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Autumn 1995, Chicago, IL USA

Grabbing his long beard, Jake Cooper slowly squeezed the scissors, feeling the snip of each coarse strand. As each follicle sailed off into the sink, he felt the agony relentlessly haunting him fade just a hair more. He repeated the process, shaved the rest, then sheared off his payos, the long curly sidelocks gracing either side of his head.

Gazing at the man in the mirror, now sans beard and payos, he recalled the happy young face that once stared back before fatefully devoting himself to an Ultra-Orthodox Jewish lifestyle. A face untouched by tragedy.

Jake’s efforts to regain that youthful happiness was a bittersweet turning point, given the circumstances that ended in his recent divorce from Rachel, and the guilt that lingered from his tragic failure that led to it.

He chose this particular night for his facial transformation to venture out to his first Jewish single’s event, something unheard of in Ultra-Orthodox circles. He donned his formal attire, optimistically descended the stairs, and marched out to the street to locate his car and begin his journey.

​His old Chevy Nova's air conditioning hadn't worked in years and the three-block hike from the only legal parking spot he could find when he arrived, had him working up a sweat. Wiping his brow, he hoped his dark-blonde hair hadn't wilted into a wet blob.

He approached his destination, straightened his tie, tucked in his white shirt, and adjusted his navy-blue suit-jacket. He habitually reached for his yarmulke, but his barren head reminded him that he purposely left it in the car– to shed the very last remnant of that life. It was his first time out in public without it, and he felt like everyone was staring at him, wondering why he wasn’t wearing it.

Jake tugged on the large glass door of Park West– the venue where the Society of Young Jewish Professionals was hosting their singles event. It was his first foray into the modern single world and he was nervous as hell about fitting in.

The door opened to a sparsely populated entrance-hall and he immediately realized his first two mistakes. He arrived amateurishly on time, and despite leaving his black hat at home and ditching his Yarmulke, he was terribly overdressed in the remainder of his yeshiva garb– a white shirt, dark suit, and a tie, all staples of Rabbinical College dress code. 

He joined ranks with three other too-early bachelors and made a mental note of their assortment of dark slacks and open collared silk shirts. They may have arrived early, but at least their attire wouldn't give them away like his would as the evening wore on.

While waiting for the ticket booth to open, a tall muscular bachelor with curly blonde hair extended his palm.

“Hi, I'm Pinky.” He pointed to the short, slim fellow to his right. “This is Big Al.”

Jake placed the two of them at about his own age—thirty-five, somewhat older than bachelor number three, moping silently behind them.

Jake introduced himself and listened intently as Pinky and Big Al argued the finer points of the modern Jewish singles scene. Although he mentally recorded every word to desperately update himself, he questioned the qualifications of his sources.

After the ticket booth opened, Jake forked over his fifteen-bucks and collected his S.Y.J.P. membership card.

“I'll be sure not to leave home without it,” he quipped, as he pocketed the card.

Entering the main hall, he scouted the large, dark, and conspicuously empty room, like a presidential secret-service agent. There were several U-shaped cocktail booths sculpted in black fabric that continued upward, lining the walls. Several dark balconies edged with black track lights dropped from the ceiling. A thick black curtain hid the main stage and served as a backdrop for the small, wooden dance floor.

An assortment of thirty to forty-something bachelors trickled in, eventually followed by an equal array of women.

Putting off the inevitable, Jake hid in one of the empty booths. He watched one macho gut-sucking hunter after another approach their prey and break away from the crowd with their victim on their arm.

A scantily clad waitress's breasts suddenly appeared in his face. "And what can I get you?" she inquired.

I'll take two of those, he thought while struggling to recall the name of a drink he had at his cousin's Bar Mitzvah last summer—the only drink he ever had.

“Got anything fruity?”

“I can get you a Daiquiri,” she replied as her headlights flashed. “You want banana or strawberry?”

Opting for banana, Jake gazed longingly as she gyrated back to the bar. Having never been in a bar or ordered a drink, he realized he had no clue what was expected of him upon her return.

“Do I pay for the drink now? Do I tip her? How much do I tip her? Do I tip now, or later before I leave?” He began to regret pushing himself to come here and felt as if he'd landed on another planet without so much as a road map.

Spotting Pinky, he dashed to the master and asked for directions.

“Haven't you been to a bar before?” Pinky mumbled from the side of his mouth, sizing up a tall redhead across the room.

“Actually, no.”

Jake’s response broke Pinky’s concentration, causing him to lose sight of his mark.

“Damn Jake– where've you been? In the dark ages?”

Jake never considered the matter before, but the dark ages seemed a rather fitting description of his past life in the secluded Ultra-Orthodox community.

“It's a long story, but sort of.”

After Pinky briefed him on barroom etiquette, Jake confidently returned to his booth. He was determined to learn the skills Pinky seemed to come by naturally.

He nodded to the occasional passer-by, while nursing his drink through the tiny swizzle-stick. Having blown most of his meager budget on the entrance fee, he wanted to make the one drink he could afford last the entire evening.

He felt safe in his little observatory-booth until Pinky approached. "Jake, you've gotta mingle. You'll never meet anyone sitting here like a lonely-heart. C'mon."

Reluctantly following the guru's instructions, Jake settled into a forced nonchalant stance amongst a group of bachelors lurking near the room's main entrance, hoping to preemptively strike, before the catch-of-the-day fell prey to one of the other sharks circling the room. Feeling a new camaraderie toward his fellow oglers, he once again felt confident he could make up for his sheltered life all in one night.

As the dance-music beat at an ear-deafening level, Jake tapped out impromptu dance-steps with his foot while continuing to nurse his drink.

