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Who was the ancient Rahab?
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I am the modern Rahab, because of the following story, which speaks of the ancient Rahab.

Joshua the son of Nun sent out two men from Acacia Grove to spy secretly, saying, “Go, view the land, especially Jericho.” 

So they went, and came to the house of a harlot named Rahab, and they lodged there. It was told to the king of Jericho, saying, “Behold, men have come here tonight from the children of Israel, to search out the country.”

So the king of Jericho sent to Rahab, saying, “Bring out the men who have come to you, who have entered your house, for they have come to search out all the country.”

Then the woman took the two men and hid them. She said, “Yes, the men came to me, but I did not know where they were from. And it happened, as the gate was being shut, when it was dark, that the men went out. Where the men went I do not know; pursue them quickly, for you may overtake them.” (But she had brought them up to the roof and hidden them with the stalks of flax, which she had laid in order on the roof.)

Then the men pursued them by the road to the River Jordan, to the spot where it was shallow enough for a man to cross over by wading. And as soon as those who pursued them had gone out, they shut the gate.

Now before they lay down, she came up to them on the roof, and said to the men: “I know that the Lord has given you the land, that the terror of you has fallen on us, and that all the inhabitants of the land are fainthearted because of you. For we have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of the Amorites who were on the other side of the River Jordan, Sihon and Og, whom you utterly destroyed. And as soon as we heard these things, our hearts melted; neither did there remain any more courage in anyone because of you, for the Lord your God, He is God in heaven above and on earth beneath. Now therefore, I beg you, swear to me by the Lord, since I have shown you kindness, that you also will show kindness to my father’s house, and give me a true token, and spare my father, my mother, my brothers, my sisters, and all that they have, and deliver our lives from death.”

So the men answered her, “Our lives for yours, if none of you tell this business of ours. And it shall be, when the Lord has given us the land, that we will deal kindly and truly with you.”

Then she let them down by a rope through the window, for her house was on the city wall; she dwelt on the wall. And she said to them, “Get to the mountain, lest the pursuers meet you. Hide there three days, until the pursuers have returned. Afterward you may go your way.”

So the men said to her: “We will be blameless of this oath of yours which you have made us swear, unless, when we come into the land, you bind this line of scarlet cord in the window through which you let us down, and unless you bring your father, your mother, your brothers, and all your father’s household to your own home. So it shall be that whoever goes outside the doors of your house into the street, his blood shall be on his own head, and we will be guiltless. And whoever is with you in the house, his blood shall be on our head if a hand is laid on him. And if you tell this business of ours, then we will be free from your oath which you made us swear.”

Then she said, “According to your words, so be it.” And she sent them away, and they departed. And she bound the scarlet cord in the window.

They departed and went to the mountain, and stayed there three days until the pursuers returned. The pursuers sought them all along the way, but did not find them. So the two men returned, descended from the mountain, and crossed over; and they came to Joshua the son of Nun, and told him all that had befallen them.  And they said to Joshua, “Truly the Lord has delivered all the land into our hands, for indeed all the inhabitants of the country are fainthearted because of us.”

+++

Now when the time came for the city to be doomed by the Lord to destruction, Israel’s fighters knew that only Rahab the harlot should be kept alive, she and all who were with her in the house, because she hid the messengers that Joshua had sent.

And it happened, that when the people heard the sound of the trumpet, and the people shouted with a great shout, that the wall of Jericho fell down flat. Then the people went up into the city, every man straight before him, and they took the city. And they utterly destroyed all that was in the city, both man and woman, young and old, ox and sheep and donkey, with the edge of the sword.

