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            FIRST BORN

          

        

      

    

    
      The child’s eyes were beautiful. Brown, inquisitive, open already, and looking at her new world.

      Her mother, Sarah Cohen, was exhausted. Childbirth hadn’t been as difficult as her own mother had warned, but it had been a labor. Long and painful, but with this delightful girl at the end nestled warm in her arms.

      “Not again!” Mrs. Chaipul, the midwife, muttered.

      Her words sounded worried. Sarah looked up from the babe. “Is everything all right?”

      “Perfectly,” answered Mrs. Chaipul. She patted Sarah’s hand. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Where is your husband?”

      “He said he was going to Smyrna to buy some cloth. He should be back any time.”

      Mrs. Chaipul shook her head and clucked her tongue. What was it about the men of Chelm that they were never around for this moment? Perhaps it was true everywhere. Men always seemed to have appointments in other parts of the world when their wives were giving birth.

      “Do you mind holding her?” Mrs. Chaipul said.

      Sarah smiled, “Not at all.”

      “Because we’re not done.”

      Again Sarah felt nervous. “What do you mean?”

      “Twins,” Mrs. Chaipul said, “A double blessing. I’m sorry. I should have caught it earlier. It’s all right. I had plenty of experience with the Schlemiel twins. Born twelve hours apart. That was a challenge! This will be easy. Well, not easy, but… Just follow my directions and begin pushing again.”

      Twins? Sarah’s mind began to spin. She was ready for one child. She was ready for a daughter. But another? Two mouths to feed? She remembered what happened to Rebecca Schlemiel after her boys were born. The fighting, the arguing, the confusion, the exhaustion. It was crazy. It was impossible.

      No. It was a dream. Perhaps she was asleep even now.

      Then she looked at the girl in her arms. The baby’s brown eyes were staring at her with hope and love and curiosity.

      It would be a shame to wake up from the dream and leave behind a beautiful soul like this.

      She felt something moving.

      “When would you like me to push?” Sarah asked.

      “Now would be nice!”
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        * * *

      

      The door to the Cohen house slammed open as Benjamin Cohen ran inside.

      “Shut the door!” Mrs. Chaipul shouted. “It’s still winter and the cold won’t do anyone any good.”

      The panting tailor shut the door behind him. “Are they all right?”

      Mrs. Chaipul nodded, “Everyone is fine.”

      Benjamin gave the midwife a grin and a hug. He reached for the knob to the bedroom door, and then he stopped. “How many fingers and toes?”

      Mrs. Chaipul calculated for a moment and then answered, “A hundred.”

      “A hundred!” Benjamin smiled. Then he paused, “What?”

      Mrs. Chaipul nodded. “I assume you have all of yours, and Sarah has all of hers.”

      “Yes,” Benjamin said, “Yes.”

      The old woman shrugged and sipped her tea. “I have all of mine.”

      Benjamin’s face knitted into a frown as he calculated. “That’s twenty extra.”

      “It is.”

      “I don’t understand.” Benjamin was imagining a hand with five extra fingers. A foot with five extra toes would need a specially made shoe. Were the fingers and toes on the same arms and legs or were there extra arms and legs? “I thought you said that everyone was all right!”

      The exhausted midwife spooned more sugar into her tea. “They are. And if you made it your business to be here on time, instead of gallivanting around the countryside without a care in the world, you would understand and I wouldn’t have to explain everything.”

      Benjamin put his hands on his hips. Mrs. Chaipul was a rather important woman in Chelm, but she was still just a woman. Yes, she ran the only kosher restaurant. Yes, she was the closest thing the village had to a doctor, veterinarian, and midwife. Yes, she and the rabbi seemed to be engaged in perpetual negotiations for marriage. But still. This was no way to treat him in his own house on the afternoon of the birth of his first child.

      “Tell me woman,” he demanded, “what is going on?”

      Mrs. Chaipul peered at Benjamin. She shook her spoon at him. “You need to learn more manners. And you owe me an extra chicken.”

      Such insults and insolence! Benjamin could barely restrain himself. Enough talking with this foolish woman.

      He yanked the door open and marched into his bedroom.

      The sudden noise, draft, and light from the kitchen startled Sarah, who was dozing. She looked up. “Benjamin?”

      “It’s me,” he whispered. The curtains were drawn, and for him, the room was quite dark. “Ow!” He banged his knee against a chair that shouldn’t be there. “Ow, ow, ow!”

      “Are you all right?” Sarah asked.

      “I’m fine.” He rubbed his leg. “How are you?”

      “I’m tired. I’m exhausted. But I’m fine.”

      “And the child?” he asked. He hated asking. He was afraid to ask. What was the point of hiring a midwife if she wouldn’t give you a simple answer to a simple question?

      “They’re fine,” Sarah said.

      He was closer now, and as his eyes adjusted, he could see the smile on his wife’s face. She looked pale, but so wonderful.

      “They?” he said. “Twins?”

      A nod. “A boy and a girl.”

      “Really?” he said in amazement.

      Sarah stared at her husband. “You think I’d make something like this up? You think I’d lie at a time like this? You think you wouldn’t figure it out in a moment whether we have one baby or two?”

      “No,” he said. Why was everyone picking on him? “I’m just surprised.”

      “Me too,” Sarah said. “I was. So are they.”

      “Who was born first?”

      Sarah glanced to her left and smiled. “She was.”

      Benjamin frowned. “Really? Let’s tell everyone that he was.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because being first born is important to a boy.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Benjamin nodded. “You’re not a boy.” As the third son in a family of seven children, Benjamin knew how much his older brothers had lorded over him. “We’ll just tell everyone that he was born first. It’s important. It’s crucial.”

