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PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

At the end of this novel of approximately 74,933 words, you will find two Special Sneak Previews: 1) THE TORMENTING BEAUTY OF EMPATHY by Richard Robbins, a contemporary literary/religious exploration of two women—a mother and daughter—driven by extraordinary circumstances in a memorable story you’ll not soon forget, and; 2) BLOOD OR LOYALTY by Adam Miller, the first book in “The Wayward Sons of the Empyrean” series of religious thrillers. We think you’ll enjoy these books, too, and provide these previews as a FREE extra service, which you should in no way consider a part of the price you paid for this book. We hope you will both appreciate and enjoy the opportunity. Thank you.
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Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.
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We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the introduction and first three chapters of Richard Robbins’ novel, THE TORMENTING BEAUTY OF EMPATHY, a contemporary literary/religious exploration of two women—a mother and daughter—driven by extraordinary circumstances in a memorable story you’ll not soon forget.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

RICHARD ROBBINS’ Books at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the first chapter of BLOOD OR LOYALTY by Adam Miller, the multiple-award-winning first book in the exciting series of religious thrillers, “The Wayward Sons of the Empyrean.”
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

THE WAYWARD SONS OF THE EMPYREAN Series at Evolved Publishing
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This book is not an authoritative work of Judaism and should not be taken as such. The exploration of Jewish texts, topics, and thoughts are through the lens of fictional characters and the characters’ understandings, not those of any real rabbi or expert on any point of Judaism.

Throughout this book, the name of the Creator is spelled G-d/L-rd, with a dash, rather than spelling the word in its entirety. This is intended as a form of respect, so if this word becomes torn or scratched, which is in a sense erasing, then the name is not defaced. Another consideration is the location of where the word is found. If, for example, the book is brought into an unseemly place, that could be considered irreverent. On another level, one is cognizant of a higher power within the physical, that even a piece of paper and the formation of ink contains within it the spiritual. Indeed, this is the task of our main character, Ephraim, and those supporting him: tapping into a higher plane while being involved in everyday life.
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To my wife, Miriam, who encourages my writing and is inscribed into my heart.
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Elijah the Prophet is woven throughout this book. The Prophet is a beloved larger-than-life figure, capturing the imagination and fascination from all spectrums of life for millennia. Dressed as a beggar in tattered clothes or in regal attire, Elijah has been known to visit individuals to impart lessons and help forge paths toward a meaningful life.

When a Jewish baby boy undergoes a ritual circumcision, Elijah is present. When doors open at the end of every Passover Seder, Elijah is there. When wishing the weekly Sabbath farewell, some sing Elijah’s name. And when the Final Redemption will be ushered into the world, Elijah will be its harbinger.

Although an important figure in the Bible, how Elijah the Prophet came to be so widely talked about and revered throughout the generations remains a mystery. Perhaps it is a mystery that parallels one’s own life. A person is on this earth for a brief amount of time, so what meaning and lasting impression does anyone really leave?

Maybe more than you think.
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The psychiatrist precariously balances a manila file and notepad atop his lap, sips coffee, and places the stained mug on a side table. He opens the file and squints at his chicken scratches.

“Let’s see... last time, I prescribed Geodon as an add-on to your medication,” notes Dr. Schultz, scratching under his pointed chin. “Has your sleep or OCD improved?”

Ephraim looks at the fancy-shmancy diplomas on the wall and shakes his head, making no effort to hide his annoyance. “No, I don’t notice a change. I sleep just as long, or as little, as I do with the other meds. My OCD isn’t any different, either.”

“Have you experienced any side effects? Dizziness, lightheadedness, blurred vision?”

“I don’t think so.”

Dr. Schultz eyes his coffee. “Hmmm... sometimes the new medication can take two or more months to kick in. Maybe your body just needs more time to adjust. What do you think?”

Ephraim shrugs and thinks, How should I know, quack? You’re the “doctor.”

“Is there any change in frequency of ruminations or rituals?”

“No, the OCD is about the same.”

The psychiatrist leans in. “Perhaps stress is counteracting the medication—even the best medication can’t offset extreme stress. Why don’t you tell me what’s happening.”

Ephraim can smell the doctor’s caffeinated breath. “Do you ever feel that you’re looking at yourself from afar?” He guesses it’s now the doctor’s turn to think of Ephraim as a quack.

Dr. Schultz cocks his head without expression, cold and robot-like.

Ephraim mentally overlays a face of the character Data from Star Trek onto the psychiatrist. “It’s like I’m looking down from the heavens at my daily grind: work and more work. Maybe I spend a little time in the evening with my son and wife, and then it starts all over again the next day. On Saturday, which is our Sabbath, we’ll go to synagogue and pray, but... what’s it all matter if I’m back to the same drudgery afterwards?”

Mr. Cyborg Psychiatrist places the notepad and file next to his coffee mug and crosses his right leg over his left, revealing argyle socks. “Faith can be an important supplement for managing stress.”

Supplement? He even makes spirituality sound like a medication.

“But isn’t religion or spirituality, or whatever you call it, supposed to instill meaning in every moment of life, even while I’m teaching or parenting?”

“Look, these are all important questions, but I’m afraid as your psychiatrist I’m more focused on managing your medication. I suggest you return to seeing a therapist who specializes in OCD and that you speak with a clergy member of your synagogue.”

Ephraim slouches.

“Let’s refocus on your meds.” Dr. Schultz pinches the manila folder: “Prozac, Restoril, and Geodon. I think this combination will suit you well, but all three together may take more time for your body to acclimate. As long as your sleep patterns and OCD aren’t worsening, and as long as you’re not experiencing any ill side effects, let’s keep to this regimen.”