But Joshua had said to the two men who had spied out the country, “Go into the harlot’s house, and from there bring out the woman and all that she has, as you swore to her.” And the young men who had been spies went in and brought out Rahab, her father, her mother, her brothers, and all that she had. So they brought out all her relatives and left them outside the camp of Israel. But they burned the city and all that was in it with fire. Only the silver and gold, and the vessels of bronze and iron, were put into the treasury of the house of the Lord. And Joshua spared Rahab the harlot, her father’s household, and all that she had. So she ended up dwelling in Israel the rest of her days, because she hid the messengers whom Joshua sent to spy out Jericho.
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The modern Rahab
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So, because of that ancient story, I have been called the modern Rahab, because for 25 years I ran a house of harlotry (and acted as a harlot within that house too), and it often seemed to me that my time was about equally divided between answering questions and avoiding answering them. Customers and police, reporters and prosecuting lawyers, kept me constantly on the receiving end of a shower of doubts which ranged from the routine to the dynamite-packed, from the natural to the knowing, from the obscene to the ridiculous. But one question I never was called on to answer - and which, bluntly, I never dreamed there would be any need for anybody to ask - was the following question: New Yorkers would ask, ‘Who is that modern New Yorker named Rahab?’ Because of my numerous personal appearances in the headlines (to say nothing of the even more numerous informal allusions to me in stories which achieved mass circulation without the benefit of newsprint), I just took it for granted that ‘the Rahab of NYC’ was a household word.

So we live and learn. When it was known that I would share my story publicly, one of the first points to be discussed was the question of what my name means to the general public. ‘I would venture,’ wrote an editorial chief, ‘that 90 percent of people below the age of 35 have never heard of the Rahab of New York City.’ He said that in 1953.

Never heard of the Rahab of NYC. Those words -why deny it? - gave me quite a jolt. After all, the clippings in my stack of scrapbooks do not date back to the days of the horseless carriage. It was in 1945 - not 1845 - that I closed the doors of ‘New York’s most famous brothel.’ Yet barely 7 years later it seems that ‘the most highly publicized whore in the nation’ who - it says here - ‘enjoyed a power in politics, with the press and among the best night clubs that probably never has been matched’ already has become the Forgotten Madam.

Now for years I have yearned for the day when, on being introduced to some fellow citizen, the utterance of my name would not inevitably touch off such facial reactions as the twisted eyebrow, the dropped jaw, the tightened lip, or - more vexing still, particularly since I am no longer in business - the gaze. Indeed, I have firmly believed and frequently stated there was nothing I would welcome so much as a little obscurity. But while its advantages in private life are inestimable, the switch from ill repute to anonymity takes a bit of getting used to. And to find the waters of oblivion closing over your head on the eve of bringing out such a story as mine is, if nothing else, inconvenient.

Actually, I have been (and still am) written about quite a lot - in hardcover books as well as newspapers and magazines - and not merely because of the public’s never-ending curiosity about my former profession, but because, like Jimmy Walker, Texas Guinan, Peggy Joyce, and Scott Fitzgerald, I played an easily seen role in the comedy and drama of an already legendary decade, the Golden Twenties. My name first became news during the years of that absurd national sleigh ride which ended in the crash of 1929. Although my career as a whore and brothel keeper was by no means ended with prosperity (neither depressions nor wars have an adverse effect on the whorehouse business), still in many respects, I led myself to believe that I was a creation of the times, of an era whose creed was: ‘Anything which is economically right is morally right’ -  and my story is inseparable from the story of the 1920s.

While much has been written about this period in America, the picture will not be complete until all precincts are heard from, and there are aspects of the scene on which I am peculiarly well qualified to report - perhaps better qualified than anyone now alive. From the reception room of my whorehouse I had a backstage, 3-way view. I could look into the underworld, the halfworld and the highworld. What I saw may shock or disgust some, but it was there to be seen, and it belongs on the record. But, I have to say, this record will most likely not offend anyone, because I write this with godly wisdom now, from the holier side of the River Jordan, though I have obviously not given up the ghost yet. When I was a whore and madam, I did not know the Lord Jesus. Now I do. You will understand at the end how that came to be.
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The Golden Land
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I was born in Yanow, a White Russian village near the Polish border, on the second Sunday before Passover, April 16, 1900. Some people would say that that village was part of White Ruthenia, or Russia Alba, or even Belarus.