      “Crucial?” Sarah said. “I don’t know that we should lie about such a thing.”

      Benjamin frowned. “Have you ever been held upside down by your ankles over a cesspool?”

      “No!” Sarah said. “Are you threatening me?”

      “No, no. Not at all!” Benjamin answered quickly. “But I have been. By my older brothers. I still remember the smell.” He shuddered in revulsion.

      “They were so cruel to you.”

      “My brothers were bigger and older,” Benjamin explained. “It’s the way of the world.”

      “But she’s only older by a few minutes,” Sarah said. “And she’s no bigger than he.”

      “Minutes matter.” Benjamin was firm about it. “So, we’ll tell them that he was born first. We’ll tell Mrs. Chaipul. She’ll have to agree.”

      “All right,” Sarah answered weakly.

      “May I pick him up?”

      “Yes, of course.” She felt the weight lift from her right side.

      “He’s handsome.”

      The exhausted mother smiled. “Yes, he is.”

      “I have a son!” Benjamin Cohen said proudly.

      “And a daughter,” Sarah added.

      “Yes, yes, of course.” Benjamin reached out a finger and touched his daughter’s cheek. “A daughter as well. But a son! Think of that. A son!”

      Until that moment, Sarah had loved her husband, but just then she felt her heart breaking, and for an instant she hated him.

      “Give him back to me,” she demanded. “Now.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s hungry. We’re tired. We need some rest. You got the fabric you wanted? Go to work.”

      Benjamin surrendered the boy. He noticed, but dismissed, the curt tone of his wife’s voice. She was tired. And a son was something to be proud of.

      He turned and banged his shin. “Ow! Who put that chair there!”

      When she heard the door close, Sarah Cohen hugged her children tightly, but gently.

      “You are both mine,” she whispered. “You are both important.”
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            CRY ME A RIVER

          

        

      

    

    
      Almost a week after the birth of her twins, Sarah Cohen was not doing well. She couldn’t stop crying. She’d cried for days and had soaked through every single handkerchief and towel in the house. The tears kept running down her cheeks like twin branches of the Uherka River during flood season.

      The village of Chelm is nestled in a valley. To the north are two small round hills that are known on maps as West Hill and East Hill, which the townsfolk sometimes call Sunset and Sunrise. A small stream meanders west of Sunset, down the valley, and through the farmland, skirting the edge of the village. An offshoot of the great Bug River, this shallow brook makes a somewhat revolting, gurgling, and coughing sound that gives it the name, Uherka.

      The image would have seemed funny to Sarah, if she weren’t so upset.

      She had cried so much, that for the first time at a Sabbath dinner, Benjamin hadn’t complained that the chicken soup wasn’t salty enough. Sarah had wanted to laugh, but was afraid to smile because she thought she might scream. During the meal, she’d managed to keep her composure, but as soon as one of her babies began to cry, she used it as an opportunity to flee from the table and bawl with the chorus.

      For his part, Benjamin Cohen was getting seriously worried. He’d gone so far as to speak with several of his friends over lunch at Mrs. Chaipul’s restaurant. They had all assured him that it was normal for a wife to feel a bit down after giving birth.

      “My mother used to help my father with the challah,” said Reb Stein, the baker. “After I was born, she beat the dough so much that Papa had to have a mid-winter special on braided matzah.”

      “Every time my wife has a child, I give her a new ring to cheer her up,” Reb Cantor the merchant said with a laugh.⁠1 “Each time it has to be a bigger one. More expensive. When my youngest, Gittel, was born I had to give her a diamond. If we have another child, I may go bankrupt.”

      “Just wait,” said Jacob Schlemiel, who had twin boys of his own. “You think it’s bad now? It gets worse. But you’ll survive”

      Jacob patted Benjamin’s shoulder and sighed. “Probably.”

      Their kind words had not been very reassuring.

      After Sarah fled from the table, Benjamin cleared and washed the dishes. Ordinarily he would never have washed the dishes, because that was a wife’s job. It didn’t do to meddle with other people’s business. But however much it might set a bad precedent, he felt that just this once it wouldn’t hurt. It might even help.

      He was wrong.

      The next morning Benjamin was awakened to shrieks.

      “What did you do?” his wife was shouting. “What did you do?”

      Running from the bedroom still in his nightshirt, Benjamin first took a moment to check and make sure that neither the babies nor his wife were bleeding. Then he asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “What did you do?” Sarah screamed. She stared at the empty dining room table, and began flailing her arms toward the dish cabinet where he had carefully placed each hand-dried plate.

      “I cleaned up.”

      “You cleaned up?” Sarah snapped. It wasn’t a question so much as an accusation. “Did you clean up?”

      “Yes,” Benjamin said, nodding. “That’s what I said. That’s what I did.”

      “You call this cleaning up?” Sarah’s voice was shrill.

      “No. I call that an empty table.” Benjamin was doing his best to keep his calm. “Cleaning up is what I did last night after you went to bed.”

      Sarah snatched a plate from the shelf. “Look at this. Look at this. What do you see?”

      Benjamin looked. “A plate. A clean plate.”

      “There is no design on it!” Sarah screamed. “You washed the designs off the fine china plates!”

      Benjamin frowned. “There were designs on the plates?”

      “Flowers. It was a flower pattern. It was our wedding present from my mother, may she rest in peace. You washed them off.”

      “The plates were dirty,” Benjamin said. “I scrubbed them clean.”

      “You don’t scrub those plates clean,” Sarah barked. “You wash them gently.”

      “The food was stuck on!” Benjamin said, defending himself.

      “Then you soak them overnight. And in the morning, you wash them gently.”

      “Look,” Benjamin took a deep breath. “We only used two plates last night. We still have another six left.”