Ephraim looks to the ceiling. He feels like Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof.

Dear G-d, can’t You help me? I’m as mentally unbalanced as a fiddler on the roof!

“Ephraim?”

“Huh? Oh, sorry.”

“Make an appointment with me three to four months from now, and we’ll assess your medications at that point. You could always get ahold of me by phone, if need be.”

Cyborg Psychiatrist stands to adjourn their “therapeutic” session. Ephraim gathers his backpack, duffel bag, and briefcase, and schleps them out with him.
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By the time he arrives home, it’s well past dinner. He enters as his wife wrangles their son into pajamas, in the kitchen, no less. Ephraim mumbles “Hi,” quickly pecks her on the cheek, and half-heartedly commands his son, “Don’t fight with Mommy.” He trudges to their home office, plops his bags down, and deflates on a chair, leaving the nighttime responsibility squarely on Rachel’s shoulders.

Ephraim places his forearm on the desk and rests his head on it. He isn’t so delusional as to expect he’ll fall asleep but doesn’t have the energy to be a family man, either. Eventually, the floorboards stop thumping and quiet reigns, for now. Rachel and Ari seem to have come to a truce with bedtime negotiations. Sometimes silence is the best blessing.

She opens the door. Her face is flushed and head hangs low. “I’m going to bed. There’s dinner in the pot on the stove. You could reheat it in the microwave. Love you.”

“Sorry, Rachel.”

She nods. “Don’t stay up too late.”

He reviews his one-sided conversation with his robot psychiatrist and whispers to himself, “Every single day, the same. What’s the point?” He peeks out the window at the silhouette of Ari’s climbing structure. Looking up to the night sky, at a sliver of a moon, he asks, “G-d, do you remember me?”

Ephraim heads to the kitchen and unscrews three medication caps, puts three tablets into his palm, mumbles a prayer, and ingests.

Not surprisingly, sleep eludes him until well after midnight.
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Ephraim tiptoes across the coarse, cream-colored carpet. The narrow hallway is dully lit by morning sunlight that penetrates through a few cracks in the pull-down shade. Being particularly nimble-toed as he nears Ari’s room, Ephraim sidesteps into the kitchen. A carton of almond milk, its plastic cap lying next to its spout instead of covering it, is a remnant from last night’s dinner. He brings his nose close to the opening and takes a whiff, only a slight hint of sourness. Heck, almonds don’t spoil like milk, do they? He takes his chances by pouring whatever’s left into the cereal and mumbles a blessing over it, barely finishing his last word as he dips the spoon in his mouth. As he crunches, a faint sound, like a jumbled whisper, comes from his son’s room. Ephraim steps on a few cornflakes on his way to Ari’s bedroom, just opposite the kitchen, and peeks in.

“Home, when can we go?” The seven-year-old stretches. Ari’s eyelids are halfway open. He grins and rolls over. His pajama shorts rise up his skinny right leg, the other buried underneath his Curious George blanky. His boney index finger momentarily scratches underneath his mop of blondish hair, as he falls back asleep.

Ephraim shakes his head. Tiredly, he does a turnabout, lumbers back to the kitchen, grabs the milk container and cereal box, and puts the milk in the refrigerator. He opens the cupboard and realizes the cereal box isn’t in his hand. There’s nothing in his hands. Peering at the table, he searches underneath it, then looks to the sink and back to the tabletop. Ephraim runs his hands over the table once, twice, five times, then does the same on the floor. Again, he looks at the sink, then runs his hands five times on top of the table again, then on the floor, again.

His shoulders slouch and he breathes out heavily. He stealthily paces back to his bedroom and fumbles through his dresser. He dresses quickly so he can leave before Rachel or Ari wake up. As he jabs an arm through an inside-out sleeve, he unfurrows it and looks at his balled-up wife underneath the covers. Ephraim kisses two of his fingers together and waves them toward his wife, as if by dint of affection an air current reaches her. He scampers to the bathroom to grab his deodorant and notices in the mirror that his shirt buttons are misaligned, so he redoes them. Ephraim stares at his uncombed, overgrown hair; one of these days he’ll have time for the barber. He spots a few gray strands and shrugs. One last yawn, and Ephraim makes a beeline for the back door just as he recalls yesterday’s no-lunch hunger pains and retrieves his lunchbox from the refrigerator.

There’s the cereal! He throws the box into the cupboard and scuffles out the door. He puts the key into the ignition and steps on the gas pedal. The engine revs but the car doesn’t budge. He palms the steering wheel.

“Damn it.” He presses the pedal harder. The engine roars but the car still doesn’t budge. The inside of the car smells slightly like gasoline. Ephraim rolls down the window, glances at the console between the seats and blinks at the letter “N.” It takes a few moments before he realizes the handle is set to neutral. Ephraim squeezes the steering wheel with one hand and puts the car in reverse with the other. He turns on the radio and spends thirty seconds sifting through channels until he turns it off completely. The rest of the ride is silent, save for the hum of the motor and a few other cars in this Norman Rockwell suburb.

Sometimes silence is the best blessing.

He lugs his beaten-up leather briefcase, frayed navy blue backpack, and duct-taped duffel bag into his classroom and plops them on the floor—the pleasures of being a traveling teacher. The first bell rings, and a chorus of teenagers fills the halls. Ephraim looks over his lesson plans as he waits by the door to greet students. The drowsy teacher waits a couple of minutes, looks at his watch, then the clock on the wall. He paces the hallway’s linoleum tiles and lifts the stained cuff above his watch. Ephraim walks back into the classroom and glances at the clock. The minute hand seems to hesitate, then clunks to the next line.

