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To Karen, Francesca, and Miranda
… who sustain my faith


Sero te amavi, pulchritudo tam antiqua et tam nova, sero te amavi! Et ecce intus eras …

St Augustine, Confessions X.27

Too late came I to love you, O Beauty both so ancient and so new! Too late came I to love you – and behold you were within me all the time …


Prologue


Daniel

I was baptized in blood. My own blood. This is not a Jewish custom. It is merely a fact of history.

The covenant my people made with God requires that we affirm our allegiance to Him twice each day. And lest any of us forget we are unique, God created gentiles everywhere who constantly remind us.

In my case, the Father of the Universe placed an Irish Catholic neighborhood midway between my school and home. Thus at regular intervals, as I was walking to or from my yeshiva, the Christian Soldiers from St Gregory’s would catch sight of me and hurl verbal abuse in my direction.

‘Kike!’

‘Sheenie!’

‘Christ-killer!’

I could have run when they were still several dozen yards away. But then I’d have to drop my books – my prayer book, my sacred Bible. And that would have been a desecration.

So I would stand there, book-laden and afraid to move as they swaggered up to me, pointed at my skullcap, and continued their ritual.

‘Look at this guy – how come he’s wearin’ a hat and it ain’t even winter?’

‘He’s a Hebe. They need their hats to hide their horns!’

I just stood there, helpless, as they encircled me and started shoving.

Then came the punches, raining from all sides, hammering my nose and lips, reverberating in my skull. After all these years, I can still feel the pounding and taste the blood.

With time I learned a few defensive tactics. For example, it is better if the victim in a brawl does not fall down (lean against a wall, if possible). For if you are prostrate, your attacker can employ his feet as well.

Furthermore, big books can serve as shields. Not only does the Talmud hold the most important comments on religious matters – it is large enough to fend off any kick aimed at the groin.

Sometimes I think my mother lived her life waiting behind the front door, for no matter how quietly I stole into the house after one of those encounters, she would be there waiting.

‘Danny, my little boy – what’s happened?’

‘It’s nothing, Mama. I just fell.’

‘And you expect me to believe that? It’s that bunch of Irish cossacks from the church again, huh? Do you know the names of those hooligans?’

‘No.’

I lied, of course. I could remember every pimple on the sneering face of Ed McGee, whose father ran the local tavern. I had heard that he was training for the Golden Gloves or something. Maybe he was only using me for practice.

‘Tomorrow I’m going to have a talk with their superior mother or whatever she’s called.’

‘C’mon, Ma, what can you possibly say?’

‘I’ll ask her how they would have treated Christ himself. She could remind those boys that Jesus was a rabbi.’

All right, Mama, I thought to myself, have it your way. They’ll just come at me with baseball bats next time.

I was born a prince – the only son of Rav Moses Luria, monarch in our special kingdom of believers. My family had come to America from Silcz, a small town in Carpathia, which at different times had been a part of Hungary, then Austria, then Czechoslovakia. External rulers changed, yet one thing remained unaltered: Silcz was the home of the B’nai Simcha – ‘Sons of Joy’ – and every generation saw a Luria honored by the title, Silczer Rebbe.

Several months before the Nazis would have annihilated his own community, my father led his flock to yet another Promised Land – America. Here they recreated Silcz in a tiny corner of Brooklyn.

The members of his congregation had no problems dealing with the customs of this new land. They simply ignored them and continued to live as they had for centuries. The frontiers of their world did not extend beyond an easy Sabbath walking distance from the pulpit of their spiritual leader.

They dressed as always in lengthy coats of solemn black, with beaver hats during the week and round shtreimels trimmed with fur on festive days. We boys wore black fedoras on the Sabbath, grew sideburns down in ringlets, and looked forward to the day when we could also grow a beard.

Some of our clean-shaven and assimilated coreligionists felt embarrassed to have us in their midst: we looked so odd – so conspicuously Jewish. You’d hear them mutter, ‘Frummers,’ under their breaths. And while the word simply means Orthodox, their tone betrayed their scorn.

My mother, Rachel, was my father’s second wife. Chava, his first, had borne him only daughters – two of them, Malka and Rena. Then she died in childbirth, and the little boy she had been carrying survived her by a mere four days.

Toward the end of the prescribed eleven months of mourning, a few of Father’s closest friends discreetly started to suggest he seek another wife. Not only for dynastic reasons, but because the Lord decrees in Genesis that ‘it is not good that the man should be alone.’

Thus it was that Rabbi Moses Luria wed my mother, Rachel, who was twenty years his junior, and the daughter of a learned Vilna scholar who was deeply honored by Rav Luria’s choice.

Within twelve months a child was born to them. Yet another daughter – Deborah, my older sister. But to my father’s great joy I was conceived in the following year. My first cry of life was regarded as a direct response to a pious man’s most fervent prayers.

The next generation was assured that the golden chain would not be broken. There would be another Silczer Rebbe. To lead, to teach, to comfort. And, most important, to be an intermediary between his followers and God.

It’s bad enough to be an only son – to see your sisters treated almost as invisible because they aren’t brothers. Yet, the hardest part for me was knowing how much and how long I had been prayed for. From the beginning, I could sense the burden of my father’s expectations.

I recall my very first day of kindergarten. I was the only child whose father took him. And when he kissed me at the schoolroom door, I could feel tears upon his cheeks as well.

I was too young to realize that this was an omen.

How could I have known that I would someday cause him to shed far more bitter tears?


Timothy

Tim Hogan was born angry.

And with good reason. He was an orphan with two living parents.

His father, Eamonn, a merchant seaman, had returned from a long voyage to discover his wife pregnant. Yet Margaret Hogan swore by all the saints that no mortal man had touched her.

She began to hallucinate, babbling to the world that she had been blessed by a visit from a holy spirit. Her outraged husband simply sailed away. Rumor had it that he found another ‘wife’ in Rio de Janeiro, by whom he had five ‘mortal’ children.

As Margaret’s condition worsened, the pastor at St Gregory’s arranged for her to be given shelter in a sanitarium run by the Sisters of the Resurrection in upper New York State.

At first, it seemed that Timothy, flaxen-haired and cherubic with his mother’s porcelain blue eyes, was also destined for an institution. His aunt, Cassie Delaney, already burdened with three daughters, did not think it possible to feed another mouth on what a New York cop brought home each week.

Besides, Tim had arrived just after she and Tuck had decided, despite the dictates of their religion, to have no more children. She was already exhausted from years of sleepless nights in the penitentiary of diaper changing.

Tuck overruled her.

‘Margaret’s your own flesh and blood. We can’t just leave the lad with no one.’

From the moment he entered their lives, Tim’s three sisters did not disguise their hostility. He reciprocated fiercely. As soon as he could lift an object, he would try to strike them with it. His trio of antagonists never exhausted their plans for persecution.

On one occasion, Aunt Cassie walked in just in time to stop them from pushing three-year-old Tim out the bed-room window.

After this hairsbreadth rescue, it was Timothy she slapped for provoking her daughters.

‘Nice boys never hit girls,’ she chided, a lesson Tim might have better assimilated had he not on several Saturday evenings overheard his uncle roughing up his aunt.

Tim was as anxious to leave the house as they were to be rid of him. By the time he was eight, Cassie had given him a key threaded on a braid of yarn. Worn around his neck, this talisman gave him the freedom to roam abroad and vent his innate aggression in appropriately masculine activities like stickball and street-fighting.

He was not faint of heart. In fact, he was the only boy who dared to challenge muscular Ed McGee, the undisputed leader of the grade-school pack.

In the course of their brief but explosive battle in the playground, Tim caused extensive damage to Ed’s eye and lip, although McGee had managed to unleash a mighty left, which nearly broke Tim’s jaw before the Sisters pulled the pugilists apart. The nuns’ intervention, of course, made them fast friends thereafter.

Though an officer of the law, his uncle nonetheless took pride in Tim’s fighting spirit. But Aunt Cassie was livid. She not only lost four days’ work in Macy’s lingerie department, but had to make endless ice packs for her nephew’s jaw.

In the Delaney family album, Tim had seen his mother, Margaret, and could discern a pale reflection of her in Aunt Cassie’s face.

‘Why can’t I go and visit her?’ he pleaded. ‘I mean, just say hello or something?’

‘She wouldn’t even recognize you,’ Tuck asserted. ‘She’s living in another world.’