      “The whole set is ruined!” Sarah wailed.

      “I’ll buy you new plates,” Benjamin said.

      “You can’t!” Sarah sobbed. “My mother hand-painted those plates herself, and she’s dead!”

      There wasn’t anything Benjamin could say to that. He looked around the room and saw that his tiny son and daughter seemed to be watching the whole exchange with small smiles on their faces. Were they mocking him? Did they think this was amusing? No, they were just little babies. They didn’t know what was going on.

      Sarah had collapsed into a chair. Her face was buried in her hands.

      Benjamin put his hands on her shoulders and tried to comfort her. “At least,” he said, “Mrs. Chaipul will be providing the plates at the bris.”⁠2

      Again, it was the wrong thing.

      Sarah’s shoulders tensed. “The bris?” she spat. “Again with the bris? Is that all you can think of is the bris? Is the bris?”

      “Sweetness, you’re repeating yourself.”

      “I know. I know,” Sarah said. “That’s because you don’t seem to understand. You don’t understand.”

      “What?” Benjamin said, again trying to break through. “What don’t I understand?”

      “The bris this. The bris that! This, that. The bris!”

      “I don’t quite follow you,” said the poor husband.

      In Chelm, a bris is more than just a ritual circumcision. It’s an excuse for a party. Everyone in the whole village gathers in the synagogue’s social hall and claps with joy as the small surgical operation is performed. Of course, before young Rabbi Yohon Abrahms arrived, old Rabbi Kibbitz loved to terrorize fathers by saying, “Don’t worry about paying me; I only take tips!”

      Benjamin shuddered at the thought of the mohel’s knife

      “Of course you don’t understand,” his wife continued. She shrugged his hands off her shoulders. “You don’t understand symbology. You don’t understand duplexity. You don’t understand!”

      Benjamin Cohen got down on his knees in front of his wife. He looked up at her face and said, “I don’t understand your words. I don’t understand your tears. Tell me.”

      Sarah blinked. Benjamin had beautiful blue eyes. She loved looking into them. Sometimes she felt she could get lost in those eyes. She looked away.

      “We have two children.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “I know. No sooner than one stops crying the other starts.”

      “But we will only have one bris.”

      “We only have one boy.” Benjamin shrugged. “If we had two boys, like the Schlemiels, we’d still only have one bris, but with two snips.”

      “But what about her?” Sarah gestured at one of the babies.

      Benjamin didn’t know how his wife could tell which one was which. Then it occurred to him that she must have set them down in their crib in order. He’d have to watch and pay attention.

      He smiled. “We’ll give her some wine.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Sarah wailed.

      “Trust me,” he said, “you don’t want to ask Rabbi Kibbitz to circumcise her.”

      “That is not what I mean!” Sarah wailed.

      Benjamin smiled again. He waved a teasing finger at his wife and chided, “You’re repeating yourself again.”

      Sarah’s eyes widened in fury. She snatched up a baby and said, “You want a bris? Have a bris!”

      Then she walked out of the house into the snow, wearing nothing but her bare feet and dressing gown.

      The smile remained glazed on Benjamin Cohen’s face. He fully expected Sarah to return immediately, her teeth chattering and her feet blue.

      After all, she left the door open. All the hot air was going out.

      Five minutes later, Benjamin was still waiting, and the house was getting cold.

      The baby started to cry.

      “Oy,” he muttered, climbing to his feet. He looked out the door and saw Sarah’s bare footprints filling with snow. He shut the door. He picked up the infant. “Which one are you?” he cooed.

      He dug a finger through the folds of the infant’s blanket and got his answer with a warm wet spray in the face.

      “Yakov! Bleah!” Benjamin sputtered. “Bleah!”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Reb, you should know, is not a first name. It is the Yiddish word for Mr. Reb Cantor, Reb Stein, Reb Cohen… you get the idea.

          

          
2 bris: a ritual circumcision ceremony. Usually catered. You should also know that, although we’ve footnoted some of the Yiddish and Hebrew words, there’s an amusing a glossary at the back of the book. These words are sometimes, but not always, italicized.
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            DID YOU BRIS ME?

          

        

      

    

    
      The coffee was taking too long. In the old days, Mrs. Chaipul had just taken a handful of roasted beans, smashed them with a hammer, and thrown them into a pot of water to boil until everything was black and sludgy. Recently, however, she had purchased a newfangled device from Reb Cantor, the merchant. This “filter method” coffee had two advantages. The coffee tasted better, and you didn’t have to chew it. The disadvantage was that after the water came to a boil, you had to pour it into the filter over the coffee and then wait forever for it all to drip through into the serving pitcher. Also, the coffee filters tended to fall apart after about ten uses, so she was often picking bits of paper out of her teeth.

      First thing in the morning, she wanted coffee quickly and just as she was about to gnaw on a used filter, the bell over the door rang and Sarah Cohen ran into the restaurant wearing little more than a wool robe and carrying a bundle in her arms.

      Two moments later, Mrs. Chaipul had Sarah seated at the table farthest from the door with her two bare feet soaking in a bucket of warm water and a cup of hot tea in her hands. Sarah’s teeth were still chattering, while she alternately sipped and blew. A healthy color was returning to her cheeks, and her fingers weren’t blue anymore.

      With the baby curled snugly in her left arm, Chanah Chaipul finally managed to pour herself a cup of coffee, add three tablespoons of sugar, and take a long and welcomed sip.

      “Tt-thank y-you f-for everyth-thing,” Sarah sputtered. “I d-don’t have any m-money w-with m-me, but-t…”

      “Pff,” Mrs. Chaipul said, waving her hand. “On the house. Consider it a motherhood present. I planned to come by and check on the babies today anyway, so you’re just making my day easier. The other one is all right, isn’t he?”