Once again, his mentor came to his rescue. "Don't stand by the door. That's the worst thing you can do—you look desperate. Follow me. I'll introduce you to some people."

Jake followed Pinky to a large booth, where he introduced Jake to several people.

Sitting nervously in the crowded booth, he listened to the conversation intently, trying to think of something clever to add. But his opportunity slipped away as everyone migrated to the dance floor, including Pinky who’d connected with a drop-dead gorgeous blonde.

Once again, Jake was alone.

“Hi there,” a deep, raspy voice purred. “I'm Marsha. Can I join you?”

Her jade-green eyes staring down at Jake were set-off by jet-black shoulder-length hair.

Marsha's skin-tight, black, leather mini-skirt revealed slender shapely legs. Her youthful looks were betrayed only by her hands, which revealed an age somewhat older than her thirty-something appearance.

When he remembered to breathe, Jake fumbled a response, “Oh—no, I mean yes—please, have a seat.”

“I’m Jake Cooper.”

They chatted for a while, Marsha picking up most of the conversation. Jake basked in the warmth of her deep voice, barely recalling most of what she actually said. He did manage to glean a few vital nuggets: she was visiting Chicago, looking for a job, possibly moving here. She asked about his background and seemed fascinated as he described his former Rabbinical College life, recent divorce, and now-abandoned Ultra-Orthodox lifestyle.

Jake felt an inner warmth from the attention he was getting from this gorgeous woman and he didn't want it to stop. But an uncomfortable lull found its way into the conversation and Jake sheepishly reverted to nursing his Daiquiri.

Marsha finally broke the silence. “Wanna dance?”

Recognizing his cue, Jake shed his jacket and tie, rolled up his white sleeves and surrendered his hand to his new-found companion. Marsha led him through the crowd like a shepherd.

They made their way across the dance floor.

Jake’s eyes fixated on the crowd’s dance-steps.

Eventually, they carved out a spot and became one with the mass of human flesh jiggling to the pulsating music. Jake was so intent on moving his feet in the proper directions, he didn't notice that Marsha was staring deeply into his sky-blue eyes.

A slow dance tune mellowed out the crowd and Marsha ran her fingers through his thick hair, hugging his torso as he struggled not to crush her delicate feet.

Despite shedding half his wardrobe, Jake overheated shortly thereafter. 

“Mind if we take a break?”

They returned to the booth where Jake took a few swigs from his now slightly spiked ice water. Excusing himself, he dashed to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his sweaty face.

He returned to find Marsha swirling the ice around a Black-Russian with her index-finger. 

She withdrew her finger from the intoxicating beverage, then seductively slid it deep into her mouth. She slowly extracted it, and wrapped her painted, ruby lips tightly around it.

“I bought a drink while you were away, but that's okay. You'll pay for the next one.”

Jake was stunned at her expectation.

He didn't want the magic to end, so he simply smiled.

Marsha said she was ready for more dancing. Complying with her request, Jake gained confidence in his footwork with each dance. Eventually, she steered him towards the outer edge of the dance floor, near the narrow hallway leading to the washrooms. Leading Jake by the hand into the narrow corridor, Marsha leaned her perfectly shaped, firm breasts against him, forcing his back to the wall. Slithering up his chest, she half-closed her eyes and puckered her thin lips.

Inhaling her perfume, Jake abruptly turned his cheek.

Marsha jerked back. Her jaw dropped. 

“I can't believe you just did that. Any guy here would kill to be with me and you blow me off when I show you some attention?”

Jake just stood there stunned, like a child caught red-handed. He knew it made no sense. But something wasn't right. She seemed like everything he'd ever dreamed of in a woman, physically. Yet something begged him not to get involved with Marsha. 

He’d been a virgin before his marriage to Rachel and wondered if he was scared to be with a sexy modern woman.

Marsha shook her head. 

“Haven't you got a damn thing to say? Maybe it's true. Are all you Talmudic scholars a bunch of homo's? That's what I hear.”

Jake looked away.

“You don't know what you're missing. I'm going to find someone here who appreciates what I have to offer. Maybe you should go back to your secluded yeshiva world. Next time, keep your little yarmulke on your head so we'll know who you really are, instead of coming here, pretending to be a real man.”

It was gone in a flash. Jake felt like any hope he had of finding happiness, vanished in an instant. “Was this what all modern women offered? Was it all just sex and affection in exchange for free drinks?”

Jake made his way back to the still-empty booth to take refuge. He watched longingly as the crowd danced their cares away. There were more Jewish singles here than he'd ever seen before, yet he'd never felt more alone.

It confused and scared him.

A friendly tap on his shoulder revived him. 

“What happened to the babe you were with? You didn't scare her off, did you?”

He recounted the episode for Pinky.

“Lots of women are just looking for money,” Pinky admitted. “It takes dough to make things happen and they know they can get it.”

“It just doesn't seem fair,” Jake insisted. “I'm a big boy—I learn fast. But on my limited budget, I can't see how I'll ever afford to wine and dine a woman long enough to get a relationship going.”

Their conversation continued—Jake was grateful for the distraction. The topic turned from women to money, then to business, religion, and politics, then back to financing relationships.

Jake hesitated, then decided to share his money-making idea. 

“I've got this how-to book I bought from an infomercial that explains how to win the lottery by charting and wheeling numbers.”

"Does it work?" Pinky asked.

“It works on paper, although I can't figure out why,” Jake admitted. “Certain numbers repeat in identifiable patterns. There's a software package that'll do most of the work. I've won on paper, usually on four numbers. Couple of times I hit five, which would've translated into a few thousand bucks. It's not fool-proof, but it is the smart way to lotto.”

