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Chicago, IL USA 2023

Jake Cooper heard the late September downpour bouncing off the roof of his old green Chevy Nova. He struggled to see the road as the wipers thumped tirelessly in a futile effort to clear the windshield.

He navigated the Nova southbound on Western toward the Jewish cemetery where Mort would be buried.

“It’s time to trade in this relic,” Pinky insisted.

Jake’s longtime friend, Pinky Greenberg, pitched the same request every time he rode in the old Nova. Jake could easily afford a new car, but he prudently invested his share of the lottery money he and Pinky won nearly thirty years earlier instead of blowing it on lifestyle upgrades.

The one purchase he did splurge on turned out to be a bust—so far.

Despite Pinky's prodding, Jake opted to stick with his old Nova. He patched the hole in the floor, fixed the rust spots, repaired the air conditioner, and splurged for a paint job.

Pinky invested his share of their winnings in different ways—a new house and fancy cars. He also hired a private investigator to locate his children after his ex-wife kidnapped them when they were young. He now enjoyed a great relationship with them, and his grandchildren.

Unfortunately, all the money in the world would never bring back Jake’s little Debra. She drowned when he took her boating. She was so little and innocent. He never forgave himself for his cowardice that day when his fear of the water paralyzed him. 

Overcoming fears was not one of Jake’s strengths.

Ask him about a Jewish legal matter and he sprang to life quoting the relevant Talmudic passages in a flash. Living an Ultra-Orthodox lifestyle and graduating from Rabbinical College as a Talmudic scholar served him well even after leaving that extreme lifestyle.

But he instantly shut down when confronted with fear.

Nearly thirty years ago one of those fears almost cost him the woman who became the love of his life. He was already quite fond of Mindy Bloom when she asked him for help during an ugly custody fight.

He was happy to answer her legal questions and advise her. But when she was accused of murdering her estranged husband he wanted to walk away.

Getting involved meant facing conflict– something he worked hard to avoid.

But Pinky shamed him into mustering the courage to get involved and prove Mindy’s innocence. 

Over the years their fondness blossomed into a deep love.

He thought their feelings were mutual and invested a hefty chunk of his lottery money into a diamond fit for a queen.

She didn’t reject him, but on more than one occasion she adamantly rejected the idea of getting married, without any explanation.

Jake was patient and persistent. Every few years he knelt to ask again. But her response never waivered– until yesterday when he tried again.

This proposal resulted in Mindy saying she never wanted to see him again.

As she stormed off, Jake got the call about Mort’s passing. Mindy was long gone by the time Mort’s death sunk in.

He called her repeatedly with no response.

He needed her now more than ever.

Mort’s death hit him hard. 

Mort was the retired detective who coached Jake to become the community’s investigator and prove Mindy’s innocence.

But Mort was more than just a mentor. He was one of Jake’s closest friends. Besides teaching Jake to think like an investigator Mort always encouraged him and expressed how proud he was of him– something Jake’s father never did. 

The man who filled that void, and was responsible for having the chance to love Mindy was gone, and now it seemed that she was too.  

He looked over and watched Pinky crank the passenger window open after raising his leg to release his personal essence.

As much as he loved his crude best friend, he couldn't help wishing Mindy was sitting there now.

He desperately wanted to reach across the seat and hold her hand.

He really needed that now.

The driving sheets of rain made it difficult to spot the entrance, but Jake caught a glimpse of the cemetery's crumbling stone wall, and entered through an open iron gate.

He maneuvered the Nova along muddy rut-laden dirt roads to the gravesite as Pinky read the directions aloud from the little printed card handed out at the Chesed Shel Emes funeral home.

When Pinky yelled, “Stop, this is it!” Jake parked the Nova alongside the retaining wall across from the graves.

The two mourners popped their black oversized umbrellas open, and strode across the muddy grass searching for the gravesite.

The earthy smell of drenched tree bark permeated the air.

Jake's black leather Oxford shoes sank deep into the wet ground with each step emerging with clumps of mud glued to his heels and soles. 

He spotted a large mound of earth atop a plywood sheet, and noted the shovel thrust deep into the pile waiting to be extracted to cover the coffin. 

They were the first to arrive.

The rain slowed.

Jake felt like the pitter patter hitting his umbrella were God’s tears rejoicing in the return of an angel while empathizing with those left behind in pain.

No longer occupied with locating the gravesite, his mind was free to think about his devastating loss. 

The deep pain in his heart returned.

He turned to say something to Mindy only to remember she might never again be at his side.

They had become inseparable. 

He felt like a limb was missing without her next to him.

The director of the Chesed Shel Emes arranged for eight men to meet them at the gravesite so the traditional Kaddish prayer for the dead could be recited which requires a quorum of ten Jewish adult males. 

The Kaddish needs to be recited by someone who lost a close family member. 