      Sarah nodded. She supposed that her husband, Benjamin, was taking care of the boy. Or at least that’s what she hoped. She hadn’t really taken the time to assign that duty to him when she’d run out the front door, but that had been implied, hadn’t it?

      “Good,” Mrs. Chaipul said. “I’ve always believed that the first week is hardest for the parents. That’s why they have the bris after eight days, so that nobody’s throwing pots and pans at the mohel.”

      “He doesn’t understand a thing,” Sarah said. “My husband, not the babies.” She was feeling warmer now, better.

      “I know,” Mrs. Chaipul nodded. “Men never do. They seem to think that after all your labor and lying about in bed for a day, you should be grateful to get back to the cooking and cleaning and taking care of the new babies.”

      “It’s more than that,” Sarah said. “I don’t think he loves her.”

      Mrs. Chaipul glanced at the little sleeping bundle in her arms. “Feh. He’s a man. You’re lucky he loves anything beyond himself.”

      “No,” Sarah said. “That’s not true. He’s a sweet man. But the way he talks, his son this and his son that… You wouldn’t think he had a daughter at all.”

      “Ahh.”

      The bell over the door rang and Reb Cantor and Rabbi Yohon Abrahms kicked the snow off their boots and went to their usual stools at the counter.

      Mrs. Chaipul’s restaurant was the only kosher restaurant in the village of Chelm, which of course made it the only restaurant in Chelm. It was a cozy place, with five tables, twenty chairs, and five stools in front of a counter. During the day, men liked to stop in and have a bite to eat on their way to or from the fields or their shops. Some of the men were unmarried, like Rabbi Abrahms. Others were wealthy, like Reb Cantor, and others had wives who were mediocre cooks, although Mrs. Chaipul made it a policy never to mention this. Two nights a week, Mrs. Chaipul opened her restaurant for evening meals, and sometimes she had whole families out for a treat or a couple celebrating a simcha.⁠1 The food was both magnificent and abundant. She kept two sets of plates and had two stoves, so that depending on her mood she could serve pastrami sandwiches as thick as a Megillah scroll or lay out a spread of bagels and lox, whitefish salad, and fresh cream cheese.⁠2 Her cast-iron matzah balls were legendary, her pea soup was delectable, and (fortunately for everyone in the village) she only made potato latkes once a year at Chanukah.

      Given all this, the two men glanced around and were somewhat confused to see the two women conferring in the back, one of them wearing a red bathrobe.

      “Pour yourselves some coffee,” Mrs. Chaipul said. “I’ll be with you in a minute.”

      “I’m interrupting,” Sarah said.

      “Nonsense.”

      “I didn’t know where else to go. I wasn’t really thinking. I was so angry at him. If I had thought about it I might have packed everything up and just left forever.”

      “So, it’s good you didn’t think,” Mrs. Chaipul said. “Listen. Whether you admit it or not, every parent has a favorite child. Benjamin likes the boy. Chances are, you like the girl.”

      Sarah thought for a moment, and then nodded, “I do.” Tears began to fill her eyes. “It’s horrible. I really shouldn’t, but I do.”

      “Sha, sha,” Mrs. Chaipul smiled and rocked the baby. “You can’t help it. It’s something that happens. The trick is to have a favorite, but never play favorites. If anyone asks, you lie. If you do your job right, you will go to your grave and all of your children will be convinced that each of them was your favorite. And may that time be distant and the children be many.”

      “I don’t know if I can do many,” Sarah said. “I’m not sure I can even do these two.”

      “You start with one,” Mrs. Chaipul said, passing the tiny girl back to her mother. “Then you do the other. Don’t think you can take care of them both at the same time. You will always have to take turns. Babies are like men; they are immature and selfish. They always want service.”

      Sarah giggled. She had noticed that Reb Cantor was tapping his spoon impatiently against the counter.

      “The trick,” Mrs. Chaipul continued, while ignoring her customer, “is to give them the service they deserve at the opportunity that suits you, and make them feel grateful for your beneficence.”

      “What do I do about my husband?” the young woman whispered.

      “You take care of your children,” Mrs. Chaipul whispered back. “And don’t make any foolish choices just now.” She leaned over and gave Sarah a kiss on the cheek.

      “Now,” said Mrs. Chaipul, her voice rising, “what can I get you wise gentlemen on this cold winter morning?”

      Sarah Cohen sat very still. The baby was asleep in her arms. With one hand, she ate the plate full of eggs and toast and fried potatoes that Mrs. Chaipul placed in front of her. It was delicious. She hadn’t had a meal served to her like this since she was a child. And Benjamin, who always was served his meals, still came to the restaurant almost every day? What a luxury. Every so often, Mrs. Chaipul came by with a kettle and poured some more warm water into Sarah’s teacup, and into the pot where her feet were still soaking.

      After a while, Sarah began to feel restless. You can only eat so much breakfast and drink so much tea. She had a home to get back to and another child who was probably hungry. There was a bris to plan. And a husband to… She sighed.

      “Excuse me,” said a voice.

      Sarah looked up and saw Rabbi Yohon Abrahms, the schoolteacher. He was a tall, skinny man with reddish hair and a reddish beard. Sarah realized how little clothing she was wearing, and she blushed.

      “I was wondering if you might like to borrow my gloves,” he said. He was offering a pair of black leather gloves to her. “I think they might fit on your feet. I have big hands, and… You can give them back to me when they are dry.”

      Sarah nearly burst into tears. She hadn’t even thought about how she was going to get back home through the snow. In the back of her mind she had imagined that Benjamin might have come for her by now, but he didn’t know where she was and she wasn’t sure she wanted him to see her like this or talk to her here. It had been such a peaceful interlude, that to have him come to rescue her would spoil it completely.