“So how come you're so broke, mister computer-whiz?” Pinky asked, skeptically.

“Because I can't afford to risk the forty bucks per drawing it takes to keep playing until you win. You have to buy enough tickets to cover all the combinations the software picks.”

Pinky hesitated, then said, “I know people who are always looking for something to put a few bucks into. I'm sure I could raise that kind of cash. How about we get together on this?”

Before the evening ended Marsha cornered Jake one more time, offering him a second bite at the apple. Pinky’s confidence assured him he’d have enough money to finance at least the rest of the evening buying Marsha drinks, so despite the warning signals screaming through his brain, he spent the rest of the evening, and all the cash in his pocket, flirting with her.
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Mindy Stein felt the blood drain from her face as she recalled Sender's reaction to her request for a divorce. 

He sat with a cold, expressionless face. No yelling, no arguing—nothing. As if he hadn't heard a word she'd said.

It took her by surprise.

After years of his irate tantrums, it was certainly not what she expected. He simply nodded at her request. She was treading thin-ice, trying not to trigger Sender into a rage that would whip the community into a frenzy against her, as she knew he could. That would be awful—not only for herself, but more so for the children, her three sweethearts.

Mindy pulled her car out of the downtown Chicago parking structure near her work and made her way onto southbound Lake Shore Drive toward her West Rogers Park neighborhood.

The intense rush-hour traffic and the dreary overcast sky did little to lift her spirits as she mentally prepared to face what awaited her at home.

She picked up her children from the sitter, parked the car, and unloaded the kids, ushering them into the red-bricked Georgian she shared with him.

When they entered the dimly lit front-room Sender was standing there, arms folded. 

“Where's dinner?" he growled.

Mindy was smart enough not to reply. She silently returned his stare.

“Forget it—I'll do it myself!”

He stormed out of the large room slamming the door to the den behind him.

That was fine with her.

She slowly let out a deep breath, lowered her head, eased the den door open. Sender was standing just inside. It had been a while since she'd been this close to him. The pungent odor turned her nose. 

“We may as well just do this. Are you ready?” she asked.

Sender looked away. “What are you going to tell the kids?”

“Exactly what Dr. Bulinsky told us to.”

At her request, they consulted a child psychologist before breaking the news to the children. She mistakenly took Sender's cooperation as a positive sign. His only request was that they see a Orthodox Jewish psychologist.

In an effort to expedite the process, she reluctantly agreed.

Dr. Bulinsky explained how important it was to tell the children that the divorce was not their fault and that it was crucial that this came equally from both parents.

Both parents.

“And what did he tell you to say?” Sender replied.  

“You know very well!” 

Mindy strained to keep her anger bottled up just a little while longer. 

“It's supposed to come from both of us, remember?”

“You created this problem– you handle it.” Sender insisted. 

Sender summoned their three children into the den like a Sergeant's roll call. 

“Your mother has something she wants to tell you.”

Later that evening, she settled the kids into bed in her new apartment, just a few blocks away from their home—what she now considered Sender’s home. She asked a neighbor to stay with the children while she returned to the Georgian to gather the few last items she needed. 

She opened the back door and came eye-to-eye with Sender, arms crossed, lips drawn tight.

“I spoke with a lawyer. I don't have to let you take anything out of this house—not a single thing.”

He continued blocking the door.

Suddenly, Mindy missed the quiet Sender of the past few weeks. But this was the Sender she knew. They'd already agreed on a list of items she would take. She was determined not to let him bully her. She wanted to avoid provoking him, but this was more than she could bear. There was no way she was leaving without the photos of her children, some of their toys, and her jewelry.

“Move! Don't make me force you—because I will.”

“I could call the police and stop you.” Sender threatened.

“Go ahead. Do what you have to. I'm not leaving without my things just because you're angry.”

Classic Sender.

He hadn't objected to her taking the children—it was her possessions that really got to him.

To her surprise Sender stepped aside. She marched inside and began picking up the items she'd planned to take. Figuring this might be her last opportunity, she rummaged through the file cabinet in the den, looking for any last-minute items she might want.
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Rabbi Miklin wiped his brow and took a sip of ice water. 

“Oh, and please set up for the Janisburg case. They're coming in at two. The hearing should start at two-thirty.”

Acknowledging the rabbi's instruction, the clerk sauntered off to the library mentally listing the many volumes of Jewish law-books and commentaries they'd require. He knew them by heart. In fact, he knew these books better than any of them. He despised his lowly position with the Beis Din—the Jewish religious court. If not for his unfortunate circumstances, he surely would have been head judge by now, his rulings on the topic of every Talmudic lecture.

Slowly scaling the library walls, he retrieved the required texts. Placing them on a metal cart, he wheeled them to the courtroom. The wheels of the cart squeaked as he guided it along and he mentally noted to oil them. He was proud of this library. It was his baby. He was intimately familiar with each of the hundreds of books. He could instantly recall the location of any particular volume using the cataloging technique he had devised.

He neatly piled the books near the judge's microphone, then sat for a moment in the Judge's leather chair. This was where he really belonged– head judge of the Beis Din. Removing a small leather case from the inside breast pocket of his black suit-jacket, he slipped out the small hand-held mirror it contained. Sitting upright, he meticulously examined his appearance. Licking his fingers, he smoothed his eyebrows and ran his fingers through his neatly trimmed beard. He gazed into the little mirror, admiring the distinguished looking rabbi staring back at him.

Yes, he would make a fine head judge indeed.