‘But I’m not sick – I’d know her.’

‘Please, Tim,’ his uncle insisted. ‘We’re doing you a kindness.’

Inevitably the day came when Tim learned what everyone else in his world had been whispering for years.

During one of their Saturday night bouts, he heard his aunt shouting at her husband, ‘I’ve had just about all I can take of the little bastard!’

‘Cassie, watch your language,’ Tuck upbraided her. ‘One of the girls might hear.’

‘So what? It’s true, isn’t it? He’s my slut of a sister’s goddamn bastard and some day I’m going to tell him myself.’

Tim was devastated. In one blow he had lost a father and acquired a stigma. Trying to control his rage and fear, he confronted Tuck the next day and demanded to know who his real father was.

‘Your Mom was very strange about it, lad.’ Tuck’s face had turned crimson and he refused to meet Tim’s eye. ‘She never mentioned anyone – except this holy angel business,’ he said. ‘I’m really sorry.’

After that, Cassie continued to find fault with whatever Tim said or did and Tuck simply avoided him whenever possible. Tim began to feel as if he were being chastised for his mother’s sins. How else could he describe his life with the Delaneys, except as perpetual punishment.

He would try to come home as late as possible. Yet when darkness fell, his friends would all disperse for dinner and he was left with no one to talk to.

The playground was dimly illuminated by a soft kaleidoscopic haze from the stained-glass windows of the church. Careful to avoid detection by the likes of Ed McGee, he would go inside. At first it was merely to warm himself. Gradually he found himself drawn to the statue of the Virgin and, feeling abandoned and lonely, he would kneel in prayer, as he had been taught.

‘Ave Maria, gratia plena – Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou among women … Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now …’

But even Tim himself could not fully understand what he was seeking. He was not old enough to comprehend that having been born in a web of questions, he was asking the Virgin Mother to deliver him from ignorance.

Why was I born? Who are my parents? Why doesn’t anybody love me?

Late one evening, as he wearily looked up, he thought – for a single fleeting instant – that he saw the statue smile as if it were saying, ‘One thing must be clear in this confused life of yours. I love you.’

When he went home, Cassie slapped him hard for being late for supper.


Deborah

Deborah’s earliest memory of Danny was the glint of the sharp knife moving toward his tiny penis.

Though there were people crowded all around her eight-day-old brother, she could see everything clearly from the arms of her mother, who was standing in a corner of the room, alternately staring and wincing.

Danny lay on a pillow on the lap of his godfather, Uncle Saul – actually a distant cousin, but his father’s closest male relative – whose strong but gentle hands were holding Danny’s legs apart.

Then the mohel, a tall, gaunt man in white apron and prayer shawl, placed a clamp around her brother’s penis and a bell-shaped metal shield that covered the tip down to the foreskin. At the same moment his right hand raised what looked like a stiletto.

There was a silent gasp as the males present all dropped their hands instinctively to cover their own genitals.

After rapidly reciting a prayer, the mohel pierced the baby’s foreskin and in a single motion, swiftly sliced the tissue all around the rim of the shield. Little Danny wailed.

An instant later, the ritual surgeon held up the foreskin for everyone to see, then dropped it into a silver bowl.

Rav Luria intoned the prayer in a mighty voice, ‘Blessed art Thou, O ruler of the world, Who has commanded us to make our sons enter into the covenant of Abraham our father.’

There was a sigh of relief, followed by a cheer.

A whimpering Danny was returned to his beaming father.

Rav Luria then called out to everyone to eat, drink, sing, and dance.

Since the Code of Law demands it, the men and women were separated by a partition, but even from her mother’s side, Deborah could hear her father’s voice above all the others.

When she was old enough to speak full sentences, one of the first things Deborah asked her mother was whether there had been a similar celebration when she was born.

‘No, darling,’ Rachel answered gently. ‘But that doesn’t mean we don’t love you just as much.’

‘But why not?’ Deborah persisted.

‘I don’t know,’ her mother answered. ‘That’s the way the Father of the Universe ordained it.’

As time passed, Deborah Luria learned what else the Father of the Universe had ordained for Jewish women.

In the men’s morning prayers, there were benedictions to the Lord for every conceivable gift:


Blessed art Thou Who hast enabled the rooster to distinguish between day and night.




Blessed art Thou Who hast not made me a heathen.




Blessed art Thou Who hast not made me a female.



While the men were giving thanks for their masculinity, the girls had to be content with:


Blessed art Thou Who hast made me according to Thy Will.



Deborah was enrolled in a traditional ‘Beis Yakov’ school, whose sole purpose was to prepare Jewish girls to be Jewish wives. There, they read the Code of Law – or at least a specially abridged version compiled for women in the nineteenth century.

Their teacher, Mrs Brenner, constantly reminded the girls that they were privileged to help their husbands fulfill God’s injunction to Adam to ‘be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth.’

Is that all we are, Deborah thought to herself, baby machines? She did not dare ask it aloud, but rather waited impatiently for Mrs Brenner to provide an explanation. The best her teacher could offer was that since women were created from one of man’s ribs, they are therefore only part of what men are.

Pious though she was, Deborah could not accept this folklore as fact. And yet, she did not dare give voice to her skepticism.

By chance, years later when he was in high school, Danny showed her a passage from the Talmud that she had never been allowed to read during her own education.

It explained why, during intercourse, a man must face down and a woman upward: a man looks at the earth, the place whence he came, a woman at the place where she was created – the man’s rib.

The more Deborah learned, the more she became resentful. Not only because she was regarded as inferior, but because the sophistry of the teachers tried to convince the girls that this was not really the case – even while explaining that a woman who gives birth to a boy must wait forty days before she becomes ‘pure’ again, whereas one who gives birth to a girl must wait eighty days.

And why, when a tenth man was lacking to make a quorum needed for prayers, could no Jewish woman be counted as a substitute, although the final place could be filled by a six-year-old boy!

When in synagogue, she dared to peek over the curtain fringing the balcony where she sat with her mother and the rest of the women. She would look at the parade of old men and teenage boys called up to read the Torah and ask, ‘Mama, how come nobody up here ever gets a chance to read?’

And the pious Rachel could only answer, ‘Ask your father.’

She did. At lunch that Sabbath. And the Rav replied indulgently.

‘My darling, the Talmud tells us that a woman should not read a Torah portion out of respect for the congregation.’

‘But what does that mean?’ Deborah persisted, genuinely confused.

Her father answered, ‘Ask your mother.’

The only person she could rely on for straight answers was her brother, Danny.

‘They told us that if women stood in front of the male worshipers it would confound their minds.’

‘I don’t get it, Danny. Could you give me a for instance?’

‘Well,’ her brother responded uneasily, ‘y’know. Like Eve when she gave Adam … you know …’

‘Yes.’ Deborah was becoming impatient. ‘That I do know. She made him eat the apple. So what?’

‘Well, that sort of gave Adam ideas.’

‘What kind of ideas?’

‘Hey, Deb,’ Danny apologized, ‘they haven’t told us that yet.’ To which he added, ‘But when they do, I promise I’ll tell you.’

Ever since she could remember, Deborah Luria had wanted the privileges bestowed upon her brother at his circumcision. But as she grew up she was obliged to face the painful fact that she could never serve God to the fullest … because she had not been born a man.


PART I


1

Daniel

When I was four years old, my father called me into his study and lifted me onto his huge lap. I can still remember the sagging wooden bookshelves filled with tall leather volumes of the Talmud.

‘All right,’ he said gently. ‘Let’s start at the beginning.’

‘What’s that?’ I inquired.

‘Well, naturally,’ – my father beamed – ‘God is the beginning – as well as the unending. But you’re still too young to delve into mystical concepts. For today, Daniel, we’ll just start with aleph.’

‘Aleph?’

‘Well pronounced,’ my father said with pride. ‘You now know one letter of Hebrew.’

He pointed to the second symbol on the page. ‘And what comes next is bet. So now you can see we are learning the Hebrew aleph-bet.’

And so we continued for the remaining twenty letters.

Curiously, I don’t remember having to struggle with a single thing my father taught me. It all went straight to my heart and mind from his, and burned there like the eternal light above the Holy Ark in synagogue.

The next thing I knew I was reading in Hebrew the first words of my life: ‘In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth … ,’ which I duly rendered into Yiddish.