      “Thank you,” Sarah said. She took the gloves.

      The young rabbi nodded, backed away, and rejoined Reb Cantor at the counter. Mrs. Chaipul brought a towel and string, and held the baby while Sarah dried her toes and then tied the gloves to her feet.

      Gathering herself up, Sarah wrapped the baby tightly in her blanket, stood proudly on her warmly gloved feet, and strode out of the restaurant, back into the snow.

      “I wish I had a wife like that,” Rabbi Abrahms said as he watched Sarah Cohen make her way against the wind back to her house.

      “You like them crazy?” said Reb Cantor. “Maybe you should start courting one of the Shimmel sisters. They spend all their time with the goats.”

      “Sarah’s not crazy,” Mrs. Chaipul said, as she poured the young rabbi more coffee. “She’s a mother, and mothers always want to do what’s best for their young.”

      “Sure,” agreed Reb Cantor. “Like taking them out of the house in bare feet in the middle of winter?”

      “Sarah was in bare feet, not the children,” Mrs. Chaipul said.

      “Your point being?” Reb Cantor answered.

      Mrs. Chaipul glared at Reb Cantor. “No more coffee for you this morning.”

      “You see, Rabbi Abrahms? You can marry anyone you want,” the fat merchant laughed. “Everyone in Chelm is crazy.”
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        * * *

      

      People forget that Mrs. Chaipul wasn’t born in Chelm. Like most institutions, she’d been there forever. Her restaurant was a landmark, and most of the village’s children had been born into her hands. She was a workhorse, indefatigable. All day she cooked at her restaurant, and between breakfast and lunch and lunch and dinner she made visits to cottages and farms to tend to the sick and elderly. Somehow, in between all of that, she managed to revel in the production of huge banquet feasts. No event or simcha (or funeral) was considered important unless it featured one of Mrs. Chaipul’s sumptuous spreads.

      When she catered a bris, it was a work of art. She knew that love and tenderness were edible, so every bit of food and drink was presented with passion and care. The social hall was transformed into a banquet room. Tables were covered with white linen. The tablecloths were covered with silver platters. The silver platters were covered with delicacies.

      She always liked to take a moment after the chaos of the setup and before the chaos of the eating. It was an interval of peace – when all the napkins were folded, the plates were stacked; all the glasses were in lines and the silver knives and forks and spoons were in rows. The room was quiet, the smell of warm bread floated in the air. You could feel the spirit of the world, breathing.

      “Looks nice. Smells nice,” she said to herself. “They’re gonna love it.”

      Then, when she heard the crowd gathering outside, Mrs. Chaipul sighed, opened the doors, and stood well back.

      After a circumcision, there was always a stampede. First came the little children, flying like chickens, then the old men who lived by themselves and needed both a full plate and a place at a table with friends. Then the young men and women would scurry in because they knew if there was smoked salmon, it wouldn’t last long. At the end of the pack sauntered the craftsmen and their families. The baker, the carpenter, the shoemaker, the merchant, these were the closest Chelm had to a nobility or gentry class, and they felt it was beneath them to run to the food like a starving goat to a trough. Or rather, their wives felt it was important for them to set a good example, because if it was up to the men, they would have darted ahead just after the children. And lastly came the hosts. Not because they weren’t hungry, but because they were usually too busy accepting congratulations or condolences, depending on the occasion. Mrs. Chaipul always made sure to set aside plates of the best items for the parents, because the rest of the villagers in Chelm tended to eat like wild animals, devouring everything in sight.

      On the morning of Yakov Cohen’s bris, when the feeding frenzy was in full fling, Mrs. Chaipul raised her eyebrow. Mrs. Meier, the balanit ha mikveh, smiled and waved her fingers. Deborah Rosen, the washerwoman, grinned and held up a thumb. The ripple spread through the room as every married woman signaled every other married woman, and (after taking a last bite of nosh) they slipped away.

      It is perhaps a telling fact that none of the men, younger women, or children noticed their absence. Benjamin Cohen, the tailor didn’t even realize that his wife and daughter had been whisked away. He was too busy holding his boy in his arms, wincing at every slap on his back, and wondering how he was going to eat without waking up the child.

      The women made their way quietly out of the social hall and through the streets to the mikveh.

      A mikveh is a ritual-bathing place. With the exception of Reb Cantor, the villagers of Chelm did not have running water in their houses. For most, bathing at home meant shivering in a small metal tub with water from the village well heated on a stove and no privacy. While mikvehs in many communities were somber and religious communal baths, in Chelm the mikveh was a bit more festive.

      Although balanit ha mikveh means female bath attendant, Mrs. Meier was much more than just the cleaning lady for the tub. She was also the swim instructor for women and children, as well as the kind of person who could listen to an entire conversation, hear every syllable, gasp, giggle, and curse, but breathe not a word.

      In the mikveh, men and women were separated (naturally), but Mrs. Meier knew that Rabbi Kibbitz encouraged laughing, smoking cigars, and even splashing. She often grumbled to Mrs. Chaipul about the mess men left, and the ring of dirt, ash, and hair that required firm scrubbing and sometimes cleaning the water with a fine sieve.

      Built in the distant and forgotten past, older than the village’s current synagogue, the ritual bath of Chelm was a small, but deep, pool of water in the basement of the Meier’s home. It was kept covered from the elements, but still kissed by the rain through a narrow pipe. Legend has it that the stones lining the walls and floors of the mikveh had been brought all the way from Jerusalem, so whenever a married woman came to visit Mrs. Meier, she left feeling quite holy. Reb Meier liked to laugh that not even the Czar of Russia had a finer indoor swimming pool, although Mrs. Meier swatted him every time he joked about her domain.