Pinky still had his entire family. 

Technically, Jake could recite it for his little Debra. But the pain that memory would surface was more than he could bear.

The funeral home director told Jake they paid followers of the Sopoynik Rebbe–Sopoynik Chassidim, to attend funerals, shiva houses, and other religious events when a quorum was needed. He assured Jake one of the eight men would qualify to recite the Kaddish.

The hearse arrived a few minutes later, followed by eight young men who piled out of a gray van with Sopoynik Mitzvah Van stenciled on the side in black.

One bearded man in his mid-thirties wearing a black fedora approached Jake with an outstretched hand, and offered his condolences. 

“I’m Benny Chinsky,” he said. "My mom passed away, so I’ll be the one to recite the Kaddish.” 

Jake noticed Benny's cauliflower ear, but forced himself to look straight into his deep-set eyes half covered by overgrown bushy black eyebrows. 

He turned to introduce Benny to Pinky whose gaze was rudely fixated on Benny's deformity.

“Howdya get that?” Pinky inquired while motioning toward his own ear. 

“Oh, that?” Benny replied. "I fell off a ladder when I was a kid.”

Jake threw Pinky a What the hell is wrong with you look, and then made his way to the hearse.

The driver opened the rear door of the hearse. Jake and Pinky each grabbed one corner of the aron– the plain pine casket, and slid it out. Several other men helped them carry the aron to rest it on the straps hovering over the open grave.

The funeral home assistant slowly lowered the aron into its final resting place, and removed the straps.

Jake was the first to toss a shovel of dirt onto the aron. 

It seemed to fall in slow-motion.

He heard the clumps of soil thump as they hit the wooden casket.

He suddenly felt woozy.

He stumbled toward the grave only to be saved by Pinky’s strong arm gripping him, and pulling him back to safety.

Pinky and the others took turns tossing in shovels of earth until the aron was fully buried.

Jake listened to Benny Chinsky slowly recite the Kaddish. 

Benny mispronounced the guttural cheis and khaf Hebrew letters, leading Jake to assume Benny was a Ba’al Teshuva—someone who became Ultra-Orthodox late in life, and never attended Hebrew school.

Jake thanked Benny and the others and headed back to the Nova with Pinky. They still needed to shop at the kosher bakery and grocery which both closed early on Fridays in honor of Shabbos—the Sabbath, which would begin at nightfall.

Jake inserted the key into the ignition, and was about to crank the engine when his cell phone buzzed.

It was Rabbi Miklin.

Jake first met his father, Rabbi Isaac Miklin, when he headed the Illinois Rabbinical Board. After he passed, his son assumed the post which included overseeing internal community investigations.

“Now that Mort’s passed, we really need your help,” he pleaded. “There is no one else.”

Jake was shocked when the rabbi described the case he wanted help with.

Initially, the senior Rabbi Miklin turned only to Jake for help with investigations. Mort Wolfe coached him on some cases, and used his connections as a retired Chicago detective when needed. But Mort didn’t fit in despite being Jewish. The Ultra-Orthodox community didn’t trust him.

Jake showed Mort how to dress the part by wearing white dress shirts, conservative ties, dark suits, and black dress shoes.  He grew a beard, perched a black fedora over the big black velvet yarmulke snugly adorning his head, and hung his tzitzis strings out of his shirt.

Jake also taught Mort to speak Yeshivish—Rabbinical College lingo.

Eventually, the community accepted Mort as one of their own, and revealed details to him they wouldn’t dare tell the police.

That’s when Jake’s role with Mort reversed. 

Rabbi Isaac Miklin, and then his son, turned first to Mort for help with investigations, and he occasionally helped Mort with insight into the finer points of Ultra-Orthodox Jewish laws and traditions.

Jake didn’t mind helping. He was thrilled to be relieved of the primary burden.

But now he was being thrust back into the primary role, and he’d be flying solo. He’d never done that before. Mort was always there for guidance and assistance. 

He wasn’t ready for this. 

He needed Mindy now more than ever. She always knew what to say to bolster his confidence.

But she never wanted to see him again.

The case Rabbi Miklin described was the most bizarre thing he’d ever heard, and he had no idea where to start.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter Two


[image: ]




Despite Raizy Waxman’s bad leg, she managed to keep pace alongside the short, young Rebbetzin leading the group of wives and daughters trailing behind the men on Saturday.

She admired the Rebbetzin’s long blonde hair despite knowing it must be a wig. She’d been living in Ultra-Orthodox communities long enough to know that married women cover their real hair.

Before them a sea of furry shtreimels and black hats bobbed back and forth atop the heads of the mass of men and boys trailing behind their leader, the Sopoynik Rebbe. They followed the Rebbe to his home on Mozart after Shabbos morning prayers to join him for lunch.

Somewhere in that blob of furry and black hats was Raizy’s son.