This German-Hebrew dialect, which first evolved in the medieval ghettos on the Rhine, was still the language of our everyday life. Hebrew was sacrosanct, reserved for reading holy texts and prayers. And thus I repeated the first words of Genesis, ‘In Ershten hut Got gemacht Himmel un erd.’

My father stroked his gray-flecked beard and nodded. ‘Well done, my boy. Well done.’

His praise was addictive. I studied even harder to earn more of it. At the same time, on my father’s part there was a ceaseless upward spiral of increasing expectations.

Though he never said it, I knew that he assumed I would absorb this knowledge into the very fiber of my being. By some miracle I learned it all – the holy words, the sacred laws, the history, the customs, the intricate attempts of scholars through the ages to extract God’s meaning from a wisp of commentary.

I only wish my father had been a little less proud, because the more I knew, the more I realized how much I still had to learn.

I know each morning Father thanked the Lord for his great gift. Not just a son but – as he always put it – such a son.

I, on the other hand, was in a constant state of anxiety, fearing I might disappoint him in some way.

Father towered over other rabbis, physically as well as spiritually. Needless to say, he also towered over me. He was a large man, well over six feet, with shining black eyes, and while both Deborah and I inherited his dark complexion, unhappily for her, she got his height.

Papa cast a long shadow over my life. Whenever I was chided in the classroom for some minor lapse, the teacher always tortured me with comparisons: ‘This from the son of the great Rav Luria?’

Unlike my fellow classmates, I never had the luxury of being able to be wrong. What was innocent for others somehow was regarded as unworthy when it came to me: ‘The future Silczer Rebbe trading baseball cards?’

And yet I think that was why my father didn’t send me to our own school, on the same street as our house. There, I might have gotten special treatment. There, such sins as giggling at the teacher – not to mention tossing chalk at him when he turned to the blackboard – might have gone unpunished.

Instead, I had to make the long – and sometimes perilous – journey from our house to the notoriously rigorous Etz Chaim Yeshiva ten blocks north, an institute of learning where the principal was known as the greatest rabbi of the century – the twelfth century.

Each school day, including Sundays, I rose at dawn to say morning prayers in the same room as my father, he wearing his phylacteries and prayer shawl, swaying as he faced east toward Jerusalem and praying for our people’s restoration to Zion.

In retrospect, this puzzled me – especially since there was now a State of Israel. Yet I never questioned anything this great man did.

School began promptly at eight and we spent till noon on Hebrew subjects, mostly points of grammar and the Bible. In our early years we concentrated on the ‘story’ parts – Noah’s Ark, the Tower of Babel, and Joseph’s multicolored coat. As we grew older and more mature – that is, at about eleven or twelve – we began to study the Talmud, the massive compendium of Jewish civil and religious law.

The first of its two parts merely sets forth the precepts codified by subject. These contain no fewer than four thousand rules and postulations.

I sometimes wondered how my father could retain so much of this inside his head. Indeed, he seemed to know by heart not only the precepts but the commentaries as well.

Talmud class was like a junior law school. We began with obligations concerning lost property, and by the end of the semester, I knew, if I happened to come across fruit spilled out on the ground, whether I could keep it or must turn it in.

At noon, we all went down to lunch where we could see across the room our female schoolmates, who were segregated for the Hebrew classes. After dessert, always little square bits of canned fruit salad, we sang grace, and the older boys had to rush upstairs to the synagogue to say afternoon prayers before our secular studies began.

From one o’clock till half past four, we lived in a completely different world. It was like any New York public school. We began, naturally, by saying the Pledge of Allegiance. At this point, the girls were with us. I suppose some modern sage had decreed that there was no harm in both sexes studying Civics, English, and Geography in the same room.

Except on Friday when we ended early for the Sabbath, it was almost always dark when we finally emerged.

Then I would wearily head home and, if I managed to arrive intact, I sat down and gobbled up whatever dinner Mama had prepared. Afterward I remained at the table doing my homework, both sacred and secular, until in my mother’s estimation I was too exhausted to go on.

I spent very little of my childhood in bed. In fact, the only time I can recall being there more than a few hours was when I had the measles.

For all its near-sweatshop regime, I loved school. Our double day was like two banquets of knowledge for my hungry mind. But Saturday was my special Day of Judgment. For then I had to show my father what I had learned that week.

He was quite simply the Almighty Power in my life and – just as I imagined the Jewish God to be – incomprehensible, unknowable.

And capable of wrath.


2

Timothy

St Gregory’s parish school was doubly religious. The boys and girls would begin each school day with an affirmation of both Faiths: Americanism and Catholicism.

Regardless of the weather, they would assemble in the concrete playground, where Sister Mary Immaculata would lead them first in the Pledge of Allegiance and then the Paternoster. On cold winter days their words came out in little white puffs, sometimes – symbolically enough – briefly turning the school yard into a kind of terrestrial cloud.

They would then file inside, respectfully silent – for they feared Sister Mary Bernard’s ruler no less than hell-fire and damnation.

There were occasional exceptions. Self-styled tough guys like Ed McGee and Tim Hogan were fearless enough to risk the next world for the sake of pulling Isabel O’Brien’s pigtails.

Indeed, there were moments of such rowdiness that Sister actually despaired of the boys’ salvation. By the end of September she had begun to include in her nightly prayers a special plea that Our Lady send a speedy end to this semester. Let the incorrigible duo terrorize a stronger soul than hers.

At the door of every classroom there was a stoup of holy water so that each child could dip his fingers and bless himself, or – in the case of Tim and Ed – flick drops on some hapless victim’s neck.

The parochial school curriculum was like that of ordinary public schools – Math, Civics, English, and Geography, and the like – with one significant addition. As early as kindergarten, the Sisters made it clear that at St Gregory’s the most important subject was Christian Doctrine – ‘To live and die a good Catholic in this world in order to be happy with God in the next.’

Sister Mary Bernard was obsessed with the early martyrs. She would often read to her class with relish the gory details from Butler’s Lives of the Saints. Her already rubicund face would become nearly crimson, perspiration fogging her thick spectacles, which sometimes, as her fervor mounted, would slide down to the end of her nose.

‘The mad Emperor Nero was especially cruel,’ she expounded. ‘For he had our holy martyrs torn to pieces by hungry dogs – or smeared with wax and then impaled with sharp stakes to be ignited and serve as torches.’

Even at horrifying junctures like this, Ed McGee was not beyond whispering, ‘Sounds like fun, Timmo. Why don’t we try it on O’Brien?’

When Sister Mary Bernard felt her audience was sufficiently mesmerized, she would close the book, wipe her brow, and come to the moral message.

‘Now, boys and girls, you must remember this was a privilege. For if you are not a Christian, suffering all the fires of a thousand hells will not permit you to be called a martyr.’

This modulated into another of her more frequent themes: the others in the outside world. The unbaptized. The heathen. The damned.

‘You must refrain from – indeed, avoid at any cost – friendship with non-Catholics. For these are not people of the true Faith and they will go to Hell. It is easier to recognize the Jewish people by the way they look and dress. But the greatest danger is from Protestants – they’re hard to spot and will often try to convince you they are Christians.’

After learning how to avoid eternal damnation, they turned to their next priority – preparation for their first Holy Communion.

They began to learn the catechism.

Each week they were obliged to commit to memory a certain number of questions and answers from this fundamental doctrine of the Catholic Church.

What are the chief punishments of Adam which we inherit through original sin?

The chief punishments of Adam which we inherit through original sin are: death, suffering, ignorance, and a strong inclination to sin.

What is the chief message of the New Testament?

The chief message of the New Testament is the joyful salvation through Jesus Christ.

Their textbook contained discussion questions with homespun examples.

‘Isabel O’Brien.’ Sister Mary Bernard pointed to the red-haired girl sitting near the window.

‘Yes, Sister?’ Isabel asked, obediently rising to her feet.

‘Isabel, if a girl loves her radio more than her rosary, is she going full speed toward Heaven?’

The little girl’s pigtails whipped across her face, as she shook her head. ‘No, Sister. That would mean she’s going full speed toward Hell.’

‘Very good, Isabel. Now, Ed McGee—’

The stocky boy slouched upward to an approximation of vertical.

‘Yes, Sister?’

‘Suppose a boy spends five hours a day playing ball and only five minutes praying. Is he doing all he can to love God?’

