on. You weren’t like this last year. You gotta get your shit together.”

         A woman calls my name before I can retort. Not that I had a retort. Even sighing seems like a lot of effort. I stand up and approach the woman, who looks just a few years older than me.

         “I’m Anna,” she says. I shake her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. Follow me?”

         We walk down a wide hallway and into a tiny room with two chairs and a small table with a lamp, a clock, and a box of Kleenex on it. There’s a framed poster of a field of flowers on the wall. She sits and I sit across from her.

         “What can I help you with?” she asks.

         I run my hand over my head. It’s become a tic. Touching the soft, sharp fuzz where my long hair used to be grounds me in what happened, reminds me it was real. “My roommate thinks I’m depressed.”

         “What do you think?”

         I shrug. “She sort of dragged me here.”

         “Why do you think she did that?”

         “Because she’s worried about me.”

         Anna remains unfazed. She is schooled, I suppose, in humoring people.

         “What do you think makes her worried?”

         “I’ve been sleeping a lot.”

         “What is a lot?”

         “Basically, if I’m not at work, I’m asleep.”

         “What kind of work do you do?”

         “I’m a reporter,” I say, and somewhere, below all the heavy blackness inside me, a tiny light flicks on when I do. I love saying I’m a reporter. It makes me feel strong. “I work for the Trib.”

         “Difficult work, I imagine,” she says.

         I almost laugh. “Sometimes, yeah. Mostly I’m in the office right now, though.”

         “Is the amount of sleep you’re getting now unusual for you?”

         “I guess.”

         “Why do you think you’re sleeping so much?”

         “I guess because I’m depressed.”

         She nods. “Is depression something you’ve dealt with before?”

         “Not really. It’s always been anxiety with me.”

         “Have you ever been treated for anxiety?”

         “Oh yeah,” I say. “I was in therapy most of college. And I still take medication.”

         She asks me for names and dosages. I give them.

         “And are you seeing anyone for therapy now?”

         I shake my head.

         “So how are you getting these medications prescribed to you?”

         “My regular doctor, at home,” I say.

         “Where is home?”

         “Orlando.”

         “And when was the last time you saw this doctor?”

         “Um, last year. Like, May, maybe.”

         “And this has worked for you until recently.”

         “Pretty much.”

         “Has something happened, some life event, a stressor in the past few months that might have triggered something?”

         Again, I almost laugh.

         “Yeah,” I say. “Definitely some stressors.” I tell her about Rivka Mendelssohn’s naked body, and Saul, and my mother suddenly surfacing after twenty-two years. Moving my mouth is hard. I haven’t spoken this many words in a row in weeks.

         “It’s not unusual for a symptom like anxiety to morph into or remanifest as depression. Or vice versa. I’d like to prescribe you a medication that is specifically indicated for people experiencing both depression and anxiety.” She explains the dose and the side effects (sleep disturbance, loss of libido, headaches—basically what I’m already experiencing) and walks me out to the waiting room to make me an appointment to come back in a month.

         “Call me if you have any questions,” she says, handing me a card. “It was very nice to meet you, Rebekah.”

         I let Iris fill the prescription that night, because, why not? The shrinks and their prescriptions were the net that caught me in college when the lies and contradictions and despairs of my motherless childhood nearly felled me. Two weeks later, Saul calls and I pick up the phone. He asks to take me to lunch and I agree to meet him.

         The Kosher Kitchen is a narrow storefront on Atlantic Avenue between a halal meat market and an old botanica selling dusty Blessed Virgin candles. The proximity of this threesome makes me smile, genuinely, for the first time in weeks. The Jewish restaurant next to the Muslim butcher next to the Christian reliquary. I love New York.

         Saul is at the counter when I get there. A couple is sitting at one of the tables: he with a beard and the black coat-and-pants uniform, she in a glossy auburn wig. Another young man is working on a laptop. Every male in the restaurant, including the black barista, is wearing a yarmulke. I hop onto the stool next to Saul.

         “It’s still so cold,” I say, unzipping my winter coat.

         “The people on the television say it’s going to get warm soon,” Saul says.