So far, none of the Sopoynik Rebbe’s followers– his Chassidim, expressed the slightest suspicion of their secret.

The peaceful early afternoon sunshine was occasionally disrupted by a passing car of gawkers taking in the strange bunch.  

They were all making their way to eat the Shabbos lunch meal at the Rebbe’s tish – the Rebbe’s table.

When they arrived Raizy followed the women into the commercial sized kitchen while the men lingered in the oversized dining room housing a long table covered with a white tablecloth embroidered with Shabbos images—candlesticks, challah breads, wine bottles, and goblets. 

Three large crystal chandeliers cast reflections off the silver pieces on the table. 

At the far end of the table Raizy spotted a fringed silk cover barely hiding two large challah breads resting on a wooden cutting board. Next to that was a large glass salt shaker with a silver top, a bottle of wine, and a huge silver goblet etched with images of grape clusters.

Raizy watched from the kitchen doorway and noticed the Rebbe had his left hand curled up into his sleeve hiding his fingers from sight. 

The Rebbetzin approached Raizy from behind, and whispered, “My husband was born with only three fingers on that hand. His father was the previous Rebbe. When he emigrated from the European town of Sopoynik his chassidim followed him here to Chicago. When he died my husband was just a young boy. The logical choice to succeed him was his older brother. But his father proclaimed from his deathbed that my husband’s missing fingers were a sign from God that he should be the one to lead. 

“His brother was furious, but eventually seemed to accept the situation. That’s why he hides his fingers—to avoid flaunting the reason for his brother’s misfortune.”

When the Rebbe moved to sit at the head of the table the men swarmed to grab the nearest open seat.

Raizy watched intently as the Rebbe’s gabbai—his personal assistant, decanted the wine into the large silver goblet and placed the goblet into the Rebbe’s open right palm.

The Rebbe steadied the goblet with the hand hidden in his left sleeve, and raised it slightly. 

The noisy crowd hushed.

The Rebbe sang the Shabbos Kiddush blessing while shuckling—rhythmically swaying forward and backward. The men surrounding the table fell into similar rhythmic sways, and replied omein in unison after he concluded.

The Rebbe took a sip of the wine, and handed the goblet to his gabbai who poured the remaining wine into the wide opening of a large silver vessel with multiple tiny spouts positioned above shot glass sized silver cups. The wine immediately flowed from the large vessel into each of the cups.

The gabbai handed the tiny cups one-by-one to the man next to him who reserved the first one for himself, and passed along the others. 

The men stood, and headed into the kitchen to wash their hands. They lined up and took turns filling a large, antique, hammered bronze washing cup adorned with floral designs, and ritually pouring water over their right and left hands three times. 

One by one they dryed their hands and shuckeled while reciting the blessing for spiritually cleansing their hands before touching bread.

Meanwhile, some of the women hustled to collect the goblet, wine, and all the tiny silver cups from the dining room table.

Raizy stood to follow and help, but the Rebbetzin put her hand on Raizy’s shoulder. “Sit,” she said. “Let the girls do that. You’re our special guest.”

Raizy and her son truly were special guests, but she wondered if the Rebbetzin said that because she noticed her struggling with her bad leg, or because she knew her secret. 

When the men finished washing and returned to their seats the Rebbe removed the fringed silk challah cover to reveal two huge braided loaves of challah bread.

The gabbai helped him lift the two loaves until he balanced them between his good hand and the one hidden in his sleeve.

The Rebbe recited the blessing for bread in a sing-song voice, and then handed the loaves to his gabbai.

The gabbai carved the challah breads up on a large silver tray, sprinkled salt over the carnage, and let the Rebbe partake before passing the tray along for each man to take a piece.

Meanwhile, the women busied themselves preparing small plates of gefilte fish garnished with cooked onions and a single carrot slice.

The gabbai enlisted two men to serve the fish which the hungry crowd quickly devoured.

They passed their plates to the end of the table along with their fish forks to be collected and removed before the meat courses were served. 

Raizy knew meat and dairy needed to be separated in a kosher home, but she was surprised the first time she saw fish being kept separate as well.

The men enjoyed a main course of piping hot cholent, kishka, and a fresh salad, in the dining room while the women enjoyed the same at a large table in the kitchen.

Raizy enjoyed the heartwarming aroma of the food almost as much as the taste. 

The Rebbetzin insisted Raizy sit right beside her, and made her feel like family.

They could see the Rebbe sitting at the far end of the dining room table. 

Raizy noticed the Rebbe and the Rebbetzin exchange frequent loving looks. 

She spotted her son sitting amongst the men. 

He seemed to be fitting in well.

While the men filled their bellies the dining room buzzed with the loud clamor of Yiddish banter, laughter, and an occasional utensil clink.

The gabbai motioned to the crowd who reacted with hushed words followed by abrupt silence.
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