All eyes in the class were on Ed. They knew Sister had been saving this one especially for him.

‘Well?’ she demanded impatiently.

‘Uh,’ Ed temporized, ‘that’s a real tough question.’ Twenty-four pairs of little hands tried to stifle twenty-four high-pitched giggles.

‘Come here immediately,’ ordered Sister Mary Bernard.

Ed ambled toward the front of the room, knowing full well what was in store. Before Sister even asked, he held out his palms. She glared at him, then sharply struck his outstretched hands, as Ed tried to maintain his smirk without wincing.

The teacher then admonished the entire class. ‘There’ll be more of that for anyone who dares to act disrespectfully.’

The class grinned in anticipation as she called on Timothy.

‘Now, Tim Hogan – say the Apostles’ Creed.’

‘By heart?’

‘By heart – and from the heart,’ Sister Mary Bernard answered, tapping her ruler in readiness.

To Sister’s utter astonishment, Tim recited every syllable without the slightest hesitation. Letter perfect.

‘I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, Our Lord; Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary …’

‘That’s good – very good,’ she felt obliged to concede.

Tim looked around the room and thought he saw disappointment in the eyes of his classmates.

Glowering, Ed McGee muttered, ‘Bookworm.’


3

Deborah

Deborah loved the Sabbath. It was the holiest of all holidays, the only one mentioned in the original Ten Commandments.

Moreover, it was God’s special gift to the Israelites. For countless millennia, ancient civilizations had reckoned time in years and months, but the notion of a seven-day week that culminated in a Sabbath was a Jewish invention.

It is a day of unadulterated joy. Even mourning for a parent or husband must cease during this twenty-four-hour dispensation from grief.

The Bible states that on the Sabbath the Almighty not only stopped work, but ‘renewed his soul.’

And this was precisely what Deborah Luria experienced when she closed the door behind her on a Friday afternoon. She was not shutting herself in, but rather keeping the world out. The world of cars, stores, factories, worry, and toil. On Friday evening, something miraculous – a mixture of faith and joy – was reborn within her.

Perhaps, Deborah thought, that was why her mother was so transported when she stood motionless before the glowing silver candlesticks, as the Sabbath like a soft silk shawl fell gently upon her shoulders.

As the family watched in silence, Rachel would place her hands over her eyes and say the blessing in a voice so hushed that only God Himself could hear.

Every Friday afternoon, Deborah and her half sister Rena would join their mother cleaning, polishing, and cooking to ready the house for the invisible angels who would be their honored guests till three small stars could be seen in the Saturday evening sky.

Some time after darkness fell, Papa and Danny would come home from prayers, the smell of winter emanating from their coal black overcoats. The family would exchange greetings as if they were reuniting after months apart.

Rav Luria would place his large hands on Danny’s head to bless him – and afterward do likewise for his daughters.

And then at last in his deep, husky voice he would sing to Mama the famous lines from Proverbs 31:


A woman of valor, who can find?

For her price is far above rubies.



As they stood around the white-clothed table lit by the glittering candles, Papa would raise his large silver cup and sing the blessings over the wine, and then over the bread – two loaves to commemorate God’s sending a double portion of manna to the Israelites in the desert, so they would not have to gather food on the Sabbath.

The meal that followed was a banquet. Even in the poorest homes the family would sacrifice during the week so that Friday evening’s dinner would be sumptuous – with, if possible, a fish and a meat course.

All through the evening Papa led everyone in a treasury of Sabbath songs and wordless Hasidic melodies – some from other lands and other centuries; some he had composed himself.

Deborah could survive all the other ordinary hours of the week merely by reminding herself that at the end were the precious moments when she could be free. When she could let her voice soar above all others. Her voice was exquisite – so clear and vibrant that Rachel often had to caution her to sing softly in the synagogue lest it distract the men.

Her mother’s cheeks shone on the Sabbath, her eyes danced with the music. She seemed to radiate love. One day Deborah learned the special reason.

She was walking home from school with Molly Blumberg, a sixteen-year-old neighbor who was engaged to be married that summer. Molly was in a state of agitation, for she had just learned one of the most fundamental and least discussed rules of Jewish marriage.

It was a man’s duty to make love to his wife on Friday night – a commandment based directly on Exodus 21:10. Moreover, this obligation could not be fulfilled in a perfunctory manner, for the Law demands that he ‘pleasure’ her. A woman may even sue her husband if he does not.

This, Deborah noted, partially explains the reason for giving husbands a hearty meal. And the smile on a Jewish woman’s face when she prepares it.

After the rest of the family had gone to bed, Deborah would remain alone in the only illuminated room in the entire household. And even that light wouldn’t burn all night. Since the biblical injunction against work on the Sabbath had been construed by later sages to preclude even the turning on or off of electric lights, the Lurias, like most of their religious neighbors, had engaged a gentile to come and extinguish all lamps at eleven.

Deborah’s text was always the Bible. And most often the Song of Songs. Completely absorbed, she would sometimes read aloud unwittingly:


By night on my bed I sought him whom my soul loveth;

I sought him, but I found him not …



Then she would softly close the Holy Book, kiss it, and go upstairs.

This was the happiest time in Deborah’s childhood. For to her, Shabbat was synonymous with love.


4

Timothy

One Saturday morning in late May, Tim Hogan and his equally nervous classmates knelt in pews near the confessional, awaiting their turn to perform an all-important rite for the first time.

Since they all were seven, Sister had drilled them endlessly on how to confess, for only by purging himself of his sins could a Catholic be in a State of Grace – pure enough to receive Communion.

In direct defiance of Sister’s long-standing order (based on the principle of divide and conquer), Ed McGee climbed across several of his classmates in the pew, shouldered his way into a space next to Timothy, and with a hard poke to his friend’s ribs, tried to provoke him to break the silence. In truth, despite his outward behavior, Ed’s bravado had abandoned him at the church door and he was almost prepared to admit that he was frightened.

Sensing the commotion, Sister Mary Bernard whirled around and fixed Ed with a glare powerful enough to send him straight to purgatory. As she took his sleeve and pulled him away, she admonished, ‘And another thing, Edward McGee. You can tell Father that you disobeyed me even in church.’

Tim craned his neck to look at Ed as he left the confessional a few minutes later, but his friend’s glance was fixed on the ground, as he walked toward the outside gate.

Well, it can’t be so bad, he thought. McGee’s all in one piece.

At this moment, a gentle tapping on his shoulder made him start. He stood up nervously, as Sister gestured which confessional box was to be his.

Head bowed, Tim walked slowly toward the cubicle thinking, This is gonna be a piece of cake. I know it all backwards and forwards … I hope.

Yet, as he entered the left compartment, drew the curtain behind him, and knelt, his heart began to pound.

Before him was a wooden panel. It slid open, and through the mesh screen he glimpsed the purple stole around the neck of his confessor, whose features he could not discern.

Suddenly, in one split second, the gravity – the great significance of all this – electrified him. He knew that for the first time he would have to open his heart completely.

‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. This is my first confession.’

He took a deep breath and then recited, ‘I was late for school three times last week. I tore the cover off Davy Murphy’s notebook and threw it at him.’

He paused. No lightning flashed. Nor did the earth open and swallow him. Perhaps the Lord was waiting for the graver sins.

‘Last Thursday I flushed Kevin Callahan’s hat down the toilet, and made him cry.’

He waited, his heart fluttering.

A voice from the other side of the screen said gently, ‘This surely was a disrespect of property, my son. And you must remember that Our Lord said, ‘Blessed are the meek.’ Now for your penance …’

That was Timothy’s first confession.

But his first real confession did not come until five years later.

‘I peeked through the keyhole when my older sister Bridget was taking a bath.’

After a moment, there was a monosyllabic reply from the other side. ‘Yes?’

‘Well,’ Tim protested, ‘that’s it. I just looked.’ Then he forced himself to add, ‘And had impure thoughts.’

There was another silence as if the confessor sensed that more remained unsaid. He was right, for Tim suddenly blurted out, ‘I have these awful feelings.’

For a moment, there was no reaction from the other side of the screen. Then he heard, ‘You mean of sexual matters, my son?’

‘I’ve already told you about those.’

‘Then what are these other “feelings”?’

Tim hesitated, took a deep breath, and confessed, ‘I hate my father.’