As two-thirty approached, he begrudgingly extracted himself from the large leather chair and skulked to his little clerk's desk off to the side of the courtroom where he patiently waited during the entire session.

The case was a money-matter, nothing of particular interest—at least not for his purposes.

After the session, he gathered the volumes and carefully returned each one to its place on the shelf.

Later that day, Sender sauntered into the building wearing a misshapen black fedora, and a wrinkled black suit jacket, peppered with dandruff.

“I’m Sender Stein. I’m here for my appointment,” he announced as he approached the receptionist.

The elderly receptionist checked her appointment book and said, “Rabbi Miklin is just wrapping up an emergency session. He’ll be with you shortly. Meanwhile, feel free to make yourself comfortable in his office.”

Sender slithered down the narrow corridor, checking the name-plates on each office door until he came to one marked;

Rabbi Isaac Miklin, Chief Judge

Illinois Rabbinical Board

He lingered in the doorway of the tiny office for a moment, stroking his long oversized oily nose with his bony forefinger and thumb. He wiped his oily fingers on his black, wrinkled suit-jacket. He entered the room and sifted through a pile of papers on the rabbi's desk. 

He opened several file cabinet drawers rifling through the neatly aligned folders.

Pulling out one of particular interest, he began reading it. Tilting back his misshapen black fedora, he furiously scratched his greasy hair adding even more snow to his suit jacket. He hated being kept waiting by anyone, but made good use of the opportunity. The secretary did tell him to make himself comfortable. And nothing made him more comfortable than conducting research, as he liked to think of it.

After perusing most of the file, he heard the clacking of steel taps emanating from the tiled hallway. He slipped the file back into the cabinet and quietly closed the drawer. 

The steps drew closer.

“Mr. Stein, I apologize for the inconvenience.”

The tall stately looking rabbi adorned by a long white beard and full-length black coat presented his open-palmed hand. 

“I hope I haven't kept you waiting too long.”

“That's okay. I've been making myself comfortable,” Sender replied.

He noted the rabbi’s freshly pressed suit, crisp starched white shirt and perfectly shaped jet-black Homburg perched on his head.

As the rabbi took his seat behind the large oak desk, he motioned to Sender to occupy one of the guest chairs opposite him. Sender promptly complied, slithering into the well-worn cracked-leather chair.

“I didn't know about our emergency session when I scheduled your appointment. But we are here about you now, so let's see how I can be of help. What is it that you need?”

“Recently my wife moved out of our home with our three children. She is demanding a divorce and I'm more than happy to give her one.”

“I see. Have you tried counseling?”

“No. That's not the problem. My wife has decided to throw away her Orthodox Judaism and become like the shiksa women she sees walking the streets with their short skirts and low-cut blouses. If that's what she wants, good riddance I say. But she's subjecting our children to her new lifestyle. Already she's fed them non-kosher food and exposed them to television and movies. She tells my boys they don't have to wear their yarmulkes. Last night, she took them out to eat at a McDonald's.”

He rested his pimple-ridden forehead in his hands and let out a deep forced sigh. He slowly lifted his head, drawing his hands down across his pockmarked face. He cocked one eye to gauge the rabbi’s reaction.

“You see, Rabbi Miklin, I'm concerned about the upcoming Shabbos. I'm afraid– no I'm certain, she's going to desecrate the Shabbos day with them. Adam, my twelve-year-old, called me yesterday begging me to save him because she's planning to take them to the movies this Friday night.”

“Mr. Stein. My heart goes out to you and your children. This is terrible. Unfortunately, I cannot say it is the first time I've seen this sort of thing. How can I help?”

Sender tried to hide the smirk that reflexively flashed across his face.

“Well, since all of my children are over the age of six, I believe I should get custody. Which would be most appropriate under the circumstances.”

“Are all your children boys?”

“The two oldest are boys. My youngest is a girl.”

“Well, you're correct, but only about the boys. If they're both older than six you'd get custody if the Beis Din saw fit. But mothers usually get custody of their daughters unless there are extenuating circumstances. From what you say, there most certainly are.”

Sender delivered his well-practiced look of desperation. 

“Then you can help me.”

“That all depends. Being that your wife turned away from Jewish traditions and laws, it's unlikely she'll come to a Beis Din hearing. Has she filed a petition with the civil court?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. You see, we will not take a case that is already pending in civil court.”

Sender wasn’t prepared for this. His eyes flared open. He leaned forward in his chair and slammed his open hand down on the rabbi's desk.

“Then I won’t give her a Get until she turns my children over to me. Without that she won’t be able to remarry. I’m sure that will motivate her.”

“Mr. Stein, I would not advise that course of action. It can backfire on you. Especially under the circumstances you described.”

“What do you mean?”

“You also cannot remarry until you give her the Get. I'd advise you to give her the Get right away—before she strays so far from Orthodox tradition that she won't cooperate with that either.”

Sender cursed himself for not having thought of this. His frustration caused beads of sweat to run from under his hat down his face and into his beard. 

“Can you officiate the Get for us before the civil divorce is final?”

“I'll be more than happy to. But I cannot issue the certificate that proves you delivered a Get to her, which you’ll need to remarry, until the civil divorce has been completed. We must follow the local laws of the land.”

Sender suggested several other tactical proposals for coercing Mindy into relinquishing custody of the children, all to no avail. Rabbi Miklin insisted that any such action would push her further away from Orthodox Jewish tradition and certainly not serve to gain her cooperation.