         “Not soon enough,” I say. “It’s almost April, for Christ’s sake.” Twenty-two years in Florida and it never occurred to me until recently how much sunshine was a part of my life. The cold makes me feel smaller and less consequential. My reactions are slower. Even if I weren’t depressed I’d hate going outside.

         “It must be difficult adjusting to the weather,” says Saul.

         “It is,” I say. “I guess eventually I’ll get used to it.”

         “Do you think you’ll stay here, long term?”

         “That’s the plan,” I say. “There’s nothing in Florida. I mean, even where there’s something there’s nothing. Not compared to New York.”

         The menu is written on the wall in chalk. We both order tea and decide to split a smoked fish platter with bagel chips.

         “I’ve never been to a kosher restaurant before,” I say.

         “This one is new.”

         “How have you been?” I haven’t seen Saul since right after I got out of the hospital. Since he told me my mother wanted to get in touch.

         “Not bad,” he says. “What about you?”

         I shrug. “Just work, mostly. I’m feeling a little better, I guess. My ear still rings.”

         “It’ll go away eventually,” he says.

         “That’s what I hear,” I say. And then: “Oh, ha. I didn’t mean …”

         Saul smiles.

         “I haven’t called Aviva,” I say. “But maybe you already know that.”

         “She sent me a text message about a month ago, asking if I’d passed along her message,” he says.

         “What did you tell her?”

         “What could I tell her? I tried to call her back, but she didn’t pick up, so I just sent a text saying that I’d given you the message and that you said you’d call.”

         The counter man sets out our tea.

         “I haven’t seen your name in the newspaper lately,” Saul says.

         “Yeah. I’m mostly doing rewrite. It pays a little more.”

         “So no more reporting?”

         “I’ll go back. I’m just … I don’t know, taking a break.”

         “Well,” he says, “if you’re interested, I have a possible lead for you.”

         “A lead?”

         “I’ve been doing a little freelance private investigative work.”

         “Really?”

         “It sounds more exciting than it is,” he says. “Mostly parents trying to track down kids who have gone off the derech.” He pronounces this last word I’ve never heard of as “der-eck.”

         “The what?”

         “Off the derech means off the path. Jews who’ve left the fold. Your mother, for example. And the people you met at the Coney Island house. They’re all OTD, as they say. Anyway, I got a call from a man in Roseville. It’s a little town about an hour north of the city. In Rockland County. A lot of Haredi live up there.”

         “Haredi?”

         “‘Haredi’ is another way of referring to the ultra-Orthodox.”

         “Okay,” I say. “Is ‘Haredi’ the same as ‘Hasidic’?”

         “No,” he says. “Hasidism is a specific branch within the larger Haredi community.” He smiles at me. “Perhaps you should do some reading on this.”

         I look down at my tea. He’s right.

         He continues. “The man called me because his wife died somewhat mysteriously a few weeks ago. He said that her family didn’t want any fuss—apparently they’re worried it may have been a suicide—but he thinks it was something else.”

         “Something else?”

         Saul raises his eyebrows. “He didn’t say specifically. He said she was upset in the days before she died, but he’s convinced she wouldn’t have killed herself. They have a young child. And he is very unhappy with the police in the town.”

         “He wants you to investigate?”

         “No,” says Saul. “He said he doesn’t think anything will get done unless someone from outside puts pressure on the police and the community. He called hoping I might pass the information along to you.”

         “Really?”

         “Your work on the Rivka Mendelssohn case did not go unnoticed, Rebekah.”

         I’m not sure what to say. I guess I didn’t think it went unnoticed, but it definitely didn’t occur to me that exposing a murderer and a cover-up inside the cloistered world of Borough Park might recommend me to members of the larger Haredi community.

         “What’s his wife’s name?”

         “Pessie,” he says. “Pessie Goldin.”

         
            *

         

         My shift at the Trib is always hectic for the first few hours when we’re scrambling to get copy in for the morning deadline. But things slow down after about six, and I Google Pessie Goldin. A newspaper obituary is the third and only relevant link. It says that Pessie Goldin, twenty-two, was buried in Roseville on March 5 and that she is survived by her husband, Levi, twenty-eight, and their infant son, Chaim. There is no mention of cause of death. Pessie’s son, like me, will grow up without his biological mother. But unlike me, there’s no chance his mother will suddenly appear when he’s twenty-three years old. When I think this I realize how insane it is that I haven’t called her back. It hits me hard: I want to meet Aviva.