He moans and tromps to the office. A blast of cool air hits him in the face; it’s the only room in the school with air conditioning. How is that fair? Huge photos of happy-smiley children are posted throughout the room. The ever-present scent of disinfectant also strikes him as unfair; his classrooms give off a tinge of rotting wood or vinegar, depending on the season.

“My first class hasn’t shown up yet. Are they on a field trip?” Ephraim asks the secretary. Her reading glasses dangle precariously on the bridge of her nose, even though the earpieces are attached to a beaded necklace. The secretary’s copper hair is piled high. It reminds Ephraim of the character who played the motherly role in Happy Days, the hit series from the late ’70s and one of Ephraim’s favorite reruns from his childhood.

She flips a binder to check the master schedule. “It looks like they’re here. I’ll call.”

“Good morning, Ms. Wellsworth. Pardon the interruption. Señor (she pronounces it ‘seen-or’) would like to know when he could expect your class.”

The secretary wedges the phone between her cheek and shoulder and types on the keyboard. “Oh... I see. Ah ha, yup, I’ll let him know.”

“Apparently,” she turns away from the screen and looks at Ephraim, “they don’t have Spanish today.”

“Huh? Could I see the schedule?” Ephraim asks accusingly. He looks on the calendar, rolls his eyes and looks to the ceiling. “Oops. I’m in the wrong school.”

“That’s okay,” the secretary chuckles, “it’s only the second-to-last day of the school year.”

Ephraim’s cheeks redden. In a mad dash to the classroom, he packs his belongings and rushes to the car. Despite his frantic rush, he is conscious not to exceed the speed limit. The last thing he needs is for a police car to follow him into the school’s parking lot, as happened last school year. Why add insult to injury? Naturally, he’s late to his first class. He lugs his bags up the stairs. A strap on the backpack tears to its last string, not unlike the Spanish teacher who holds on by a thread. The Spanish classroom is already filled with students, along with their homeroom teacher.

“Sorry.” Ephraim squints. “I went to the wrong school this morning.”

The homeroom teacher laughs. “You’d think by the second-to-last-day of the school year, you might know your schedule by now.” He pats Ephraim on the back and walks out of the classroom. The portly teacher momentarily looks back at Ephraim, simultaneously grinning and scratching his perfectly trimmed beard.

“I apologize for my tardiness. Lo siento, clase. Just give me a few moments to arrange my things.” He withdraws a binder from his briefcase and catches a whiff of his own “mountain spring” deodorant. At least I remembered that!

A girl raises a hand and twirls her braids with the other. The braces on her teeth glint.

“¿Sí, Stephanie?” Ephraim asks as he shuffles materials in his backpack.

The student raises her eyebrows. Others snicker.

“¿Qué pasa? Stephanie, what’s your question?”

Students whisper among themselves. Some giggle.

“Clase, silencio. ¡Por favor!”

Ephraim drops a pencil on his desk and peers at Stephanie. “Do you mind explaining to me what’s going on?”

“My name is Tricia,” she says softly. Her cheeks flush.

“Oy.” Ephraim wipes his forehead. “Lo siento. I’m so sorry, Tricia.”

“It’s okay.” She forces a smile and averts her eyes.

A boy in the back of the room shouts, “Yeah, it’s only the second-to-last-day of the school year.”

“So I’ve been told,” Ephraim admits, raising his right hand, as if giving Scout’s Honor. He takes a swig from a water bottle. It tastes like plastic and is most likely backwash from the last time he taught at this school.

A boy next to Tricia leans over and sarcastically tells her, “You never asked your question, Stephanie.”

Ephraim clicks his tongue. “Brad, stop!”

“My name isn’t Brad,” the boy replies.

“Huh?” Ephraim sifts through his desk for the seating chart.

“Yes it is!” Tricia intones with regained confidence.

The class breaks out in laughter. “Teenagers...” Ephraim mumbles underneath his breath.

Only a few classes show up for the rest of the day, thankfully. The last week of school is chock-full of field trips. Still, he manages to call students by the wrong name a couple more times.
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After the school day ends, he finishes some paperwork and rests his head on the desk. As he zones in and out of sleep, his cell phone startles him. He flips it open carefully so the hinge doesn’t accidentally hang up the call.

“Materials requested by a patron are ready for pickup. Please come to the library and pick up your materials,” the automated voice drones. “Materials requested by a patron are—”

He packs his belongings, heavily walks out of the school, and is careful not to trip—again—on his way down the stairs. Ephraim throws his baggage into the trunk, enters the stifling hot car, and swings by the library.

The front-desk librarians recognize his familiar face. Ephraim fumbles through his wallet to find the correct card. He’s tempted to browse the section of used books for sale, but he envisions his crammed bookshelves at home. Peering at the “For Sale” sign, he hesitates; clenching his fists, Ephraim forces himself to leave. He places his middle finger on the radio button, but doesn’t press in. Sometimes silence is the best blessing.
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At home, Rachel and Ari play a board game on the carpet. “If I win,” Rachel says to Ari, “I get to kiss you. And if you win, you get to kiss me!”

Ari giggles. “Want to play, Daddy?”

“No thanks, pal. It was a long day. I’m going to lie down.”

Rachel aims a sideways thumb at Ari. “Help me attack Ari with kisses.”

“I’ll save some kisses for later.”

“When you’re ready, dinner’s in a pot on the stove,” Rachel says. “Just remember, you only have one more day left in the school year.”

The reminder doesn’t provide a sense of relief, as if he needs to hear the last bell until the ending rings true.

Ephraim spends most of the evening just lying in bed. His eyes drift open and closed, but he never fully falls asleep. He picks up a book, The Heart of a Chassid. He peers at the glossy cover and senses that he forgot to do something important, and runs through a checklist in his mind. He opens to a bookmarked page and reads the same paragraph a few times until he gives up and stares at the cracks in the ceiling.