Isidore, my Dad, was a tailor: a talkative man who was easy to upset, and he had big ideas and a correspondingly large sense of his own importance. In his eyes, as in the eyes of the village, a wife’s most likely place was either in the kitchen or in the childbed, and Sarah, my subdued and modest little mother, alternated uncomplainingly between them. I knew in my heart that a position such as that for a woman was a godly form of living, but rebellion was in my heart. I was the eldest of their 9 kids. After me were born 1 girl and 7 boys. 

By Yanow standards we were well off. Our home was large and airy, standing in a big yard. There were veggies and flower gardens and a barn for the sled horses and the cow. The house also served as the HQ for Dad’s ‘fine custom tailoring’; during the day the living room doubled as a fitting room and at night the adjacent cutting room became a dorm for Pavel, father’s apprentice, and Katrina, the Polish peasant girl who was our mail-of-all-work.

When I was a year old, my Dad set off on the first of the many pilgrimages which punctuated his life. He must be, I have often thought, a lineal descendant of the Wandering Jew. This first voyage took him to America - called by the villagers the Golden Land. Though he was gone only a few months, it was long enough for him to become an authority on all things American. In the course of the next 8 years, he made 3 more trips - to Warsaw, to Berlin and to NYC again - and became an authority on everything.

His journeys never seemed to take him anywhere in the neighborhood of the pot of gold, but they did provide him with material for travelogs which he had no sense of shame about spinning out to soap-opera length. (Since not more than a dozen people in Yanow had even been to Pinsk, he always was sure of an audience. Maybe that is why he came home.) For the most part, his tales were listened to with open-mouthed attention and accordingly swallowed whole. However, on one occasion, the villagers’ disbelief touched off a top-blowing which had repercussions permanently disturbing to the peace of our household. Reporting on the wonders of the Golden Land, father described a new invention called the telephone. But when, instead of oohing and aahing, the audience reacted with winks and knowing looks, his collar began to sizzle. By heaven, he swore, he would show them - he would build a telephone! Alexander Graham Bell had nothing on my Dad. The next day he installed an iron pipe leading from the living room on the first floor to the bedroom on the second floor and - after a couple of test hails - summoned the skeptical citizenry to see (or hear) what he had wrought.

Although the ‘telephone’ never really caught on in Yanow, in our house at least it had come to stay. From then on, father spent much of his time in bed, bawling orders down the pipe like a ship’s captain. Since he had a full and flexible voice, which the speaking tube amplified to foghorn volume, even an unruffled request for a glass of tea took on the form of cataclysmic melodies. When he was excited or angry, the sound effects could be likened to an unusually yearning bull moose being forced to sit out opening day of the mating season.

Mother was the only one who ever ‘answered’ the telephone. Neither Pavel nor Katrina wanted any part of Dad’s invention. If Katrina were anywhere near the pipe outlet when he started to broadcast, she would throw her apron over her head and plunge blindly toward the nearest exit, ricocheting against chairs and tables and, more often than not, leaving the floor strewn with my little brothers who had to learn early either to dive for safety or be bowled over like so many ninepins. Pavel would stand cowering until the commotion subsided, then trot out to the hall and call upstairs requesting a playback. He could not, he claimed, understand a single syllable that came out of the speaking device. Dad, who did not take kindly to criticism of his invention, declared that Pavel was (among other things) a coward with wax in his ears, and went right on running the household by phone. It was, after all, his nickel.

I have inherited many of my father’s traits: his restlessness and quick temper, his adventurous and inquisitive spirit, his stubborn refusal to be satisfied with second best. It seems to me that at a quite early age I began identifying myself with my Dad - if by identifying is meant preferring a role in life which would not confine my horizon to the boundaries of Yanow or limit my activities to cooking, sewing, scrubbing and childbearing. I was veering toward a nun’s life, but the dark side of nunnery. I did not want to be the perpetually unresisting one, forever overshadowed and pushed into the background. I wanted to get out and see the world and mingle with people and have my say about what went on.