         Her phone number is in a note application on my phone. No name, just the ten digits. It is time to call. The newsroom is mostly empty. I dial, and it goes automatically to a generic voice mail announcement. I don’t leave a message, and the shock of my immediate fail is so palpable that I laugh out loud. The absurdity—the agony!—of anticlimax. Fine, I think: if I can’t solve Aviva’s riddle, I’ll try to solve Pessie’s.

         I call the number Saul gave me for Levi Goldin. He answers after the third ring.

         “Hello?” He sounds out of breath.

         “Hi,” I say. “My name is Rebekah Roberts. Saul Katz gave me your number.” Levi doesn’t say anything but I can hear a baby whining in the background. “Thanks for … taking my call. Saul told me a little about your wife’s death—I’m really sorry.”

         “Thank you,” says Levi.

         “Saul said you were interested in talking?”

         “Now is not a good time,” he says. He shushes the child, whispering something in a language I don’t understand. Yiddish, I assume. “Can we meet tomorrow morning in Manhattan?”

         “Sure,” I say.

         “There is a diner on the West Side,” he says. “Frank’s. On Forty-ninth. Ten o’clock?”

         “We’ll be there,” I say.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

            AVIVA

         

         In Brooklyn, my future was always set: I would marry before I was twenty and have babies until I could not have more. That is what my mother did. That is what my aunts did, and that is what my cousins and friends from school wanted to do. We would support our husbands in their endeavors. Their endeavors would either be studying Torah, which was spiritually preferable but financially unstable, or working elsewhere within the community—teaching at yeshiva, property management, shopkeeping, imports. My father ran a taxi company. He and several of his cousins in Israel were the owners. The cousins put in all the money and my father put in all the labor. He worked very hard and made the business a success. There were nine of us, counting my sister Rivka (which I always do), and we were always fed and clothed. If my mother needed something—a stroller, or a washing machine—someone from the community would provide.

         There were times that I thought I could live that life, but for the most part, from as far back as I can remember, I wanted to live another kind of life. I didn’t know what kind, exactly, and of course I didn’t talk about it. After Rivka died, I stopped loving Hashem. There was no good reason to kill her like that, to have nature attack her with such force. To sting her to death? Outrageous! I decided as I watched them lower my sister’s body into a hole in the ground that I would never do anything again for Hashem. I would never praise him, and I would certainly never live my life in his honor. I did not tell anyone how I felt for a long time. And when I finally did, I was ready to go.

         It sounds ridiculous to say it now, but I did not consider the possibility that I might get pregnant once your father and I began having sex. I assumed you had to do something special—something only married people knew to do—to actually make a baby. I didn’t associate the domestic burden of a child with the physical pleasure of our sweaty afternoons in Coney Island. But when I told your father, he felt differently. He said we should have been more careful.

         The first weeks I didn’t feel much. Your father immediately took the burden of preparing for your arrival onto himself, and I let myself be pulled along. First to the doctor to get a test, and then to his parents. He had told me his family was close. Brian and his older brother, Charles. The Roberts boys and Mom and Dad. Mom a school nurse and church choirmaster; Dad working in an office for Walt Disney. I was prepared to face them as if they were my parents. But their anger lasted what seemed like mere seconds, and then there was joy: a baby! And all was forgiven when your father said we were getting married.

         But I did not want to get married. Men in Brooklyn change when they marry. My cousin Pesach’s husband was a nice boy when they got engaged. He took her out to restaurants and they talked about traveling together. But when they got married she said he became nervous and strict with her. She said he was consumed by the fear that she might shame him in some way, by dressing inappropriately or saying something that would offend someone. And when a year passed and she wasn’t pregnant, he grew even more frantic, and the fear turned him cold. Pesach told me they had problems having sex. She said it hurt when he tried to put his penis in her.

         “Did you go to the doctor?” I asked her. I was seventeen then.

         “I did, but he said there is nothing wrong.” She lowered her voice. “He said the problem is in my head.”

         I could not see your father becoming like Pesach’s husband, but I also could not see running a thousand miles from home just to end up in exactly the same life—married with a baby by twenty—as if I’d stayed. It was just too crushing. I’m sorry, Rebekah, but that is the way it felt. I managed to postpone the wedding until after you were born, and then your father postponed it because he started to see what was happening.