His plan backfired, which made him even more determined to get his way, somehow.
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Marsha carefully placed her hot-chocolate mug on the counter and slid onto the overstuffed stool next to Laurie. The small Dunkin' Donuts diner was jammed with black-hatted worshippers pouring out of nearby synagogues after morning prayers. The Devon-Kedzie location was the area's only certified-kosher donut shop.

“Laurie, I've finally got you beat—well, almost.”

Marsha needed to convince her she was really playing the game she'd proposed to Laurie. They'd both been raised strictly Orthodox Jewish and they'd both grown to resent living that restrictive, secluded lifestyle. 

As adults, they chose to lead secular lives, rebelliously violating every religious rule they knew. 

Eventually, Laurie married back into the fold, but not until after she'd crossed Marsha in the worst way. Now that Laurie was getting divorced, Marsha had challenged Laurie to see who could be the first to seduce a strait-laced Orthodox man.

She knew that would make it easy to dupe Laurie into her revenge trap.

“From your description, and the dreamy look in your eye, I take it this Jake guy is one hell of a catch–- a real hunk, I told you molding a black-hat fanatic into a real man would be exciting—like breaking in a new horse.”

Laurie was taking the bait. After carefully sipping her hot chocolate, Marsha stared right into Laurie’s eyes and continued the ruse of their rekindled friendship—which was crucial to fulfilling her revenge for the pain she'd caused. 

“Once again, you know exactly how I feel. It's like we're twins.”

Laurie cracked a faint smile. 

“Actually, it's more than that. I feel the same way about mine.”

“Laurie Smilow, are you holding out on me?” 

Laurie was Marsha's only long-term friend. Ever since leaving Chicago as a young girl, Marsha corresponded with her regularly. They shared everything about their lives—until that one weekend. For a full year after Laurie had ruined her life, Marsha hadn't spoken to her. She'd waited, silently plotting her revenge. Now Laurie was falling right into the trap she'd waited years to set. This was almost too easy.

“I was planning to tell you soon. He's a special one. Not only is he a black-hatter, it gets better.”

Marsha snapped her head to flip her long black hair out of her eyes.

“Oh, come on, don't tease me. Let's have it all.”

“He's married,” Laurie said.

“Married? That's incredible! How’d you snag him?”

“That part was easy. I met him at Glatt World, that little kosher grocery down the block. I work the register evenings for pocket money.”

Pushing aside her untouched French Cruller, Marsha leaned her elbows on the counter, plopping her chin into the headrest formed by her hands, eagerly awaiting to hear more.

“I first met him on a Friday afternoon, right before Shabbos. The owner had already left—he usually lets me lock up. I'd just finished pulling down the blinds when he walked in. I thought it was strange he didn't leave when he saw we'd be alone with the blinds drawn. He picked up a few items and brought them to the register. I figured this might be a guy I could work with.”

“How did you get him to go out with you?” Marsha asked.

“I told him how scared I felt, closing up while being alone. I mentioned how it's really bad when we're open after Shabbos. On Saturday nights, I open the place after sundown and close up at midnight. There's no one else running the store and it’s usually empty.”

Laurie's tale had Marsha completely mesmerized. She downed the last drop of the now not-so-hot chocolate from the belly of her mug. 

“So? Did he come back Saturday night after Shabbos?”

“It was already midnight and he still hadn't shown,” Laurie explained. “I was about to lock up when he rapped on the window. That's when I knew I had him hooked.”

“But he's married. How could he do that?”

“You know these guys. They can rationalize anything. If they really want something, they'll find a way to make it okay. Most of them are married to what we almost became—fat, frumpy, hags with five babies on each arm. These guys get hard-ons just walking past women like us.”

“How long has this been going on?”

Instead of responding, Laurie swiveled her stool toward the window. Nibbling her Cruller, she studied the Orthodox men milling around the tiny parking lot.

“Laurie! How long have you been keeping this from me?”

“Oh, it's been a few months now. I didn't want to say anything until I got him into bed.”

Laurie placed the barely nicked donut on the counter and patted her lips with a napkin. 

“That was the bad part.”

“Why? Can't he perform?”

“Gosh, no—nothing like that. But this guy smelled so baaad—and his skin. Ugh! I wonder if he even bathes for Shabbos.”

“How can you stand being with a guy like that? Our little game can't be worth that much to you?”

“Oh, I set the ground rules right away. He bathes before he comes to see me and wears fresh clothing. Otherwise, he knows he won't get anywhere with me.”

“Besides, he's worth the effort.”

Laurie fingered the heavy, braided gold chain around her neck.

“It's real.”

Though she knew it would help perpetuate the ruse, Marsha couldn't give Laurie the satisfaction of a compliment. She'd beat her to the punch—again. But this time it was okay. There was more on the table than the initial snag—far more than Laurie knew.

Marsha smoothly slipped into her secret phase-two agenda.

“So, what's his name?”

“No—I can't. Maybe later. But for now, I can't tell anyone. It's not that I'm keeping secrets, it’s just that, well—he's married. You understand.”

But she didn't. 

Marsha missed the times when there had been no secrets between them. She used to cherish Laurie's friendship. It carried her through some tough times. 

She toyed with her empty mug, silently wondering if Laurie was on to her scheme.

Laurie was the first to break the ugly silence. 

“At least your guy doesn't seem to have any problems. What's the deal with him?”

Marsha jumped through the door Laurie opened. 

“Oh, he’s quite the hunk, like you said—dresses a little stiff, but he's new at it. At first, he wouldn't even kiss me. You should've seen him. He looked like a lost sheep at that party, lost without a clue what to do. But he's a quick study.”

The competing duo sat at the counter entertaining themselves with the parade of customers that continued to flow through the tiny shop. When the crowd finally dwindled, they paid their tab, put on their jackets, and headed out to the parking lot.