There was a slight but audible ‘Oh’ from the other side of the screen. Then the priest said, ‘Our Savior taught that God is love. Why do you … feel otherwise about your father?’

‘Because I don’t know who he is.’

There was a solemn silence. Tim whispered, ‘That’s all.’

‘The thoughts you had were most unchristian,’ his confessor said. ‘We must always fight the temptation to disobey any commandment in thought, word, or deed. Now for your penance. Say three Hail Marys and make a good Act of Contrition.’

The priest then murmured the words of absolution, in nomine patris et filii et spiritus sancti, adding, ‘Go in peace.’

Timothy left. But not in peace.

Reluctantly, Tim tried to accept that he would never meet his earthly father. But he could not quell the longing for his mother – nor come to terms with the painful knowledge that he was separated from her by a mere two hours’ bus ride.

He had tried for his own sake to believe Tuck’s lurid descriptions of a raving lunatic too mad to recognize him. To acknowledge that the terrible sight of her would cause him even more pain. But his visions were too strong to alter.

At night his imagination would conjure up a pure, golden-haired woman in flowing white robes, a kind of madonna who, though physically too weak to care for him, nonetheless reciprocated his longings and prayed for his visit.

Sometimes he would daydream that when he grew up and had a home of his own he would be able to take her in and care for her. He wanted her to know this. To reassure her.

Which is why he had to see her.

For his twelfth birthday, he pleaded for a special present: would they take him to the asylum to see her. Just look at her from afar even. But Tuck and Cassie refused.

Six months later he made the same request and was put off even more brusquely.

‘Go for all I care,’ Cassie had screamed with exasperation. ‘Take a look at my demented sister and see what you have for a mother. You’ll rue the day.’

Tuck summed it up with his characteristically sardonic humor: ‘The present we’re givin’ you is not takin’ you.’ He added, ‘Now let that be an end to it.’

And it was an end. At least to discussing it. Now Tim had no choice but to take matters into his own hands.

Early one Saturday morning, he casually told his aunt that he and some of the guys were going to watch the Knicks play at Madison Square Garden. She merely nodded, glad to be rid of him for the day. She did not even notice he was wearing his confirmation suit.

Tim raced to the subway and took the express into Manhattan, to the Port Authority bus terminal on Eighth Avenue and Forty-first Street. He approached the ticket window apprehensively and asked for a round-trip ticket to Westbrook, New York. The gum-chewing clerk took the five-dollar bill, moist and crumpled, from the boy’s nervous palm and pressed two buttons with her crimson-nailed finger. Her machine spewed out a card.

Tim looked at it. ‘No, no,’ he said, his voice breaking. ‘This is a child’s fare. I’m over twelve.’

The woman stared at him. ‘Hey, kid, do me a favor,’ she complained. ‘Make like it’s Christmas so I don’t hafta rebalance my till sheet. Besides, you must be a little nuts to be so honest.’

A little nuts. The words were chilling for a boy on his way to his mother in an insane asylum.

The next bus left at 10:50 A.M. Tim bought two Baby Ruth bars, which were intended to serve as lunch. But his anxiety had made him inordinately hungry, and he consumed them both more than a half hour before the bus took on its passengers.

Feverish with anticipation and desperate to distract himself from thoughts of where he was going, he went downstairs again and bought a Captain Marvel comic.

At last, the platform clock reached 10:45 and the driver, balding and bespectacled in a creased Greyhound uniform, announced that boarding would commence.

There were not many people heading for upstate New York in the inclement January weather, so it was only a few seconds later that Tim was climbing aboard. Just as he was handing his ticket to the driver, a large paw grabbed him firmly by the shoulder.

‘Okay, buster, the game’s over.’

He whirled around. It was a huge, barrel-chested black man, wearing a revolver and the intimidating blue of the New York police force.

‘Your name Hogan?’ the officer growled.

‘What’s it to you? I haven’t done anything wrong.’

‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ the policeman replied. ‘You sure fit the description I’ve got of a runaway named Hogan.’

‘I’m not running anywhere,’ Tim persisted bravely.

The bus driver interrupted. ‘Hey, officer. I’ve got a schedule, y’know.’

‘Yeah, okay, okay.’ The big man nodded and, keeping a firm grip on Tim’s arm, said, ‘We won’t be making any joyrides today.’

The moment captor and captive descended, the bus door hissed closed and the vehicle pulled away from the curb, heading for a destination Tim now knew he would never reach.

The cruelty of this encounter – the fleeting, tantalizing seconds that had robbed him of a lifelong goal – now evoked in him a feeling of sadness so profound that he began to sob.

‘Hey, take it easy, kid,’ the police officer murmured in a more kindly voice. ‘What’d you try the escape act for, anyway? Did you misbehave or something?’

Tim shook his head. Now he really did want to run away and never see the Delaneys again.

Unfortunately, he saw his uncle all too soon. He had waited less than a half hour in the terminal’s police headquarters when Tuck appeared.

‘So, you little twerp,’ he saluted Tim. ‘Thought you could pull a fast one on me, didja? Boy, are you dumb – you didn’t even look in the papers to see if the Knicks were playing in town.’

He looked at the arresting officer. ‘Thanks for nabbing him, pal. Have you got a room where I can talk to the kid alone?’

The black man nodded, indicating a small door in the rear. Tuck grabbed Tim by the elbow and started to pull him, but this time the boy protested.

‘No! No! I didn’t do anything – I didn’t.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that. Now you gotta take what’s coming to ya.’

As they disappeared into the room, the policeman lit a cigarette and began to flick through the Daily News. Moments later he winced at sounds he recognized: the repeated slaps of a belt against bare buttocks, followed by a muffled groan as the truant child attempted manfully to deny the pain.

On the subway home, Tim stood and gritted his teeth. He glared at his uncle and swore inwardly, I’ll kill you some day.
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Daniel

As I walked along the snowy sidewalk, Bible in hand, I could distinguish shadows of the faithful coming home from morning Mass.

It was Christmas morning. And I was doing what my ancestors had always done on this day – deliberately ignoring it. Which is why I was going to school. And the rest of my father’s followers had all gone to work. This unfestive action was meant as a lesson in itself: Remember, this is not your holiday.

During the twilight of the year, our yeshivas and high schools also gave their students two weeks’ holiday – which they pointedly designated as merely ‘winter vacation.’ To accentuate even further the difference between us and our gentile neighbors, school reopened for one day on December twenty-fifth. It was a gesture of defiance.

Our teacher, Rabbi Schumann, dressed in his customary black suit and homburg hat, watched solemnly as we filed in and took our seats. He was an austere and demanding tyrant who often berated us when we made even the tiniest error.

Like many of our other teachers, he had spent several years in a concentration camp, and pallor seemed ingrained in his features. In retrospect, I think his severity with us was a personal way of disguising the grief, and perhaps the guilt, he felt at having survived the Holocaust when so many had not.

The Bible passages he had chosen that day all emphasized the otherness of our religion, and as the morning progressed, Rabbi Schumann grew increasingly upset. Finally, he closed his book and with a deep sigh, rose and transfixed us with his hollow, dark-ringed eyes.

‘This day, this awful, awful day is when they found the fuel for the torches that would burn us everywhere. In the centuries since our expulsion from the Holy Land, has there ever been a country that has not persecuted us in his name? And our own age has witnessed the ultimate horror – the Nazis with their ruthless efficiency – Six million of us.’

He pulled out his handkerchief and tried to staunch the tears. ‘Women, little children,’ he went on with anguish. ‘They all turned into wisps of smoke from the ovens.’ His voice grew hoarse. ‘I saw this, boys. I saw them kill my wife and children. They wouldn’t even do me the kindness of exterminating me. They left me living on the rack of memory.’

No one in the classroom breathed. We were overwhelmed by his speech, not merely for its content but because Rabbi Schumann, normally a stern taskmaster, was now sobbing helplessly.

Then, still weeping, he continued. ‘Listen – we are sitting here today to show the Christians that we’re still alive. We were here before them, and we shall endure until the Messiah comes.’

He paused, regained his breath, and some of his composure.

‘Now let us rise.’

I always dreaded this moment when we had to sing the slender verses chanted by so many of our brethren as they entered the gas chambers:


I believe with all my heart

In the coming of The Messiah,

And though He may tarry on the way

I nonetheless believe. I still believe.