Eventually, he hears Rachel cajole Ari and corral him into pajamas. As her nighttime negotiations wear on, Ephraim fiddles with a shred of loose skin around his cuticle. He tears and flicks it away, raises himself slightly in consideration of helping Rachel, then plops back down. The house finally stops reverberating with Ari’s bounces; apparently, Rachel finally seals the deal, for tonight, anyway.
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The mattress depresses. Ephraim looks at his wife, her slouched shoulders and schvitzy forehead. Some strands of hair fan out, as if she’s touching a static electricity ball.

“I’m tired,” Rachel yawns the words. She tilts her dimpled cheek.

“I think I’m losing it.” Ephraim scoots closer.

She stares at him with deep blue eyes, halfway hidden underneath droopy eyelids. Ephraim reads her mind: This, again.

“Seriously,” his voice cracks.

Rachel crosses her legs as bedsheets bunch underneath her.

“No, really! This morning, I put the cereal box in the fridge. When I left the house, I kept pressing the gas pedal, the engine would make noise, but I wasn’t moving. I finally figured out the car was in neutral. Then I drove to the wrong school. I couldn’t remember some of the names of students I’ve taught all year.”

“It’s just stress.” She wipes the sweat off her forehead with the tips of her fingers. “You only have one more day to go, last day of school for both my boys.”

“One more day to go,” Ephraim chants. “Last day.”

“You’ll be fiiiiine.” Rachel slouches.

“But what if it’s more than stress? My OCD, maybe. Or what if I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown? Or a—”

“Now you’re stressing about the stress.” Rachel holds his hand in her sweaty palm and draws Ephraim cheek-to-cheek. “Come on. You’re not losing it. You’ve held a steady job for the past twelve years. You’re a good father.”

“Good? I’m not so sure about that.” The collar of Rachel’s Green Bay Packers T-shirt droops. A silver mother-child ruby pendant sticks to her skin. Ephraim drops his cheek onto his wife’s shoulder, wedges his nose into her neck and gives her a soft peck.

“You’re the most perfect husband in the whole world.” Rachel nudges her elbow into his ribs. Her smile deepens her dimples.

Ephraim chuckles. “True. How could I argue with that?”

“And you get to put up with me.” Rachel hugs him.

“Ah, such bliss,” he grins. “I did something else silly today.”

Rachel lightly bops her forehead against his temple.

“I tried to check out a book at the library. The woman behind the counter just stared at me, but I couldn’t figure out why. It turns out I handed her my credit card.” Ephraim swats his forehead.

“Woops.” Rachel hugs tighter. Strands of long brunette hair stick to her face. “That’s one expensive book,” she whispers.

“It’s like that old joke,” Ephraim raises his voice.

Rachel groans and releases from their embrace. “Here we go,” her voice trails.

“A man’s credit card was stolen but he didn’t report it.”

“Whyyyyy?” Rachel’s shoulders drop.

“The thief spent less than his wife!”

She barely smiles.

“Tough crowd.” Ephraim puffs his lower lip.

“That’s my Ephraim-po. Watch funny videos in between teaching. Remember to laugh.”

“Such a wise wife I have.”

“Who?” she retorts.

Ephraim pokes her shoulder and quotes a verse from Proverbs, “A woman of valor, who can find?”

“Where?” Rachel grins. She fights to keep her eyelids open.

Ephraim and Rachel momentarily stare at each other.

She catches herself nodding off. “It’s late,” Rachel says softly. She pulls the bedsheet over her shoulder and curls underneath it. “Ari will be up early. I have class and you teach.”

“Okay. I just need to take my meds.” Ephraim kisses his wife on the cheek, forces himself up and slowly walks to the kitchen.

He stares at the bottles and groans.

Prozac: Depression and obsessive-compulsive disorder. Check.

Restoril: Lack of sleep. Check.

Geodon: Anxiety. Check.

He runs the water underneath his index finger till it’s cold, fills a small paper cup, pops the pills in his mouth, and takes a swig. “L’chaim, Ephraim,” he whispers to himself. He doesn’t bother turning off the kitchen light and drags himself to bed.
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“Goodnight, Rachel.” Ephraim gently places his palm on her shoulder.

She grunts.

Ephraim closes his eyes, dejected and scared, unsure why. He hugs the blanket between his clammy arms and legs. The stiff mattress barely indents underneath his weight. His eyes sting and gums burn. Sliding his tongue over his gums, Ephraim tries unsuccessfully to quell the irritation. Despite the discomfort, thoughts of summer vacation drift into drowsiness. Not quite asleep, not quite awake, he plops onto his stomach and sticks his head into the pillow. Please work, damn sleeping pills. Please... pleee...
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He awakes to a rapid heartbeat, his gums and eyes on fire like never before. The pain scorches! Ephraim runs into the bathroom. Flames flicker in his retina. The burn is brutal, as if his face is an inch away from a surging campfire. Ephraim can’t close his eyelids. His eyes bulge to the brink of escaping his sockets.

He yearns for air, fresh air! He yanks the heavy door open and sprints out of the house. His knees buckle as he stumbles to the grass. The grass dissipates, morphs into gravel. He’s naked, his flesh more akin to a skeleton than a human. Bones protrude. A number is etched into the tight skin of his arm.

A tattoo. 00374.

Bony hands clutch his shoulders and thrust Ephraim toward an oven. The monstrous, metal potbellied boiler is black, peeling in places. Tan, square bricks surround the outside of the metal. He peers inside the cauldron to discover charred bones. Blackened ribs. A skull crackles. The grates reflect flames, or blood boiled through flesh, or both. Hell on earth. Ephraim regurgitates saliva, thick and metallic. The taste of death.