As long, almost, as I can remember I have been driven by a fierce desire to get an education. By the time I was ready for a bat mitzvah, all my hopes and plans for the future hinged on my winning a scholarship to the Gymnazia at Pinsk. I knew I was starting with a couple of strikes against me since only 1 scholarship was available to the Hebrew kids in Yanow and custom decreed it should go to a boy. But I screwed up my courage and sought help from the most learned man in our village, the Jewish sage. Every day after school he tutored me in Russian, Hebrew history and math, and at the end of a year’s intensive cramming my head was so bulged out with knowledge it is a good thing I did not own a hat. I would not have been able to get it on.

What a temptation to say that hard work and persistence paid off, and that as the villagers cheered and the family wept for joy I was handed the scholarship (who is going all the way to Yanow just to make a liar of me?) by the Russian mystic Grigori Rasputin, in person. But the truth is I never did know how I made out, for when prize day came around I had already traveled many miles along a road which did not lead to Pinsk.

My Dad, who was always toying with the idea of transplanting the family to America, finally had hit upon the plan of sending us over in installments, and when he heard that a cousin of ours was about to set sail for the Golden Land, I, as the eldest, was elected to accompany her. A husband’s word, of course, was law, and my mother’s tears, her protests that I was only a baby, cut no ice with father. At first I was upset at the thought of leaving home, but once I grew used to the idea, I was excited and eager to be on my way. *****After all, it would not be long before we were all together again - at least father said so - and I tried to comfort my mother by reminding her of this while she packed my belongings in a potato sack (the Yanow substitute for a Vuitton trunk).

Dad took me to the next town, which was on the railway, and after embracing me solemnly, turned me over to the travel broker and departed - probably fearing that if he hung around to see me off he might succumb to his chronic wanderlust. Once I was put aboard the train, I promptly fell asleep (not that I was bored about traveling, but it had been a long day) and when I awoke, I found my cousin sitting beside me. She was a pale, sad-eyed woman, with an air of mournful aloofness - a character (though I did not think of it that way then) right out of one of the Russian stories written by Anton Chekhov. However, unlike most Chekhov characters, she appeared to have taken a vow of silence, so after a while I gave up my attempts to be sociable and devoted the rest of the journey to looking out the window.

Since there were young men in our group who had not done their military service and would have been turned back by the border guards, we left the train at Danzig and sneaked into Germany through dark muddy tunnels. The tunnels were scary, but we were in no danger, as the travel broker had paid the necessary bribes when he arranged our passage.

Emerging in Germany, we boarded another train and went on to Bremen, our port of embarkation. The arrival there was all bustle and confusion - so many papers to show and questions to be answered. I was more exhilarated than frightened, but my cousin became increasingly confused and at last broke down completely. ‘I am afraid,’ she wailed. ‘I cannot go to a strange land. We must ask the official for permission to go back. You ask him, Rahab; you are little. He won’t be angry with you.’

When I saw it was useless to argue with her, I made my first adult decision. Let my cousin go back; I would go on! I went over to the emigration officer, turned on the tears, and talked him into giving me only 1 re-entry permit. Then I marched back to my cousin, thrust it into her hand, and told her of my determination to go on to America. Though she put up a token resistance, the one thing on her mind was getting out of there and back to Russia, so it wasn’t long before she kissed me goodbye and went her dim and distracted way.

I sailed that night on the ship Naftar. Being the youngest passenger, I was able to get the top accommodations (the high bunk) which served as my bedroom and dining quarters. The food served on this boat was not as good as what we gave to our animals in Yanow, and I thought how lucky I was that my mother had tucked 4 loaves of black bread, salami, garlic and apples into my potato sack.

My fellow passengers (all going to seek their fortunes in the Golden Land) were a mixture of nationalities: Russians, Polish, Danish, Swedish and Italian. Since the voyage was very rough, nearly everyone was seasick, but not me. It was my first taste of freedom, and my spirits were high. I would stay up most of the night snacking on salami and singing Russian folk songs - to the annoyance of my ailing shipmates who quite often rewarded my vocalizing with curses. But when the epidemic of seasickness subsided they made a pet of me, and for the rest of the voyage ‘I had it good’ (as the saying goes).

The climax of the trip came one morning when everyone rushed to the rail and began screaming and waving. I was certain that we were sinking and stayed  where I was, too frightened to move. Then one of the men grabbed me and set me up on his shoulder.