      “Is everyone here?” Mrs. Chaipul said. She looked at the wives of Chelm, crowded around the narrow ledge of the bath.

      “Don’t push!” Oma Levitsky shouted. “At my age I don’t think my heart could take a swim in the frigid water.”

      The assemblage giggled, but then they fell silent as Mrs. Chaipul gave them a long and icy glare.

      None of them knew what Mrs. Chaipul was planning. A bris in Chelm was a typical event, but this? Some kind of ceremony for a newborn girl? This was something new, and no one wanted to miss a moment.

      Sarah, for her part, wasn’t so sure that doing something new to her daughter was such a good idea. She stood near the edge of the mikveh, her baby held protectively close. She nearly fell in when Mrs. Chaipul called her name.

      “Sarah,” Mrs. Chaipul said, “you are the daughter of Chaya, who was the daughter of Naomi, who was the daughter of Deborah…” It took quite some time for her to finish because, like most of the villagers of Chelm, Sarah’s family had kept meticulously detailed written records of their births and deaths. “Have you brought your daughter?”

      “I have,” Sarah said nervously. “This isn’t a baptism, is it?”

      “No.” Mrs. Chaipul snorted, shook her head, and allowed herself a smile. “This is a naming ceremony. When a boy is named at his bris, the cutting of the mohel seals it into his flesh. Fortunately, we don’t have to do that with her.”

      There was an audible sigh of relief from the ladies.

      “Instead,” Mrs. Chaipul continued, “we will bless her with the water of life, and allow her name to seep in through her skin.”

      “It certainly seems like a baptism to me,” muttered Oma Levitsky, who was never a fan of change.

      “Well, it’s not,” Mrs. Chaipul snapped. “It’s a new spiritual ritual, created by Jewish women for Jewish women.”

      “New shmoo. Let’s get on with it then,” Oma Levitsky grumbled. “My feet are getting cold.”

      Mrs. Chaipul ignored her. “Sarah, have you chosen a name?”

      Sarah shook her head and whispered, “No.”

      The room fell silent.

      “What do you mean, no?” Mrs. Chaipul asked.

      “I don’t know what to call her,” the poor young mother wailed. “I’ve tried out every name I could think of. Twice! She could be any of them. She could be none of them. I don’t want her to be unhappy or miserable or die at an early age because of the wrong name.”

      “Oy, this is going to take a while isn’t it?” said Oma Levitsky in a whisper that reached everyone in the small humid room.

      Mrs. Chaipul ignored the giggles and spoke gently, but firmly. “Sarah, I understand. The name that you give to your daughter will be perfect. Lower her into the water.”

      Sarah looked panicked. “I don’t want to drop her! She doesn’t know how to swim.”

      “You won’t drop her. When she is in the water, you will say her name. You will give her that name.”

      Sarah thought for a moment. She had gone to Mrs. Chaipul because she was so sad that her son would get everything and her daughter nothing. Mrs. Chaipul had described a ritual she had learned from her mother, and it had sounded so lovely. But it was wintertime in Chelm and the mikveh was cold and the women were grumpy. And she still didn’t know her daughter’s name…

      At last, Sarah nodded. She knelt down on the hard stone, unwrapped the blankets, and slowly lowered the baby into the water.

      The tiny girl had been asleep, but when the water touched her skin, her eyes shot open. Everyone gasped.

      She looked around the room. She took in everything. She did not cry or squirm. She looked into each and every face, into each and every soul. She seemed to understand.

      The girl floated in the water, resting in her mother’s hands, and seemed quite content.

      “Rachel,” Sarah whispered. “I name you Rachel.”

      “Mazel Tov!” Mrs. Chaipul shouted.

      “Mazel Tov!” came the cheer from the rest of the women.

      “Don’t push me in!” yelped Oma Levitsky.

      Now the baby began to cry, and her mother quickly yanked her out of the pool and wrapped her in a warm towel.

      “Rachel,” her mother whispered. “Sha, sha. Rachel.”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 A simcha is a joyful excuse for a party. It can be large like a wedding, or small like when houseguests who have stayed too long finally leave and you have the house to yourself.

          

          
2 The Megillah is read on Purim and contains the Book of Esther, which boils down to the quintessential Jewish story, “They tried to kill us. We survived. Let’s eat.”
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            OUT OF THE FRYING PAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Benjamin Cohen was trying to take the news calmly. He had managed to survive his son’s bris without the help of his wife, who had sauntered back into the social hall just as the last of the bagels had been eaten. In Chelm, as in many other communities, when the food is gone, the party is over. Benjamin handed the newly circumcised Yakov to Sarah, who was getting quite adept at balancing a child in each arm. He gave Rabbi Abrahms his fee, and Reb Levitsky, the synagogue’s caretaker, a small gratuity as thanks for cleaning up the mess. He handed Mrs. Chaipul her envelope for providing the nosh. He nodded his head to Sarah, and walked purposely out of the shul back through the darkening streets to their house.

      When he got home, he hung up his coat, dropped a log into the stove, and began warming his hands. By then, Sarah had set the children into their crib and joined him next to the stove.

      “What was the towel for?” he asked her. He had noticed that before she had set down the girl, Sarah had carefully unwrapped a towel from the sleeping infant.

      “To dry her off,” his wife answered.

      “She got wet?”

      “No.” It was a single syllable, uttered with sarcasm.

      “If she wasn’t wet then why did you dry her with a towel?” Benjamin asked.

      “Obviously she was wet! She was soaking wet.”

      “Her diaper leaked?”

      “No.” This time the word was three-syllables long and even more sarcastic.