A force from behind continues to shove Ephraim toward the incinerator. He’s too weak to resist.

“Geh rein! Geh rein!” shouts a demanding voice.

“No! No!” Ephraim shrieks as he’s pushed in.

A single lone, flaring flame bursts from a pit of ribs.

He weeps hysterically. The oven blurs.
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Dizziness. A cloud surrounds him, stormy and deep gray. Hebrew letters flicker all around. The surface beneath him gives way. Ephraim plummets through a whirlwind of trailing Hebrew text until his feet are securely on solid ground.

Ephraim slowly opens his eyelids, amazed to feel intact, alive, not consumed by fire but greeted by it.

The same lone flame from the oven, only smaller, now appears on a wick. A few women imbibe the Friday night blessing over Sabbath candles. They wave their hands, from the direction of the flame to their eyes. Ephraim is the only person startled by his presence, so it seems. The flame illumines cracks in discolored white walls. The floor creaks beneath. He glances at the worn, blackened planks. A sumptuous smell, like roasted meat, fills his lungs, revives him.

Someone places a warm, tender hand on Ephraim’s shoulder, the same shoulder that was thrust just a moment ago. He looks up at a man’s calm smile, his long, gray beard moving in concert with his lips. He speaks in whispers. Could it be a prayer, perhaps a blessing for Ephraim? Somehow the environment is familiar, the man familiar.

Ephraim is now a young boy, maybe nine or ten years old. His arms are shorter and without hair, and his head only reaches to the man’s chest. Maybe the man with the long beard could be a relative, a great-great grandfather. His face resembles Ephraim’s own father, only this man has considerably more facial hair. He has the same thin frame as Ephraim’s father, the dark bevel underneath his eyes. The woman next to him wears a dull, white kerchief on her head. A grandmother? A relative?

In Yiddish, everyone wishes each other a good Sabbath: “Gut Shabbos. Gut Shabbos.”

Ephraim peers at the Shabbos candles. The flame dances as a penetrating headache pierces the back of Ephraim’s skull.

Dizziness, again. Dense fog submerges Ephraim into darkness. A bright point, a shining star, appears above. Numbers shoot from the light, like fireworks: sevens, zeros, fours, threes. The numbers congeal into a rising sun.
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“Ephraim! Ephraim! Are you okay?”

Ephraim slowly opens his eyes to a blurred figure. “Who... who are you?”

“Only the same neighbor you’ve been living next to for the past five years.”

The figure comes into focus. “Kevin?”

Kevin extends his suntanned hand. “Up you go,” he hums, “nice and slowly.”

Ephraim grabs on firmly. “You got a new tattoo.” It’s the image of a chain and lock.

“Well, that’s an odd thing to say after finding you lying on the yard.” He furrows his eyebrows and half smiles. “I thought you were hurt, or maybe drunk and passed out.”

“Why would you get a tattoo?” Ephraim stutters.

“Forget about the tattoo. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I feel fine, I think.” He breathes heavily. “Maybe I had a few too many last night.” It’s a lie; Ephraim never drinks.

“Do you work today?”

“Work?” Ephraim looks into the sky, then at Kevin’s tattoo. “Yeah. It’s the last day of the school year, thank G-d.” Ephraim wipes the dew off his knees.

G-d, the word sounds so different, his trip so real. He hopes Rachel isn’t awake yet. “Thanks. I’m fine, Kevin. I’m going in now. I’ll talk to you later,” he mumbles.

“Are you sure you’re o-kay?” Kevin elongates each syllable.

“Fine, fine, thank G-d. Oh, Kevin... let’s keep this to ourselves. Nobody has to know about this—particularly my wife.”

Ephraim wobbles into the house and takes one last look behind. The grass is lush with dew.

“All right... I guess.” He raises a blond eyebrow. “See ya.” Kevin walks steadily to his bike, swings a leg over the seat, and steers onto the street. Kevin waves goodbye. A leather briefcase bounces on the metal frame.

Ephraim meanders into the bedroom and stares at his wife, peacefully asleep. Grateful to see her, he crawls into bed and sinks his head into the pillow. His gums and eyes still burn. Ephraim closes his eyes, not sure what to think. The alarm clock pierces the air only a few minutes later, or maybe an hour later.
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“Ephraim, wake up! Hurry or you’ll be late for your first class, and I’m running behind in getting Ari dressed for school.”

“Class?” Ephraim’s eyes widen.

“It’s your last day, sleepyhead. Since when do I get up before you?” She tries to temper her exasperation with tenderness.

Normally, Ephraim has to plead with her to wake up, not the other way around. Her arm entwines in a blouse as she simultaneously places a swath of hair into a ponytail.

Did I imagine it? Ephraim stares at the ceiling. He gingerly touches his pajama top, rolls up his left sleeve and squeezes his arm.

“Are you getting up or what?” Rachel nudges him.

Ephraim gingerly stands and stumbles down the hallway to the front door. It’s halfway open. He looks outside at a peaceful summer day. A warm breeze blows across his face. He reenters, gently closes the door, and shakes his head. Back to the bedroom, he staggers.
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Ephraim manages to arrive at his classroom a few minutes before the bell rings. He flops on his chair and stares absentmindedly at a blank whiteboard. Maybe his night journey wasn’t a journey at all. Maybe it’s the psychiatric meds. He’s never taken an illicit drug, but is this what an addict might call “a trip?” Or maybe it’s the stress—teaching is no cakewalk, especially at this time of the school year. His inflamed gums don’t help the situation, with a dull burning sensation that consistently interferes with coherent instruction. Not to mention his worn and dry eyes, as if staring at a computer screen for too long.