Laurie zipped her coat and pulled up her collar.

“So, tell me about your new job,” Laurie insisted.

“It's not a job, just an interview. But it looks promising.”

“It'll be great having you back in Chicago– like old times.”

But Marsha knew it could never again be like old times.

What Laurie had done was unforgivable. But it was too soon to let on to that. Marsha had taken great pains to convince Laurie she'd put that behind them—that their life-long friendship was stronger than that one, isolated incident.

“You can't imagine how long I've been looking forward to moving back. I should hear from them later this week,” Marsha said.

“How did you hear about it?”

“My uncle's rabbi told him about it. It's the perfect job for me—they're looking for someone with my specialty.”
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​Chapter Five
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Despite his best efforts, Sender was running a half-hour late. He’d gotten caught up preparing for the upcoming Jewish New Year–- Rosh Hashanah, all the while dreading the year to come, expecting nothing but trouble from Mindy with the divorce.

He located The Rav's address on Francisco and entered the long narrow vestibule. He pressed the button beneath The Rav's mailbox until he heard the inner door rattle in response. He yanked the heavy wood and glass door open and raced up the first flight of stairs where he was greeted by a middle-aged woman, peering out from behind a half-closed door.

She squinted at him through thick bifocals and exposed her yellowed teeth.

“Stein?”

He nudged his black fedora off his sweaty pimpled brow and mopped it with his coat sleeve.

“Yes. I'm Sender Stein.”

She adjusted the curly dishwater-blonde wig perched lopsided on her head, and swung the door open. 

“They're waiting for you in the office.”

She led him down a long narrow hallway lined with antique photos of long-bearded men and babushka-clad women. Sender followed her to the back of the flat. 

She pointed to one of the bedroom doors.

“In there.”

He pushed the door open without so much as a knock, revealing a tiny room crammed with books, files, and time worn furniture. The hot stuffy room was shaded by dusty half-closed blinds, resting just above atop an old gray air-conditioner precariously hanging out the window. A white-bearded man Sender gauged to be in his seventies sat behind an old mahogany desk facing the door.

He was instantly intrigued by the secrets he imagined the room held.

He closed the door behind him and discovered a pudgy balding man, sitting opposite The Rav. Several long strands of graying hair were draped across the fifty-something stranger's scalp, accentuating his conspicuously bare-head. His dark narrow-set eyes peered over the gold-rimmed reading glasses perched at the bottom of his bulbous nose.

Sender was irritated by his presence—he didn't like surprises.

“Mr. Stein, this is Mr. Rudy Garbacz, an attorney well versed in cases such as yours. He has graciously taken time from his busy schedule to advise us this afternoon.”

The Rav pointed towards the empty seat beside Rudy. 

Sender took the proffered seat and recounted his fictitious story about Mindy corrupting his children’s religious beliefs.

The Rav shifted the large black yarmulke on his head, then pulled a stray hair from his beard. He twisted the white symbol of wisdom between his thumb and forefinger several times, then buried it between the pages of an old book.

“This is a delicate situation, my friend. We must coax your wife into giving up custody without traumatizing the children.”

“I was thinking that I shouldn't give her a Get until she gives me custody. I'm sure she'll want to remarry. The pressure of withholding that will surely be enough to persuade her.”

The Rav leaned forward and furrowed his brow.

"Let me assure you, Mr. Stein. This would be a grave mistake on your part. Withholding the Get can be a two-edged sword. Your wife needs to receive it to remarry. But she also must accept it for you to remarry. You need her cooperation as much as she needs yours.”

The Rav slowly leaned back in his worn leather chair.

“No, my friend. Give her the Get as soon as possible. If your wife has truly left her Orthodox ways, as you say she has, she may not be that willing to cooperate. She may even, God forbid, feel that she is free to remarry without a Get. That would be most unfortunate.”

The Rav sat upright and pulled his chair toward the desk. The short quick jerks forced several squawks from the chair’s legs, dragging across the bare hardwood flooring, sending shivers up Sender's spine.

“Perhaps Mr. Garbacz can suggest another, less risky, method you could employ to obtain custody—after you take care of the Get.”

They discussed several possibilities, all of which Sender readily discarded. He bitterly opposed the compromising scent of joint custody, and he refused to buy her cooperation with financial sacrifices. They were his children—he shouldn't have to buy them back. He began to feel The Rav lose patience with him as the hour grew even later.

Rudy fell silent for a moment while pondering the issue.

“Perhaps, the best way to approach this matter is head on. Currently, your wife has no more legal claim to custody than you do. You have no separation agreement and very little time has passed since you separated.”

“You could simply take them from her.”

The Rav stroked his beard several times. 

“What about the children? We don't want to upset them with an ugly scene.”

“Not necessary,” Rudy assured him, as he patted the strands of hair draped across the bald part of his head. “You do see the children on a regular basis, don't you?” he asked Sender.  

Sender nodded.

“Well then, next time you have the children—after you give her the Get, keep them. You might be able to withhold visitation from her until the civil divorce is settled, or at least until she can get a court date for a temporary custody hearing.”

Sender rubbed his oil-slicked forehead with his right hand, stopping to pop one of several zits.

“Won't that be like kidnapping?” Sender asked.

“Not at all. You said she doesn't keep Shabbos, and feeds them non-kosher food. We could file an emergency motion seeking temporary custody based on serious endangerment to the psychological, emotional, and religious wellbeing of the children. The court will order an evaluation and schedule a hearing. And you're in Cook County. I was just at the Daley Center yesterday, setting trial dates for another case. The calendars are booked solid for months. You probably won't get a hearing date until next summer.”