      Benjamin turned his head and glanced at his wife. “Maybe she fell into a pool of water?”

      “Exactly!”

      Benjamin Cohen rubbed his hands. He wasn’t really cold, but it gave him something to do. “How is it possible for a baby girl to fall into a pool of water in Chelm in the middle of the winter?”

      “I put her there.” Sarah sighed as she picked up a frying pan. What with all the excitement, she hadn’t fixed anything for dinner. “And her name is Rachel.”

      Benjamin raised his hands and cowered back, “Don’t hit me!”

      “What?” Sarah squinted. Her husband stepped farther away.

      “Please, please. Whatever I said. Whatever I did, I’m sorry.”

      Sarah raised her hands in a gesture of disbelief, but Benjamin misinterpreted it and ducked his head, cowering behind his arms.

      Sarah looked at the frying pan in her hand. She looked at her husband. She started to laugh. “You should know that, if I was going to hit you, I wouldn’t give you any warning.”

      Benjamin peeked up and bit his lip. “Somehow that isn’t comforting. This isn’t funny.”

      She set the pan back on the stove. “No,” she giggled. “It isn’t. You’re frightened of me?”

      “You haven’t been yourself recently,” Benjamin said. He allowed himself to stand back upright, but didn’t come any closer. “We’ve been married for a long time, and I thought I knew you, but all of a sudden… You’re different.”

      Sarah raised a finger and pointed. “You’re different too. You think it’s easy taking care of two children when you were only expecting one? You think it’s easy carrying them around inside for months. Now they’re on the outside, but you think it’s easy trying to get back to normal when you have absolutely no idea what normal is supposed to be?” Her voice had been rising, and now it was practically a shriek. “You think it’s easy worrying about the future and wondering how it’s going to be for them?”

      Benjamin said, “Me? How am I different?”

      Sarah lifted her arm and made a fist. For a moment, she imagined smashing her fist down on the frying pan’s handle, levering it off the stove, the frying pan flying through the air, and striking her husband flat in the forehead with a great CLANG! Then of course he would be bleeding and screaming or unconscious, and the babies would be awake and yowling. And she would run from the house and leave them all, never to return.

      When she realized what she was thinking, she unclenched her hand, gasped, and collapsed into a chair. She put her elbows on the kitchen table, rested her head in her hands, and began to sob.

      “This is what I mean,” Benjamin mumbled, but he was careful to keep the remark quiet and unheard. He sidled next to his beloved, and put his hands on her shoulders. She shook them off and shrugged him away. He stood there, not quite sure what to do.

      There was a knock at the door.

      Benjamin looked at his wife. He looked at his children. He looked at the door. “I’ll get it,” he said.

      He moved to the door and opened it.

      Mrs. Chaipul stood outside. She had a basket in one hand and a cast iron cooking pot with a lid in the other. It was dark now, and snow was falling, making her shawl look like a white flow of ice.

      “So, are you going to invite me in? Or you want I should freeze in the cold so you can have a statue in front of your house until spring when I thaw and melt into a puddle?”

      Benjamin hesitated. “Sarah and I are having…”

      Mrs. Chaipul peered around his shoulder. “I see. All right. Well, I brought you some dinner.” She lifted the pot. “I also brought you some supplies.” She raised the basket. “Inside is a paper parcel full of tea supplements. Give her one teaspoon in a pot of regular black tea. Only one teaspoon per day. It will help.”

      Benjamin reached out, took the basket and the iron pot, and felt their sudden weight almost rip his arms from their sockets. “These are heavy. What is it?”

      “Food,” said the old woman. “Left over from the bris. Your wife is going to be having a difficult time for a while. She’s not going to be able to do everything she did. Not right away. This will see you through. Others will bring more.”

      “What’s in the tea supplement?” he asked, a little concerned.

      There were rumors, not loud ones, but rumors nonetheless, that Mrs. Chaipul was a bit of a witch. It wasn’t something that you said. It was something you inferred.

      Again Mrs. Chaipul squinted. “You remember when I tore my favorite silk scarf, and you repaired it so I couldn’t even tell where it had been ripped?”

      Benjamin nodded. “I remember. It was a beautiful scarf.”

      The midwife continued, “I asked you how you did that. You just patted my cheek and said, ‘Trade secret!’”

      Benjamin nodded.

      Mrs. Chaipul patted his cheek. “Trade secret.”

      She turned and vanished into the snow.

      Benjamin backed into the room and kicked the door shut with his foot. He lugged the stew pot to the stove and set it on top to warm. He hoisted the basket onto the table, opened it, and peered inside. Mrs. Chaipul knew how to pack a basket. In one compartment there were three salami, a chunk of pastrami, and a hunk of corned beef. In another compartment were two wheels of cheese and a jar of butter. In a third compartment were four loaves of bread, two cabbages, ten potatoes, four heads of garlic, and six onions. A fourth compartment held a walnut strudel. On the bottom, next to the strudel, was a folded paper bag the size of his fist.

      “Who was that?” Sarah asked. Her eyes were rimmed red.

      “Mrs. Chaipul,” Benjamin said. He filled the teakettle with water from the fresh bucket and set it on top of the stove.

      “You didn’t invite her in?”

      Benjamin shrugged. “She couldn’t stay. She brought us some dinner.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m making you tea.”

      “I don’t want tea,” Sarah said.

      Benjamin sighed. “I do,” he said. “Will you join me?”

      Sarah waved her fingers. “All right.”

      He waited until the water had boiled and then made the tea, adding a teaspoon of the fine brown powder from the paper packet. The stew he set to simmering on the back of the stove.

      Benjamin sat down and put one mug in front of her, and another in front of him. He wondered what would happen if he drank the tea.