         Your grandparents moved us into the bedroom in their basement once I began showing. Brian went to classes during the day and I took walks and cleaned the house. It was easy, wiping and washing and vacuuming. I had done it for my mother most of my life, and it made your grandmother very happy. We did not get along well, she and I. I was not the good Christian girl she imagined her oldest boy would marry, and I did not know how to talk to her about where I came from. When we talked, it was about you. She told me she had been hormonal through both her pregnancies and that she understood it must be difficult for me to be so far away from my family. They invited me to church every Sunday but I did not go.

         Once you came, my mind began to turn against me. You were beautiful, with milky blue eyes and tiny ears that curled at the top just like your father’s. But I knew I could not take care of you. I knew it the moment I first saw you, all swaddled tight by the nurses, your eyes barely open. I knew there was no way I could be trusted to keep you alive. I fell backward into that feeling of helplessness and your father basically kept us both alive for the first few weeks. He changed your diapers and woke me when you needed to feed. My breasts were enormous. I had half-waking nightmares that they would smother you to death. My mother gave birth to five more after me, but I never saw her breast-feed. I believe she did, but in private. Exposing her breasts to the family—even the girls—would have been considered unacceptably immodest in our home. I heard your father whisper to his brother that I hadn’t smiled since giving birth. I suppose he thought I should be joyful, but to smile felt as impossible as to fly. Sadness pulled at the corners of my mouth, and exhaustion coated my skin like a liquid iron cape.

         After a month, he introduced the idea of a baptism.

         “I will not have my child marked by your God!” I screamed at him.

         I was sitting up in bed and he was standing across the room we shared, holding you. He turned you away from my voice.

         “Aviva,” he said, patiently, always patiently, “please, be reasonable. She is my daughter, too. You know this is important to me.”

         I should have known. From the very beginning I’d pretended that your father’s support for my rejection of my religious upbringing meant that he was also moving away from his faith. But I hadn’t really been listening to him. He had supported my rejection of the suffocating, sexist daily rituals that my community insisted were the only path to God. He had not, I realized, supported rejecting God. He was not Jewish—which is part of what drew me to him—but that did not mean he did not live his life according to how he believed God wanted him to. It was just a different God and a different way. I cried and cried and he asked me to please tell him what he could do. But what could he do? He was a religious man and religious men are all the same: they turn to God for answers they cannot come up with themselves. They trust God, but the only thing I trusted was me.

         He relented for a while, and one day, when we were driving back from one of your doctor’s appointments, he made a detour past a building. A shul.

         “It’s Reform,” he said. “I thought maybe you could see what it was like. Maybe it’s just different enough to feel … okay?”

         When we got home I went to bed and dreamt I was in the shul in Roseville, where we buried Rivka. I held you out to my mother but she did not extend her arms.

         “Her name is Rebekah,” I said.

         “No,” she said. She shook her head. There were other women all around her. My aunts and sisters and cousins. They all shook their heads. “No.”

         “Yes, Mommy,” I said. I pushed your little body into her chest, but her hands were clasped tightly at her waist. I let go and you fell. Your screams shook the shul. I looked up and all the men were above, in the women’s balcony, reciting the mourner’s kaddish.

         Yit’gadal v’yit’kadash sh’mei raba

         I waved my arms and tried to cry out; I felt the scream coming up strong from my stomach, then turning to dust in my mouth. Nothing but a whistle against the howl of their prayers, growing louder and louder. The women joining in.

         b’al’ma di v’ra khir’utei

         “Niddah,” said my mother, her face ugly with disgust. “You have not been to the mikveh.”

         It’s true, I thought. I have not been to the mikveh.

         I looked down and you were no longer on the ground. I was not wearing shoes. I looked up and there was Rivka. Eleven years old forever. Puffy red hair, perpetually chapped lips, the thin scar on the underside of her chin from when she tumbled down the steps in front of our apartment building as a toddler. Her eyes swollen shut.

         “Rebekah is dead,” said my mother.

         I woke up sweating, the sheets around me damp. Sunlight everywhere. Always sunlight. I had to find a mikveh.