“How would a delay help Mr. Stein?” The Rav asked.

“Well, first-off, in the interim, you might be able to prevent her from seeing the children at all. Even if that fails, you'll have temporary custody—and we can argue that you were the primary caretaker of the children up until she removed them from your home.”

“You were the primary caretaker, weren't you?" Rudy asked as he smiled at Sender and nodded his head up and down in an exaggerated fashion. 

"No, mostly she took care of the kids."

“Mr. Stein, perhaps you didn't hear me.” Rudy once again flashed his teeth at Sender and nodded. “You were the children's primary caretaker, right?”

“Oh—right, right! Yes—of course I was.”

“Good. That plays a big part in determining custody—even temporary custody.”

“Meanwhile, you'll undeniably be the primary caretaker while you have temporary custody. That will bolster your petition for permanent custody when the case goes to trial—if it goes that far. If she doesn't get any visitation, or very limited visitation in the interim, that would certainly put enough pressure on her to cooperate, assuming she really wants to see the children.”

"Oh, she does. Believe me, she really does," Sender assured him.

A wide grin slowly spread across Sender's face. He slouched back comfortably in his chair, arms folded, legs crossed, staring at the ceiling. 

He decided that he and Rudy would get along just fine after all.

Sender smiled uncontrollably, nearly breaking into giddy laughter.

He vigorously shook the two men's hands, thanking them both and wishing The Rav a good Rosh Hashana– a good Jewish New Year. 

He couldn't have hoped for a better turn of luck. 

This would be a wonderful New Year after all.
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​Chapter Six
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Mindy answered the ringing phone.

Sender said he wanted to finalize their Jewish divorce by giving her a Get.

Although she was relieved to hear this, his unusual cooperation made her anxious.

Sender suggested the name of rabbi she’d never heard of to officiate. 

She wanted her Get to be readily accepted by anyone without question. The Illinois Rabbinical Board was the logical choice, as everyone in the community accepted their stamp of approval. 

She insisted that Rabbi Miklin officiate the Get.

Sender objected, but then quickly relented to her request.

They agreed to meet on the following Thursday.

After hanging up, her anxiety level raised several notches. 

Sender seemed a little too easy to deal with.

When Thursday evening arrived, Mindy finally felt relieved and was eager to get it over with.

There would still be the civil divorce, but finalizing the Get concerned her more. Orthodox Jewish men often used their powerful position in the Jewish divorce process to blackmail their ex's to-be, who were required to receive the divorce-decree document—the Get—before remarrying.

Without it, a woman was stuck in limbo. 

Under Jewish law, the man has all the power. The husband must give the Get to the woman. She cannot initiate it, or force the matter.

Often, men demanded money or better settlement terms—that she could deal with. It would be worth any price to be rid of Sender.

But sometimes they wanted more– much more, like custody of the children. 

On rare occasions, they'd refuse to give the Get altogether.

Mindy recently heard about a woman in the community who was married to a man she despised, who refused to give her a Get. Rather than endure a lifelong sentence of loneliness, she abandoned her Orthodox traditions altogether, and waited only for her civil divorce before remarrying.

Knowing Sender's scheming nature, this was an opportunity she thought he'd be unable to pass up. She couldn't imagine him letting the opportunity pass unexercised.

Surely, he had some surprise waiting for her. 

Whatever he had in store, she'd find out soon enough. 

But after tonight, it would be over.

Once he gave her the Get, he would no longer have it to hold over her head.

After parking in the near-empty lot outside the tiny one-story building in Skokie, she rushed inside. 

The receptionist's desk was unoccupied. 

Wandering down the corridor, she looked for signs of life, until she heard voices emanating from a room at the far end of the hall. 

She rushed to the only room sporting half-open doors. 

A placard on the door read BEIS DIN, indicating the room was designated as the Jewish courtroom. Underneath the placard a sliding sign announced that the Beis Din was IN-SESSION. But a glance past the open doors proved otherwise.

Mindy entered the large, paneled room lined with polished mahogany bookcases. A matching wooden step ladder rested against one of the packed bookcases. A large oak desk on the carpeted stage at the front of the room bore a brass nameplate with Rabbi Miklin's moniker.

Sender was huddled in a corner at the back of the room, chatting with several bearded men. She wondered what lies he was telling them. 

Here it comes. 

She braced herself for the worst.

She slowly advanced toward the all-male crowd. 

A tall, elderly man broke away from the group. He smiled warmly as he strode towards her, holding his hands intertwined behind his back, instead of extending a hand to shake. 

Mindy immediately recognized the maneuver.

Orthodox Jewish law prohibits men from touching a woman outside their immediate family.

“Mrs. Stein? We spoke earlier.” 

He pressed his fingertips to his large chest. 

“I'm Rabbi Miklin. I'll be presiding over your Get today.”

She'd expected an older looking, shorter man. But the Rabbi's black Hamburg, heavy gold-rimmed bifocals, well-groomed white beard, and crisp long black coat gave him a stately aura. There was a warm sparkle in his eye, and his stride had an energetic spring to it.

Rabbi Miklin beckoned the group in the corner to join them. 

He introduced two other men as the official witnesses, and identified a younger man clutching a shop-worn brown leather briefcase as the sofer– the scribe who would write their Get document for them. 

Sender lurked behind the group, hands behind his back, whispering to a bearded man whom Rabbi Miklin neglected to introduce.

Rabbi Miklin stretched one arm toward the front of the courtroom.

“Let us begin.” 