      She lifted the mug to her lips and sipped it. “This is good. You added milk and sugar?”

      He nodded, and then something struck him.

      What had Sarah said about naming their daughter?
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            NOT MY CUP OF TEA

          

        

      

    

    
      Benjamin Cohen wasn’t quite sure he remembered it correctly, so he decided to ask his wife straight out.

      “Did you say you named our daughter…” he began, but then he hesitated. He wasn’t quite sure exactly what he wanted to say. Or more to the point, he was fairly sure he knew what he wanted to say, but he didn’t quite know how to put it. He wasn’t interested in starting another fight.

      The pause however was enough.

      “Yes,” Sarah answered in a testy voice, “I named her. While you were busy doing your duty as a father to our son, I took our daughter and I gave her a name. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Never in human history has a sane or rational husband answered that question with a yes. Benjamin saw that Sarah’s teeth were gritted and her hands were firmly on her hips. He decided that he was not going to be the first.

      “No, no,” he said hastily. “Of course not.”

      “Good,” Sarah said. “Then it’s settled.”

      They sat quietly for a moment. Their tea grew cold. Neither dared to move.

      At last, Benjamin interrupted the silence. “Only, what did you name her?”

      Sarah pounced. “I told you what I named her. Weren’t you paying attention when I spoke? Don’t you listen to anything I say?”

      Benjamin wasn’t sure what the right answer to that question was. He decided to dodge. “I listened, but I forgot,” he said. “It’s been crazy in the shop. We haven’t been getting enough sleep. The bris was overwhelming. Drink your tea and remind me what you named her.”

      Sarah sipped her tea.

      He wondered how long it would take and how much she should drink for Mrs. Chaipul’s herbs to work.

      So, they sat. If the Cohens had been wealthy enough to own a clock, they would have heard the seconds ticking away. Instead they heard the crackling of logs in the stove, then the sound of their breathing, and finally the quiet gurgles of their children.

      Sarah sighed, “I named her Rachel.”

      “That’s what I thought you said.”

      “You knew, so why did you ask?”

      “I wasn’t sure.”

      “So?” she said.

      “So,” he answered.

      “Do you have a problem with Rachel?”

      Even the best husband can only avoid conflict nine times out of ten. Benjamin knew he was far from the best. He decided to grab the bull by the horns.

      “His name is Yakov,” he said.

      Sarah nodded. “Yes.”

      “Her name is Rachel?”

      Again she nodded. “Yes.”

      “They’re married!” Benjamin sputtered.

      “Who are?”

      “Rachel and Yakov.”

      Sarah looked aghast.

      Anywhere else in the world this sort of a remark would inspire smirks, giggles, or even guffaws. In Chelm, however, language is a very real part of life, and a statement of fact is often assumed to be the truth.

      “How can they be married?” Sarah covered her mouth. “He just had his bris! He’s not even bar mitzvahed. She’s just a baby. I haven’t taught her anything I know. When did you see the marriage broker? More importantly, who are they married to?”

      By now Sarah’s voice had risen, and Benjamin had to put a finger on her lips to keep her from waking the babies.

      “They’re married to each other,” he whispered.

      “No!” she hissed back, amazed. “How is that possible? I didn’t see you make a suit for him or a wedding dress for her. How is that possible?”

      She gasped and pushed his hand away as another thought came into her head. “Why wasn’t I invited to the wedding? They don’t love their mother!”

      Benjamin felt frantic. It was all spinning out of control. “Sarah, Sareleh, get a hold of yourself. If there had been a wedding, you would have been invited, but there was no wedding.”

      Sarah burst into tears. “My children are married to each other out of wedlock. I am a horrible mother!”

      “No no no! You’re a wonderful mother. They aren’t married.”

      Her face suddenly grew somber. “You said they were married. Are you lying to me now? Didn’t you just say they were married?”

      “Yes, that’s what I said,” Benjamin tried to explain. “But it’s not what I meant.”

      “You meant to drive me crazy. You meant to make me mad with worry? You want me to rip my clothes and pull out my hair?”

      “No no. I love your hair, and if you tore your clothes then I’d be the one who would have to repair them. Drink your tea.”

      “What’s with the tea?” Sarah said, suspiciously. “Why aren’t you drinking your tea?”

      “Tea?” Benjamin said. “Tea? What? What? All right. I’ll drink it.” He picked up the mug and drank it in a gulp. “Now listen. Our children are not married. Yakov and Rachel are married.”

      “Yakov and Rachel are our children.”

      “But they’re not married.”

      “You just said they were. You just did.”

      “Not that Yakov and Rachel. The Yakov and Rachel from the Torah! They are married to each other. How could you name our children after a husband and wife?”

      “I didn’t,” Sarah said. “I named her. You named him. If anything, it’s your fault.”

      “You knew what I was naming him. I didn’t know what you were naming her!”

      “Did you ask?”

      “No.”

      “So?”

      “So!” he answered. “So now they’re brother and sister, and husband and wife!”

      “But not really,” Sarah said.

      This panicked Benjamin. “They’re not really brother and sister? Who are they then? They can’t be cousins, although I suppose if they were second cousins they could marry each other without any trouble.”

      Now it was Sarah’s turn to put her finger over his lips. “Sha, sha. Stop it. Calm down. Here, have some more tea.”

      Without thinking, Benjamin took the mug from Sarah’s hand, and drained it down.

      “You know, Sarah,” he said, “I love you.”

      Then his head thunked against the table and he began to snore.

      Sarah covered her mouth, first in concern, but then to hide her smile. She reached out one hand and began brushing it through her husband’s hair. Then she kissed her fingers, and touched them to his cheek.

      “I love you too, Benjamin. Sometimes.”
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