The afternoon sky was a gray shroud as I walked home, shaken. Once again, I passed all the Christmas lights. But this time what I saw in them were the shining, indestructible atoms of six million souls.
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Timothy

On a hot afternoon in the summer of 1963, fourteen-year-old Tim, Ed McGee, and their perpetual cheering section, Jared Fitzpatrick, were passing through alien territory – the neighborhood adjacent to St Gregory’s, which was the center of the B’nai Simcha community.

When they passed the home of Rav Moses Luria, Ed sneered, ‘Look, that’s where the head Hebe lives. Why don’t we ring his doorbell or something?’

‘Good idea,’ Tim agreed, but Fitzpatrick had qualms.

‘Suppose he answers? He might put a curse on us …’

‘Aw, c’mon, Fitzy,’ McGee jibed. ‘You’re just a lily-livered chicken.’

‘The hell I am,’ he protested. ‘It’s just that ringin’ bells is kids’ stuff. Couldn’t we do something more interesting?’

‘Like what?’ Ed countered. ‘We ain’t got a hand grenade.’

‘How about a rock through his window?’ Tim suggested, pointing to a Con Edison excavation a few dozen feet down the road. The workmen had gone for the day, leaving potential missiles of all sizes.

Fitzy rushed over to the site and selected a stone slab roughly the size of a baseball.

‘Okay, guys,’ Ed challenged, ‘who’s gonna be the first-string pitcher?’ He fixed Tim with a stare. ‘I’d do it for sure, but I’ve still got a kinda sprain in my arm from beating up those niggers last Thursday.’

Before Tim had time to protest, Ed and Fitzy had elected him. ‘C’mon, chickenshit, throw the goddamn thing!’

In one furious motion he snatched it from Ed’s hand, cocked his arm, and hurled the stone at the rabbi’s largest window.

The noise was deafening. Tim turned toward his companions.

They were already halfway down the street.

Three hours later, the Lurias’ doorbell rang.

Deborah answered, still in a state of shock, and was now further taken aback at the sight of the two callers. She immediately went to inform her father.

The Rav had been deeply engrossed in a difficult passage of a legal midrash when the enemy missile had pierced the sanctuary of his household.

Ever since that moment he had been standing immobile, staring through the few angry slices of glass still clinging to the window frame, his mind tortured by images of pogroms and goose-stepping storm troopers.

‘Papa,’ Deborah said haltingly, ‘there’s a policeman at the door … he’s got a boy with him.’

‘Ah,’ he murmured, ‘perhaps we might receive some justice this time. Ask them to come in.’

Moments later they appeared.

‘Good afternoon, Reverend,’ the policeman said as he removed his cap. ‘I’m Officer Delaney. Sorry to disturb you, but I’m here about the damage to your window.’

‘Yes,’ the Rav acknowledged somberly, ‘damage has been done.’

‘Well, here’s the malefactor,’ the policeman answered, pulling at the young boy’s collar as if to hoist him like a trapped animal. ‘I’m ashamed to say that Tim Hogan here’s my ungrateful nephew. We took him in after his poor mother Margaret fell sick.’

‘Oh,’ said the Rav. ‘So this is Margaret Hogan’s son. I should have recognized the eyes.’

‘You knew my mother?’ Tim asked.

‘In a distant way. When my wife died, Sexton Isaacs hired her to come in now and then to keep my house in order.’

‘More’s the disgrace.’ Tuck glared at Tim. ‘Now say it. Tell the rabbi what I told you.’

Timothy screwed up his face as if tasting a bitter pill and mumbled, ‘I’m—’

‘Louder, boy,’ the policeman growled. ‘This is a man of the cloth you’re talking to.’

‘I – I’m sorry for what I did, Your Reverence,’ Timothy responded, and continued by rote, ‘I take full responsibility for my actions and I intend to pay for the damage.’

Rav Luria looked quizzically at the young man for a moment, then said, ‘Sit down, Timothy.’

Tim perched himself obediently on the edge of a chair facing the rabbi’s book-strewn desk, but he could not keep himself from squirming nervously as he watched the bearded Jewish man pace back and forth along the sagging wooden shelves, his hands clasped behind his back.

‘Timothy,’ the rabbi began slowly, ‘can you tell me what induced you to perform such a hostile act?’

‘I – I didn’t know it was your house, sir.’

‘But you knew it was a Jewish home, yes?’

Tim lowered his head. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Do you feel any special … animosity toward our people?’

‘I … well, some of my friends … I mean, we’ve been told …’

He could say no more. By this point his uncle was also beginning to sweat.

‘But do you think it’s true?’ the Rav said quietly. ‘I mean, does this house look in any way different from your friends’ homes?’

Tim looked around for a moment, before responding candidly, ‘Well, there are an awful lot of books …’

‘Yes,’ the rabbi continued. ‘But otherwise, do I or any of my family look like demons?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Then I hope that this unhappy incident gave you a chance to see that Jews are just like other people … with perhaps a few more books.’

He turned to the policeman. ‘Thank you for giving me the opportunity to converse with your nephew.’

‘But we haven’t discussed compensation yet. A big window like that must have cost a pretty penny. And since Tim won’t rat on his accomplices, he’ll have to pay you by himself.’

‘But Uncle Tuck—’

The Rav intervened. ‘How old are you, Timothy?’

‘Just turned fourteen, sir.’

‘What do you think you can do to earn money?’

Tuck answered for his nephew. ‘He can run errands or carry groceries for the neighbors and they’ll give him a little something.’

‘How little?’

‘Oh, a nickel or a dime.’

‘But at that rate it would take years to repay the cost of my window.’

The officer merely looked at the rabbi and stated, ‘I don’t care if it takes a century. He’ll pay you something every week.’

Rav Luria put his hands to his forehead as if grasping for some elusive idea, then raised his head and spoke.

‘I think I have a solution that may be of help to both parties,’ he declared. ‘Officer Delaney,’ the rabbi went on, ‘I can see your nephew is basically a good boy. How late is Timothy allowed to stay up?’

‘School days till ten.’

‘And Friday nights?’ asked the Rav.

‘Ten-thirty, eleven. If there’s a night game on TV, I let him watch till it’s over.’

‘Good.’ A smile had taken over the rabbi’s face. Turning to the boy, he announced, ‘I may have a job for you …’

‘He’ll take it,’ his uncle said quickly.

‘I’d rather he made up his own mind,’ said the Rav gently. ‘It’s a post of great responsibility. Do you know what a Shabbes goy is?’

Again Officer Delaney interrupted. ‘Begging your pardon, Rabbi, but isn’t “goy” what you people call Christians?’

‘Yes,’ Rav Luria answered. ‘But the word simply means “gentile.” A Shabbes goy is a non-Jew of impeccable morals who comes in on Friday evenings after our Sabbath has begun and performs the functions that are prohibited to us – like lowering the heat, putting out lights, and so forth. The individual in question,’ he explained, ‘usually runs additional errands for us during the week so he can learn something of our laws, since it is a sin for us to tell him to do anything once the Sabbath has begun.’ He turned to Timothy.

‘It so happens that Lawrence Conroy is about to leave for the College of the Holy Cross to study Medicine. For the past three years he has been assisting us, the Kagans, Mr Wasserstein, and both Shapiro brothers. Every month each household gives him some money and each Friday they leave out a portion of whatever dessert they’re having that night. If you’re interested, it would take you only a few months to pay your debt.’

Several minutes later, as they were walking homeward, Patrolman Delaney offered his final comment on the unpleasant matter.

‘Hear me, Timmy,’ he said, ‘and hear me good. Next time you break some Jew window, make sure it isn’t some important rabbi’s.’
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Deborah

When Deborah was barely fourteen years old, she witnessed a mighty – if unequal – battle between her half sister and her father.

‘I won’t marry him – I won’t!’

‘Rena, you’re over seventeen,’ her father murmured, and then alluded to her older sister. ‘Malka was married by then. And you’re not even betrothed. Tell me again what’s so bad about Rebbe Epstein’s boy?’

‘He’s fat,’ Rena said.

Rav Luria addressed his wife. ‘Did you hear that, Racheleh? Suddenly matchmaking has become a beauty contest! Our daughter believes this fine scholar from a respectable family is unworthy because he’s a little overweight.’

‘More than a little,’ Rena muttered.

‘Rena,’ the rabbi pleaded, ‘he’s a pious boy and he’ll make you a fine husband. Why are you being so obstinate?’