‘Look!’ he shouted in Yiddish. ‘The American Lady! The Statue of Liberty!’

And in a moment I was shouting as wildly as the rest of them. We had come to the Golden Land.

+++

From the time we docked, I was swept on by a wave of excitement which carried me through such arrival ceremonies as being deloused and having my papers okayed. The formalities completed, an immigration officer put me on the train for Holyoke, Massachusetts, explaining in Yiddish that I must sit still. He could have saved his breath. Of course I would sit still. I was too scared to move a muscle. 

The train was much bigger and noisier than any I had seen in Russia, and when an American lady (nothing like the statue) took the seat beside me, I couldn't help staring at her strange clothing. After a while it dawned on me that maybe I was the one who was dressed peculiarly, and I tried to push my potato sack out of sight. The lady smiled and spoke to me, but I could only shake my head dumbly. All during the trip I listened to the voices around me, trying to sort out what they were saying.

Excitement sustained me until I was in the depot at Holyoke. Standing by the ticket window, I watched as the other passengers were greeted and kissed and hugged. Then the train puffed away and I, left alone with my potato sack, discovered that I was tired and hungry and homesick. Although I kept reminding myself that it was not just a dream: I was really in America and all my friends in Yanow would give the sharp teeth in their upper jaws to be in my shoes - but my attempt at a pep talk was not very successful. All I wanted to do was cry. The station master came over and looked at the identification tag pinned to my coat. Speaking to me in German, which I could understand a little, he said, ‘Do not be frightened. You can be sure that someone will meet up with you’. Then he gave me a piece of candy. Feeling a little better, I settled down to wait, but my morale was completely shattered when it grew dark and the big electric signs flashed on. I had never before seen anything like them, and I was petrified. 

At long last, the Grodeskys (the people with whom I was to stay) came bustling up to claim me. After making sure I was all in 1 piece, Mr Grodesky slung my potato sack over his shoulder and motioned to Mrs Grodesky for us to follow him. I remember looking back and smiling at the station master, who waved goodbye.

The Grodeskys had come to America 5 years before and, though not acquainted with my family, were friends of friends. Father had arranged to send them a sum monthly in advance for my keep and schooling, but as I arrived in the middle of December, it was too late to enroll me for the current term. So Mrs Grodesky (I started calling them Mr and Mrs G) suggested that for the time being I must help her with the housework, explaining that Nadja, the eldest of their numerous children, was preparing for college and was not much use around the house.

My relationship with the G’s was a curious one. I was fed and clothed and taken care of. No one struck me or spoke to me harshly. No one was unkind. Instead, their attitude toward me was one of complete indifference. All my life I had been an affectionate child, very emotional and outgoing. Now, surrounded by the unresponsive G’s, I had to learn to live within myself.

My first friends in America were the MacDonald sisters who lived next door. I liked to call them the Mac’s. They invited me to join their games, told me the English words for things, and never made fun of me. After I started school, I found another friend in my teacher, Mrs O’Sullivan, and I liked to call her Mrs O. She was kind and patient and took extra time to help me catch on to American ways. But perhaps the most valuable thing she taught me was to take a joke. Thanks to Mrs O, when the other kids laughed at the slips I made, I could laugh with them. Being a woman of heart, she understood that for people who have had little opportunity to acquire the social graces, laughter sometimes can be the saving one.

I worked hard in school, but when at the end of the term I came home toting a report card glittering with A’s, Mr G signed it without comment. Pats on the head were not included with room and board. However, as consolation there was a letter from father saying the family would soon be sailing for America.

That was in June 1914. A few weeks later the First World War was in full swing, and this effectively blew away my family’s travel plans. Moreover, it meant money could no longer be sent out of Russia, and Mr G ruled that I could not go back to school. Since I was only 5 months away from a diploma, I pleaded with him to allow me to finish, and in the end he relented enough to allow me to attend summer school. But there was a condition: though I was only 14, I must ask my father to send me a notarized certificate that I was 16. Since I could not pay for my keep, I must go to work for money - and in the Golden Land you have to be 16 to get a job.
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