         The next day was Friday and I put on a long skirt and borrowed your grandmother’s bicycle to ride to the shul. I rode a circle around the parking lot. One entire wall was glass windows. When the sun went down, I went inside. Fewer than half the seats were occupied. Men and women sat together. Some of the men’s heads were uncovered. A woman wearing coral-colored lipstick and a sleeveless dress handed me a paper program. It was all in English. It was all wrong. I sat in the back, soaked in the sadness I still could not shake. I wanted to ask about the mikveh. I wondered if the matron would allow me to bathe. The service began with music coming from somewhere I could not see. The rabbi was clean-shaven and wore a white satin kippah on his head. He was very tan, and he spoke about something that had appeared in TIME magazine. Everyone sang together. It was over in less than an hour. People walked up the plush carpeted center aisle, some wearing flip-flops, and out into the hall where there were tables set with food and wine. There were happy moments in my childhood, and many of them involved eating. But I felt nothing when I looked at the bountiful Shabbos meal that evening. I had come for one reason. I saw the woman with the lipstick and approached her.

         “Excuse me,” I said, trying my best to seem pleasant. “Could you tell me where is the mikveh?”

         “I’m sorry?” said the woman, smiling. She, like many of the people I met in Florida, spoke with an accent from the South.

         “The mikveh,” I repeated.

         “I’m sorry,” she said again. She was ten or fifteen years older than I was, with a deep tan and athletic arms. Her toenails were exposed and painted a shade similar to her lipstick. “The what?”

         “Mikveh?” I did not know how else to say it.

         “I’m so sorry, hon, I don’t know what that is. Just one sec …” She raised her hand and caught the attention of the rabbi, flagging him over.

         “Oh no,” I said, horrified. “That’s fine …”

         But it was too late, there he was.

         “What’s your name, sweetie?” asked the woman.

         “Aviva,” I said.

         “What a beautiful name,” she said. “I’m Estelle. This is Rabbi Siegel. Rabbi, Aviva had a question I couldn’t answer.”

         “Welcome to Temple Beth Israel, Aviva,” he said, and reached his hand to shake mine. I was so shocked I stepped back. He and Estelle both smiled weakly, indulging my strangeness. “What can I do for you?”

         I must have looked as helpless as I felt, because Estelle spoke first.

         “She asked about the mik … What was it?”

         “The mikveh,” I whispered. It was everything I could do not to run.

         “The …? Oh!” The rabbi rubbed the place on his jaw where a beard should have been. He wore a white robe, and at his neck I could see the knot of a tie with pink flamingos embroidered on it. Pink! Was this a joke?

         “I’m sorry, we don’t one have. I actually don’t know any temples in the area that do. But let me make a few calls. Have you recently moved to Orlando?”

         It was enough.

         “Thank you,” I said and ran out of the building. I rode home in the dark and with each pump of my bicycle pedals I became more upset. Who were these people? They couldn’t possibly think that what they were practicing in that big airy room was Judaism. I told your father I had to go back the next day. He looked concerned. I did not sleep that night. There was so much to tell them, and it was so important. I rode there before dawn. The air was already steamy. I forgot my shoes. I waited more than an hour in the parking lot before a car pulled in. It was not the rabbi, but an older man. I ran to his car.

         “Where is the rebbe?” I asked him.

         “Rabbi Siegel? He’s in about nine.”

         “I need to talk to the rebbe.”

         “Okay,” said the man, rolling up his window, gathering a bag, taking his time getting out. “Like I said, he’ll be here …”

         “It is very important that I speak with him,” I said, starting to breathe more quickly. “Please!”

         “Look,” said the man, “you need to calm down. You can wait …”

         “I have been waiting!”

         He put his hand out to touch my shoulder.

         “What are you doing!” I screamed, frightening him. He stepped back.

         I froze. What was I doing? “What are you doing!” I screamed again, this time at myself. I slapped my hand to my head. Hard.

         “Miss …” said the man, but I was already running. I grabbed the bicycle and tripped. The metal edge of the left pedal skidded along the skin on my right shin, tearing it open, drawing blood. But I hopped and hopped and finally got on and got away.

         The next time I went to Temple Beth Israel they called your father. The time after that, they called the police.
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