‘Because I just don’t want to.’

Good for you, Rena, Deborah thought to herself.

‘Don’t want to?’ asked the rabbi in a tone of melodramatic astonishment. ‘How can “I don’t want to” be a valid reason?’

Danny suddenly leapt to Rena’s aid.

‘But Father,’ he interjected. ‘What about the Code of Law? Even Ha Ezer 42:12. Doesn’t it say that a marriage must have the woman’s consent?’

Had this come from anyone but his adored son and heir, Moses Luria would have fumed at having any of his statements questioned. Instead, he could not help but smile with pride. His little boy, not yet bar mitzvah, was not afraid to lock scriptural horns with the Silczer Rebbe. For the moment, the discussion was ended.

In the days that followed there was constant tension in the Luria household and whispered phone calls late into the night.

After concluding a particularly lengthy conversation, the Rav marched slowly and deliberately into the living room, where the rest of the family was seated.

He looked at his wife and said wearily, ‘Epstein’s starting to push. He claims he’s gotten an offer from the Belzer for one of his daughters.’ The Rav sighed histrionically. ‘Ah, what a pity to lose such a fine scholar.’ He glanced at Rena. ‘Of course, I wouldn’t dream of forcing you to do anything you don’t want to, my darling,’ he said gently. ‘It’s still completely up to you.’

In the silence that followed, Deborah could sense the closing of an emotional vise on her sister’s will.

‘All right, Papa,’ Rena sighed weakly, ‘I’ll marry him.’

The Rav exploded with joy. ‘Wonderful! This is wonderful news. Is two weeks enough to have the betrothal ceremony?’

He turned to his wife and asked, ‘What do you think, Racheleh?’

‘It’s fine by me. Will you arrange it with Rebbe Epstein?’

The Rav grinned. ‘I already have.’

Deborah gritted her teeth and vowed that she would never let them manipulate her this way. She could not keep from wondering – would he be so overbearing with his beloved Danny?

Later, Danny vaguely remembered Rebbe Epstein’s visit to his father’s office to iron out the arrangements for the marriage, among them Rena’s dowry and, most important, the date and place of the wedding.

The next part echoed in Danny’s memory forever. To symbolize the sealing of the bargain, tradition bade the parents break a plate. Sometimes – and this was the case that day – several women came with crockery, and when the agreement was announced, there was a loud cacophony of dishes crashing on the kitchen floor amid effusive shouts. ‘Mazel tov, mazel tov!’

‘Why are they all going crazy breaking plates?’ Danny asked his father.

‘Well, my son.’ The Rav beamed. ‘There are several explanations. Some say just as a broken glass cannot be fixed, so the agreement between bride and groom cannot be allowed to shatter. There’s also a more colorful tradition. The noise is supposed to scare away the evil spirits that might put a curse on Rena’s marriage.’

Even Deborah, who had been sulking at the prospect of her sister’s unwilling marriage, took part in this and joined the universal laughter that preceded the betrothal feast.

On the Sabbath before the wedding, the rotund Avrom Epstein was honored as groom-to-be by receiving an invitation to the pulpit to read the week’s selection from the Prophets.

As he mounted the podium, a bombardment of tiny missiles suddenly descended all about him. These were raisins, almonds, nuts, and sweet candies thrown from the ladies’ gallery as a gesture of good luck. Most of the women carelessly tossed their handfuls, but Deborah made her own quiet statement, aiming as many nuts as she could at the head of her future brother-in-law.

It remained for Rachel to explain the special Jewish ‘facts of life’ to her stepdaughter. Deborah should not have been present, but she wanted very much to hear, and neither Rachel nor Rena objected.

The essence of her mother’s lecture was a woman’s purity. Or, put another way, impurity. The Rav had been scrupulous in consulting with Rachel to determine Rena’s menstrual cycle, so that on her wedding day she would be ritually pure. Now, in minute detail, Rachel explained to Rena how to examine herself every month to determine the onset of her period and its conclusion. Thereafter she would be required to change her underclothes and bed linen daily, and seven days later sexual intercourse would finally be permitted again.

During the fortnight of her spiritual ‘pollution,’ a wife might not touch her husband in any way. Even their twin beds had to be well separated. The rules were so stringent that a husband could not eat food left over from his wife, unless it had been transferred to another dish.

‘Do you understand everything, Rena?’ Rachel asked.

Her stepdaughter merely nodded.

Rachel reached over and patted her hand. ‘I know how you must feel, darling. I also wish it was your own mother telling you all this.’

Rena nodded again and said, ‘Thank you.’

Deborah could not restrain her feelings of resentment at the notion that some day she, too, would be considered ‘unclean’ in her husband’s eyes. For half a month she would be impure, besmirched, untouchable.

Six weeks later, Rachel took Rena to the mikva, the ritual bath, for her first purification. Deborah remained at home to fantasize.

She knew what would be happening, for Mama had described it all beforehand. Her sister would have to go into a bathroom where she would remove all her clothing, watch, rings – even the Band-Aid covering the cut on her finger.

She would then have to wash, brush her teeth, comb all the hairs of her body, cut and scrub her fingernails. Finally, under the severe scrutiny of the matron in attendance, Rena would walk naked down a few stone steps into a large cistern filled with running water and immerse herself completely.

The diligent attendant had to be satisfied that every strand of hair was submerged. If a single hair remained above the water, the procedure would be invalid.

Rena would have to do this every month for the rest of her childbearing years, which could mean a quarter of a century.

For the next forty-eight hours, Rena was taciturn and nervous. Several times, Deborah even thought she heard her weeping softly in her room. Once, hearing a muffled sob, she knocked, but evidently Rena did not want to share her feelings.

‘Look, it’s normal,’ her mother explained to both girls. ‘Getting married is the most important event in a woman’s life. But it’s also a terrible wrench – leaving your parents’ house, going to live with someone …’ She stopped herself.

‘Someone you hardly know at all,’ Deborah bitterly finished the thought.

Rachel shrugged uneasily. ‘Well, there’s that aspect, too. But do you know something, Deborah? Arranged marriages sometimes work out better than so-called romantic ones. Compared to others, the divorce rate among the Orthodox is like a little grain of sand – it hardly happens.’

Yes, Deborah thought. Because it’s almost impossible to get a divorce.

‘Rena darling,’ Rachel whispered to her stepdaughter tenderly, ‘I’ll share a very private truth with you. When my father came to me to propose Rav Luria – I mean Moses – as my potential husband, I was … to be honest … not that enthusiastic.’

She paused, and then, to reassure herself that her confession would not travel, added, ‘Remember, you can’t tell this to a soul.’

Rena nodded and placed a hand affectionately on Rachel’s.

Rachel continued. ‘I mean, after all, I was even younger than you. Moses seemed to me more like a parent than what I had dreamed of as a husband. He was older, he had children … and he was the legendary Silczer Rav.’

She closed her eyes as she reminisced. ‘But then we met alone. And from the first, I knew that he could read my mind. He understood exactly all the qualms I was feeling. And so he told me a simple story. It was one of the Jewish legends of the mystics – that when the soul descends from Heaven it has two parts, one male, the other female. They separate and enter different bodies. But if these people then lead righteous lives, the Father of the Universe will reunite them as a couple.

‘I stopped being upset about marrying somebody twice my age, and began to think of it as my soul finding its other half. From that moment, I fell in love with him. And,’ she concluded, ‘I hope you agree that we have a marriage like an oak tree and a vine.’

All three women stared at one another, speechless: Rachel, astounded by her own unexpected candor; Rena, comforted.

And Deborah, confused and slightly frightened that she knew so little of the outside world.

On the morning of the wedding Rena did not come downstairs, for the Law bids bride and groom fast all day until the ceremonies are over. When Deborah inquired solicitously how her sister felt, she merely answered, ‘It’s okay. I’m not hungry anyway.’

The relatives and other celebrants were already gathered in the courtyard of the synagogue, when Avrom Epstein, wearing a prayer shawl over the bridegroom’s traditional white costume, appeared at the door and was led by the women to the living room, where Rena waited.

Dancing at his heels was a trio of young, bearded kletzmer musicians – fiddler, clarinetist, and tambourine man – all looking like fugitives from a painting by Chagall as they played merrily. The bride stood to greet her future husband.