Ephraim douses his gums with water while he teaches, a water bottle always by his side. It helps lessen the burn, a little. During teaching breaks and the lunch hour, he vigorously brushes his teeth. That helps, a little. The cool paste soothes the crevices in his gums. He cups his hands together and splashes water in his face. That never helps, but it doesn’t stop him from trying.

What’s the expression? A fool is someone who does the same thing over and over and expects different results, he always scolds himself.

Ephraim stumbles through morning instruction, unsure if his lessons make any sense, reviewing a smattering of topics that were covered during the school year, i.e., he wings it. He manages to plod through the morning. Lunch consists of pretzels and a peanut butter granola bar, but mostly, he spends the thirty-five-minute free period with his head on the desk, not asleep, but not fully “with it”—not unlike his life.

Shortly before his first afternoon class, he checks five times to make sure the classroom door is completely closed and calls the psychiatrist. He takes the battered cell phone from his pant pocket, the numbers worn and the hinge half broken, and stares blankly at the phone. Ephraim is probably the last person who doesn’t have a smartphone, much to the chagrin of his wife. He momentarily forgets why the phone is in his palm, and presses the numbers.

The psychiatrist’s answering machine automatically kicks in. His monotone recording is devoid of feeling, not unlike their appointments together. Do doctors ever answer in person or do they always wait for voicemail?

“Dr. Schultz. Good afternoon. As always, I hope you are well. I am concerned with searing sensations emanating from the back of my eyes and gums.” Ephraim always uses big words when he leaves messages for doctors. He’s not sure why. “I visited my dentist who said everything seems to be in order. I therefore wonder whether the medications are having an adverse effect. Please call me when you have an opportunity to do so. Since I teach the rest of the afternoon, please call today after three thirty. Otherwise, you can call anytime tomorrow as today’s the last day of the school year. Thank you.”

“Quack,” Ephraim mutters aloud as soon as he hangs up.

Boisterous laughter and conversations fill the hallway. He looks up to see a line of students through the door’s window—sixth graders. He quickly rises, shoves the cell phone in his pocket, and reaches for the doorknob. A wave of about-to-be-free-for-the-summer teenagers stream in.

Ephraim, a.k.a. Señor, Spanish teacher, and every once in a while loco, greets each student with a customary fist bump. “Buenas tardes. Hola.”

A Jewish student greets him happily, “Shalom!”

“Shalom, Leah.” Ephraim chuckles.

A bubbly bright boy toward the end of the line excitedly waves his arms. “I’m going to Mexico this summer!”

“You’re taking me with, right?” Ephraim thumps his palms to his heart. “¡Por favor!”

“Sorry, Señor.” The student pretends to pout. Strands of blond hair fall over his eyes.

“I’ll fit in your suitcase.”

He laughs. “Nice try, Señor.”

One of Ephraim’s favorite students waits in the front of the classroom.

“What is it, Brayden?”

Brayden hesitates. Meanwhile, the class erupts with conversations and giggles. Ephraim cups his ear and brings it closer to Brayden’s face, with a perfectly round walnut-colored mole on his jaw, about the size of a penny.

The teenager squints as a mischievous crease forms above his smile. The student’s black curls spring up and down, and with cheese puff breath says, “Since this is our last Spanish class together, forever, will you teach us a swear word in Spanish? You’ll be my favorite teacher....” He sings the word, “teacher.”

Ephraim can’t help but chuckle, shakes his head, and points to a seat. “Sit down, buddy.”

The student turns away, still with a grin.

Understandably, with everyone’s mindset on the final bell of the school year (Ephraim’s included), the students are unrulier than usual. He leans against the classroom closet, waits for the students to simmer down, and gulps water from his bottle. What are the chances my psychiatrist has a helpful answer for my gums and eyes?

A student chimes in. “Guys, Señor isn’t going to let us play any games if we don’t stop talking.”

Ephraim smiles.

Students shush each other. A few of the more immature students try to shush louder than their classmates. Ephraim continues to wait until there’s relative silence.

“Un poco inglés, a little English.” Ephraim takes a step forward. “Before we begin a game, I just want to thank each of you for a wonderful school year. I not only hope that you’ve learned a lot of Spanish but that you’ll continue to learn another language for the rest of your lives.”

A few students intermittently and softly say, “Gracias. Gracias.”

Some clap and loudly proclaim, not without a hint of sarcasm, “Nice speech!”
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Ephraim invites two students to the front of the classroom to face off in a memorization game. The class is noisy, but he doesn’t attempt any discipline, even though when the noise level rises so does the burn in his gums. Stress, maybe?

As the students are absorbed in the game, Ephraim can’t help but notice Brayden’s enthusiasm has waned. The student stares out the window and absentmindedly plays with a button on his collar, a polo shirt patterned with repeating yellow stars. It reminds Ephraim of the yellow patches that the Nazis forced Jews to wear. A cold drop of perspiration drips down his ribs. The oven flashes in his mind, then the tattoo, 00374. Brayden turns to meet his teacher’s eyes. Ephraim jerks his chin down and focuses attention on the students in front.

The pain in Ephraim’s gums intensifies. He quickly gulps water and begins to choke. A mix of water and metallic-tasting saliva regurgitate in his throat.

“Señor, are you okay?” a girl in the front row asks, with the motherly tenderness of a squeaky-voiced twelve-year-old.

The noisy classroom drops decibels; students fixate on their floundering Spanish teacher.

Ephraim coughs into his forearm and regains composure. “Sí, gracias. Back to the game, everyone. Just... um... choking up because the school year is ending.” Ephraim fakes a big smile.