During the entire hour-long ceremony, Mindy fought the temptation to imagine what traps Sender had set for her. 

She tried to focus on the closure tonight's event would bring, and for the first time since her childhood, she looked forward to her future. 

She made a concerted effort to avoid looking in Sender's direction. 

But a murmur at the witness table caught her attention, causing her to glance toward them, catching the wrath of Sender's evil-eye as she did.

Had he been staring at her all this time?

For a moment, her body tensed, the claustrophobic feelings she thought she left behind the day she moved out momentarily returned, suffocating her.

The pit in her stomach grew larger, as if fed by the invisible fire emanating from his loathsome eyes. She jerked away, turning back to watch the sofer complete her long-awaited declaration of freedom.

After what seemed like an eternity, the sofer placed his quill on the table. He gently blew onto the wet letters he'd scratched onto the parchment until satisfied that the lettering on the Get was dry.

Finally, he announced that the Get was ready.

The sofer then ceremoniously read the contents of the Get aloud for all to hear. 

Following Rabbi Miklin's commands, Mindy stood up and cupped her hands waiting to receive the Get from Sender.

Her arms formed goose bumps, and she felt every hair on the back of her neck. 

Rabbi Miklin, the witnesses, the sofer, and even the rabbi’s clerk, turned to watch her every movement. 

Mindy felt cold and alone in the crowded room, like an outcast. 

It was the first time she’d ever been alone in a room full of men, behind closed doors. 

She fought her tears, choosing to focus instead on her imminent escape from the man who'd imprisoned her and her children in a living hell all these years.

It was time to step into freedom.

Mindy stood, quivering-chin up, proudly extending her cupped hands.

Sender stood and stepped purposefully toward Mindy, resuming his intimidating glare. 

For the first time, Mindy locked eyes with him and returned the stare with fierce determination.

Her intensity sent Sender stumbling. His torso slammed into the corner of a table. 

Rabbi Miklin shot up out of his chair. 

“Mr. Stein– are you okay?”

“I'm fine.”

Mindy held her stance as Sender once again locked eyes with her. He raised the Get up for all to see and dropped it into the human bucket formed by her cupped hands.

She accepted the Get, raising it up to demonstrate her full possession of it, and then clutched it to her chest.

Freedom.

The nightmare was over.

Unexpectedly, Rabbi Miklin immediately asked her to surrender the Get to the sofer who took a razor knife to it and sliced a big “X” through the document, destroying it. 

“This assures the Get cannot be used again for another couple with the same names. Each Get must be specifically drafted for the divorcing couple.”

Rabbi Miklin filled out and signed two copies of a form certifying their religious divorce had been executed.

“We will not release these until your civil proceedings conclude. We must follow the laws of the land—you cannot use these certificates as proof of your Jewish divorce to remarry until you obtain your civil divorce, as is the law of the land in the State of Illinois.”

On her way out of the room, Mindy passed Sender. 

Unable to resist repeating the look that almost toppled him earlier, she decided to give him one more shot of her evil-eye stare.

But as she turned to deliver the attack, she faced Sender's sly, overly confident grin staring back at her, sending shivers down her spine.

​
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​Chapter Seven
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Jake thoroughly enjoyed spending time with Marsha, but it was time to make a decision about his future with her. 

The High-Holiday season– the days commencing with the Jewish New Year, the Rosh Hashanah holiday, and concluding with Yom Kippur—the Day of Atonement, was nearly ending. 

The ominous Yom Kippur holiday seemed to force his hand. 

He’d already put it off far too long.

He certainly did feel something for her. 

But he wondered– was it his heart, or his animal instinct, doing the feeling? 

He knew the answer– and knew what he needed to do. But he'd already displayed far too many signs of affection to easily extract himself from the relationship abruptly. 

The red roses and card he sent her for the Rosh Hashanah holiday certainly weren't going to help matters.

There was now less than an hour to spare. Yom Kippur services would begin at dusk.

Jake showered and dressed in navy-blue slacks and a crisp white shirt. He topped that off by affixing a crocheted yarmulke to his hair with a bobby pin.

Marsha had sent it with an accompanying card that read, “A new yarmulke for a New Year, Love, Marsha.”

Love. What a nice thought– or maybe what a frightening thought!

Jake supposed that Marsha spent hours crocheting this. It was beautiful. And so was she—in most ways. 

But there was something else. 

Something deep within her that reared its ugly head, in only the slightest of ways.

Barely noticeable, yet undeniably there.

He hoped wearing the yarmulke she sent him would soften the blow.

Jake met Pinky at the synagogue and stayed until the evening services were over.

He headed home eager to sleep through the night– he’d need his strength to fast the entire 24-hour period, until the fast was over.

But he tossed and turned restlessly.

He couldn’t stop worrying about how Marsha would react when he let her know it was over.

Those thoughts occupied his mind through most of the Yom Kippur day services. 

He barely noticed his hunger pangs and pounding headache– the result of refraining from food and drink since dusk the previous day. Even water was prohibited during the fast, according to Orthodox law.

But when the sun finally set and the fast ended, he set aside all thoughts of Marsha.

It was time for the single most important shopping mission of the year.

Physically dragging Pinky by his muscular arm—a feat not easily accomplished, Jake led his friend south on California, ignoring Pinky’s pleas to stop for a bite first. 

Jake reached into the brown paper sack he’d grabbed from the synagogue’s cloakroom on their way out, he retrieved two of a dozen oatmeal-raisin cookies and tossed the rest to Pinky. 

The two of them wolfed down the sustenance while race-walking to the shopping frenzy that immediately commences after the Yom Kippur fast breaks. 
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