Avrom gazed at her and whispered, ‘It’s going to be all right, Rena. We’ll be good to each other.’

He took her veil, placed it over her face, and then left, followed again by his mini-parade of musicians.

Scarcely an hour later, as they faced one another under the wedding canopy set up in the courtyard of the synagogue, Avrom placed the ring on Rena’s index finger and said, ‘Be thou consecrated unto me as my wife according to the Law of Moses and Israel.’

Then, in keeping with the magnitude of the occasion, each of the seven ritual blessings was pronounced by a different distinguished rabbi, some of whom had come from out of the state for the ceremony.

Yakov Ever, the famous cantor (and recording artist) who had come all the way from Manhattan, chanted blessings over the wine. Finally, the traditional glass was placed on the ground next to the large black shoes of Avrom Epstein.

When he lifted his foot, smashing the glass, the gathered throng all shouted ‘Mazel tov, mazel tov!’ and the musicians, now augmented by a double bass and a full set of cymbals and drums, struck up, as the psalm says, ‘a joyful noise unto the Lord.’

The feast was splendid and, as was customary, segregated, with men and women seated at tables on opposite sides of the room. Only the children had a passport to toddle across the frontiers of gender, and they did so frequently and noisily.

Deborah always seemed to find one or two of Malka’s five children on her lap. She later recalled these as the best parts of the evening.

The young musicians’ enthusiasm was so infectious that Cantor Ever fairly bounded to the microphone to give a vibrant rendition of the most important song at any Hasidic wedding – ‘All the World’s a Narrow Bridge,’ a reminder to the newlyweds that, even at this happy moment in their lives, they are perilously bounded by sadness on either side.

When at last the long meal ended and the benedictions for the couple were complete, tables and chairs were pushed to the sides and the room was transformed into an immense ballroom.

To the strains of ‘A Lucky Star, a Lucky Sign,’ the two mothers-in-law, Rachel and the full-bosomed Rebbitsin Epstein, began the dance, followed by the newlyweds themselves.

This was a unique moment in the festivities – the only time when a man and a woman would dance together.

The others danced on their respective sides of the room, and long after the ladies had returned weary and sweating to their chairs, the long-bearded men continued to dance energetically with one another, forming a huge ring by holding handkerchiefs between them.

It was at this point that the clarinetist gave his fellow musicians a sly wink. At that signal they launched into a special song whose lyrics were merely the syllables ‘Biri biri bum biri bum.’ It was the most famous of the melodies composed by Rav Moses Luria himself and had been printed in the two-volume Great Book of Hasidic Tunes.

At its conclusion there was ecstatic applause and cries of encouragement for Rav Luria to sing his own song. He happily complied, his foot tapping rhythmically and his eyes closed in concentration.

Danny tried to keep up with the older men, who – especially Papa – seemed indefatigable. Finally on the verge of exhaustion, he excused himself to get a drink. Unwisely, he quenched his thirst with wine instead of seltzer water, and was soon light-headed. And uninhibited enough to call out to his sister who was sitting pensively by herself.

‘C’mon, Deb, don’t just sit there. Get dancing!’

Reluctantly Deborah rose and rejoined the few women still holding hands and swaying to the music.

There was no way Danny could have known that her mood had just plummeted after hearing her ebullient Uncle Saul boom, ‘Deborah – just think, you’re next!’
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Daniel

This time I really thought he was going to kill me.

Was this my reward for taking extra lessons in Torah?

It was the year of my bar mitzvah, and Papa had arranged for me to stay an extra hour every afternoon to study with Rebbe Schumann the portion of the Prophets I was to read on that momentous day. My journey home was therefore even darker and more perilous than before.

I do not know what destiny brought the murderous Ed McGee into my path that night. Perhaps he had been lying in wait, since he seemed to derive some special joy from assaulting me.

I was caught in a kind of cross fire. The other kids at school resented me because I was the son of such a renowned and pious man. Their jealousy aroused, they would hurl abuse at me. But McGee – for almost the same reasons – would hurl fists.

This time there were no spectators – which frightened me. Who would restrain him should he go berserk? It was so icy cold that the rare pedestrian who passed us had his collar drawn up and hat down, barely leaving room enough for his eyes to see where he was going. And the wind was so loud it all but drowned my groans. My only arsenal was defensive – my shield of holy books, which I held up as quickly as I could.

Then suddenly Ed crossed the border of all precedent. His right fist smashed the cover of my Talmud, shattering its binding and knocking it from my hand onto the ground. I do not know whether the shock or the sacrilege caused me greater pain.

‘Now, you little kike,’ he sneered, ‘you don’t have your precious Jew books to hide behind. Stand and fight me like a man.’

He lowered his fists, stuck out his chin, and boasted, ‘I’ll even give ya the first punch free.’

I had never hit anyone in my life, but suddenly my fear transmuted into rage, and I lashed out at his solar plexus. I heard a sudden whoosh, like air being expelled from a huge balloon.

Ed doubled over in pain and stumbled backward, trying his best not to fall. Though I knew this was my opportunity to run, I stood there paralyzed as my attacker continued to stagger, gasping for breath.

Why didn’t I escape when I could? Shock, for one thing. I couldn’t believe what I’d just done. And how effective it had been.

And, for some strange reason, I felt guilty. Guilty for having caused harm to another human being.

He was quickly in control again, and fire seemed to erupt from his mouth.

‘Now,’ he growled. ‘Now I’m gonna kill you.’

Suddenly there was a shout.

‘Leave him alone, McGee, you stupid shit!’

We both looked up, startled. It was Tim Hogan running toward us.

‘Stay out of this,’ Ed countered. ‘This kike and I are having a private fight.’

‘Just leave him alone,’ Timothy repeated. ‘He’s a rabbi’s son.’ He turned to me and ordered, ‘Go home, Danny.’

‘What are you, Hogan, his bodyguard or something?’ McGee sneered.

‘No, Ed, I’m just his friend.’

‘You call this sissy Jew your friend?’

‘Yeah,’ Tim replied with a calm that awed me. ‘Wanna make something out of it?’

‘Are you serious?’ McGee gasped.

‘There’s only one way you can find out,’ Tim replied, turning to me again and ordering, ‘Danny, go home. Right now!’

I must have looked as if I was bowing when I bent down, picked up my injured books, and began to retreat. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the two of them standing toe-to-toe like gladiators. As I started down the street, I could hear the sound of fighting. Punches exchanged, parried, landed. I did not dare look back. And then I heard the unmistakable sound of someone falling to the pavement. It was followed by the soft-spoken words of Tim Hogan.

‘Sorry, Ed. But you had it coming.’
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Timothy

Though her husband did not suspect it, Cassie Delaney had stopped pooling her salary with his each week. That is, she no longer contributed her entire share.

All through her childhood, her blue-eyed sister Margaret had been the ‘pretty one,’ and she – in their very own mother’s words – the ‘scarecrow.’ They remained the same even as adults.

Nothing her husband could say dissuaded Cassie from believing she was inherently unattractive. She sensed that he daydreamed of a sexier wife.

She suddenly found an opportunity to change all that. Her department received an order of exquisite black French silk negligees, garments seductive enough to make any woman look like Brigitte Bardot.

She had to have one of them. But where would she find the eighty-six dollars? Even with her employee’s discount, she would never be able to afford such a luxury.

By a stroke of luck, Macy’s unexpectedly raised her salary by $4.68 a week. She withheld this information from Tuck and began stockpiling the cash.

When she was certain that the household was asleep, she would creep into the kitchen, mount a stepladder, and place four dollars in an empty box of Kellogg’s corn flakes.

The weeks passed slowly, but gradually her treasure grew. At last breathless count she had reached sixty-eight dollars.

One Saturday evening, she arrived home to find a note from her husband that he had taken all the kids out for a pizza. Tired as she was, she felt a tingle of delight as she climbed the stepladder to add four more dollars to her riches.

But there was something funny about the box. It did not seem as full as it had been. Counting the money bill by bill, she discovered to her horror that there were only fifty-two dollars.

She felt simultaneously sick and furious.

‘Goddammit, there’s a bloody thief among us.’

Nor did she have to look far to find a likely culprit.

She stormed upstairs and began to ransack Timothy’s room. In a pair of his sneakers, she found money – far more than he ever could have saved from his weekly twenty-five-cents allowance. And there was only one place he could have gotten it.
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