A collective moan sets in as a slew of condescending comments fall from teenage lips.

“Wow, that’s sooo funny.”

“Good one, Señor.”

“A knee-slapper!”

“Classic, Señor,” Brayden states, straight-faced, maybe a little menacingly.

The game resumes. The noise rises to the level of unruly again.

Ephraim passes by the door and glances into the hallway where the art teacher balances a white coffee filter, piled high with a mound of finely ground coffee. What art project would require coffee grounds, particularly on the last day of school? Their eyes meet as the art teacher fumbles and drops the grounds to the floor. The ashes billow onto the tiles. The oven. The charred bones.

Stop! It wasn’t real! 00374 flashes in his neurotic, headachy head.

“Clumsy me,” the art teacher groans. Ephraim peers back at Brayden’s yellow-starred shirt and cringes.
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Ephraim fumbles through the rest of the afternoon until he’s finally left alone at the end of the day, exhausted. El fin.

The last bell reverberates. Cheers fill the school. He collapses onto the chair. The last day is always a mix of emotions, joy, solemnity, and a touch of sadness.

Well, I survived another school year, my twelfth on the books. Was this school year better than the one before? What did I accomplish? Still loco in la cabeza?

The cell phone interrupts his reverie. “Hello?”

“Is this Ephraim?” It’s Dr. Schultz’s monotone voice.

“Hi, Dr. Schultz.”

“I received your message. Explain to me again what’s going on.”

Ephraim palms his forehead. “My gums burn and the back of my eyes are irritated. I wonder if it’s side effects from the medications.” His elbow slides on the veneer wooden desk.

“Hmmmm. Listen. I saw you recently, right?”

“Uh-huh,” Ephraim retorts snidely. Idiot doctor.

“At that time, it seemed to me that you were stable. I’d hate to change the dosages at this point, which might interfere with your body’s acclimation to the current combination of meds. Let’s see how things progress. Maybe your body is just adjusting to the additional medication. Is the pain manageable?”

“It’s not excruciating, if that’s what you mean.”

“So let’s give it a few weeks. Maintain your prescriptions at the current dosages, and if it gets worse, then give me a call.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Be well,” Dr. Schultz says.

Easy for him to say.

The psychiatrist’s guess is as good as mine. Still, it might just be the stress. Maybe I have to wait for the effects of the school year to fizzle out. Teaching Spanish to over five hundred students across three schools exhausts me. Damn budget cuts.

He packs his belongings and straightens the classroom. Ephraim knows he’ll have to return here during vacation to prepare for next school year but doesn’t want to think about it now. He looks up at the fluorescent lights. They seem to radiate an orange tint that he’s never noticed before, almost reminiscent of the glow from a flame. He leaves the classroom, takes one last look inside, and sighs. He turns off the lights as an image of a yellow star and ashes flash in his mind, followed by a monstrous oven. His eyes itch and his gums are inflamed.

Stop it, Ephraim! You imagined it!

He gently closes the classroom door and peers through its square window at mismatched furniture, at puke-green countertops and a plastic emergency eye wash dish, the only space available for a mere traveling Spanish teacher. Ephraim wonders about the mismatch of his life—a non-Latino Jewish Spanish teacher with OCD, now with delusions of a Holocaust episode and a Shabbos dinner in the old country—and ponders what it all means.

“Adiós, clase,” he whispers, then picks up his burdensome bags, walks away, and does his best to avoid any colleagues on his way to the parking lot.
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Ephraim drops his backpack onto the carpet. His son doesn’t bother to look up from his laptop. Rachel uplifts her chin from a nursing textbook. “Congratulations on your last day.” She lightly taps the tabletop. “Mazel tov.”

“Thanks.”

“Dinner will be ready in a few minutes, for my boys who finished the school year.” She returns to her textbook.

Ephraim gazes at the petite lump on the coach. “Ari, how was your last day of first grade?”

Ari is too engrossed in cartoons to notice his father.

“How was Ari’s last day of school?” He turns to his wife.

“Fine, it was a good last day.” She suddenly looks up. “Our neighbor stopped by a few minutes ago before you came home. Kevin asked how you’re feeling. He had a weird look on his face, like something was bothering him.”

“Um... I borrowed his weedwhacker,” Ephraim stammers, “Kevin probably just wants it back.”

“Okay. Don’t forget.”

She bought that excuse? She knows he loathes working on the yard. He’s never held a weedwhacker and could go an entire lifetime without it. On more than a few occasions, he’s accused his neighbors of having nothing better to do with their lives than to manicure their lawns.

A part of Ephraim wants to rush to Kevin’s house, to ask where, or if, his neighbor found him this morning. Then again, maybe not. The neighbor might think he lives next to a lunatic, maybe already does. What would I say? Hey, my yard was really a Holocaust oven, and I just want to confirm whether or not you found me on the ground this morning. It’s all crazy, completely meshuga.
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The evening is uneventful, routine as usual. Rachel cooks a meal they eat often, kosher hotdogs and corn. Rachel bathes Ari, corrals him into a towel and negotiates a bouncing boy into pajamas. Meanwhile Ephraim sinks into the couch.

“Ephraim, are you coming to say Shema?” his wife asks in an exasperated tone. The Shema is the nighttime prayer they’ve recited to Ari since the day he was born.

He manages to trudge a few steps to Ari’s room.

“Who’s staying in your room tonight?” Ephraim asks.

“Mommy!”

Rachel shakes her head. “Sorry, I’ve got to study.”

“Looks like it’s you and me, pal.” He smiles at Ari.

“I want Mommy!”

“It’s either me or nobody,” Ephraim instructs.

Ari moans. “Okay...” he resigns, “then Daddy.”

Rachel leaves the room. Ephraim ponders his neurotic, nonexistent experience from last night. No, not real. Definitely not real. He brushes his hand across Ari’s hair and gently kisses the top of his head. “Goodnight, my love.”

“Daddy,” Ari looks into his daddy’s eyes, lowers his shoulders and pouts, “When can we go home?”

“Ari, we are home. Why do you always ask that same question even when we’re already home?” Ari purses his lips and shrugs, his size small T-shirt hanging off his even smaller shoulders. He’s always asked this question, ever since he learned how to talk. Ephraim has often wondered whether Ari means Israel. Maybe there’s some mystical connection, his subconscious soul. Or maybe his emotionally drained father looks too much into everything. It’s just another one of Ari’s quirks. Like any normal seven-year-old, right?

After Ari falls asleep, Ephraim moves to his home office and makes a scheduled call to his mashpia, his life mentor, Mordechai Siegel. Dr. Siegel heals in a very different and more meaningful way than a psychiatrist. The Doctor heals with spirituality, not with pills.

Together they study Kabbalah, Jewish mysticism, and Chassidus, Kabbalah’s practical applications. They’ve been studying weekly for the past eight years, even several months before Ari was born. And by Kabbalah, it’s not the hocus-pocus Hollywood version, but the real deal, unadulterated. It’s Kabbalah as it’s meant to be distilled, from sage to disciple.

Sage—Mordechai Siegel is its very definition. Learned. Studious. Insightful. Warm. Sincere. Refined. The ultimate Chassid. A teacher that takes complex, mystical concepts and elucidates them clearly. He validates life in a physical, confusing world, and affirms life outside of perceived reality. When in his presence, one doesn’t question G-d’s existence.

Dr. Siegel also happens to be a doctor himself. He’s a top-ranked cardiologist who consults, lectures, and trains others across the country. The Doctor specializes in a subspecialty of cardiology, although Ephraim has given up on trying to pronounce whatever it’s called. Most recently, Dr. Siegel has been spending a lot of time in Washington, DC. Although his profession titles him doctor, Ephraim is privileged to know him as Chassid. A true mystic.

They study together even when the Doctor is out-of-town. Tonight’s scheduled phone call is no exception, Dr. Siegel in Washington and Ephraim at home. It’s always more difficult to learn over the phone than it is in person, and tonight’s lesson is no easy one.

For an hour, the Doctor engages in a follow-up lesson from last week, a discussion of the Kabbalistic interpretation of a person’s service to G-d within a two-tiered realm. Dr. Siegel calls the first category the Intellectual Approach; this approach, as Ephraim understands it, means serving and knowing G-d by that which we can deduce with our mind—the knowable aspects of G-dliness. The Transcendent Approach is a higher category. It’s based on faith rather than intellect and is beyond human understanding. Yet, even faith that’s beyond understanding can still be nurtured and strengthened, a process by which Dr. Siegel delves into.

“Our sages differ in their explanation of how we as finite beings come to appreciate the infinitude of G-d. The medieval rabbi, known as Rambam, believed G-d is the Knower, the Object of Knowledge, and the Knowledge itself. It is all one.”

“Another sage,” Dr. Siegel continues, “who lived four hundred years after the Rambam, rejects this notion. This sage, known as the Maharal of Prague, believed G-d cannot be defined by Rambam’s definition because intellect is something definable. G-d is above all descriptors and definability.”

Ephraim closes his eyes to focus on the words, his train of thought occasionally interrupted by the rickety chair. Despite Dr. Siegel’s jetlag and the hour difference between Milwaukee and DC, the mentor awakens in scholarly excitement. He weaves ever more intricate differences between the two sages. No doubt, Ephraim learns with such a sage this evening.

Ephraim opens his eyes and shifts his weight to the other side of the tan rocking chair, once used to lull Ari to sleep. As Ephraim listens, he gazes at his collection of Jewish books, save for half a shelf of Spanish textbooks. He tries not to fidget. He wants to hang on to each word. Every utterance is profound, every nuance important. This is his mentor, his mashpia, his foundation. If only they could be together in Dr. Siegel’s dining room, in the physical presence of Ephraim’s hero, it would be so much easier to focus.

He closes his eyes again, rests a palm on his forehead and folds his right leg tightly against the left. The Doctor presses on, unabated by Ephraim’s silence, “The question we should be asking ourselves is what’s the point of all of this? Why should we care that two of our sages differ? The point is this: for us to contemplate the loftiness of G-d based on our sages requires us to be cognizant of a higher appreciation of G-dliness. By meditating on these concepts, our intellect gains a deeper appreciation for G-dliness, which bolsters the Intellectual Approach, in turn strengthening a faith which is beyond intellect, the Transcendent Approach.” Dr. Siegel always sees the big picture.

Ephraim nods in agreement, as if the Doctor can see him.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image031.jpg
A Note from
the Author





OEBPS/d2d_images/image051.jpg
Chapter 2

Incarnations in
One Night





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image033.jpg
Chapter 1

Spirit Supplements





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image016.jpg
Dedication l





OEBPS/d2d_images/image039.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image018.jpg
ekt





OEBPS/d2d_images/image019.jpg
Chapter 4
Doctor Siegel l





OEBPS/d2d_images/image041.jpg
ﬁm





OEBPS/d2d_images/image042.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image040.jpg
MSOI]
vSS






OEBPS/d2d_images/image021.jpg
A Note on
Elijah the Prophet





OEBPS/d2d_images/image043.jpg
Tormentin
Beauty of
Empath






OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image006.jpg
BONUS CONTENT l





OEBPS/d2d_images/image009.jpg
Chapter 3
School’s Out l





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image008.jpg
Copyright l





