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            Author’s Note

         

         For the sake of privacy, I have changed all first and last names—including my own and those of my family members—except for Dr. Cory Shulman’s. For the sake of clarity, I have left out certain characters. The stories passed on by aunts, uncles, great-aunts, and great-uncles—guardians and messengers of the family history—are all told in the book by one beloved aunt. It is the same with the children: Blimi, my best friend, is a composite of several young friends, all of whom knew or repeated rumors and myths that surrounded the strange mystery that was my brother.

         This book reflects the memories of a young girl, written over two decades later. It is an attempt to re-create the world of a child caught in the family maelstrom of a brother afflicted with a horrific disorder no one at the time could understand. The memories belong to me only. It is a narrow perspective but an important one, and written with the full knowledge of its power and its faults. My brother’s story unfolded over the course of years. It involves many people and perspectives. More than one person could write his story.

         This telling is mine.

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         Once, when I was in third grade, my teacher said that it was forbidden to fall in love. It was God who decided who would marry whom, and only the rebbe knows these secrets.

         You see, up above the clouds, by the royal throne, God and his angels are gathered. It is there, forty days before each person is born, that a heavenly voice calls out in the skies, proclaiming, “The daughter of this man and this woman will marry the son of that man and that woman.”

         Or something like that. It says so in the Talmud.

         My teacher also told us about that time long ago when a Roman princess asked a great rebbe, “What has your God been doing ever since he finished creating earth?” And he answered, “Matchmaking.” The Roman princess laughed. She said, “I can do that too,” and ordered a thousand of her female slaves to be paired up with a thousand of her male slaves that very night. But the next morning, they came to her, all two thousand, with scratches and wounds, crying, “I don’t want to be with him,” “I wanted to marry someone else…” There was chaos in the court.

         The Roman princess immediately called the great rebbe. She said, “Rebbe, every word in your Torah is great. Only your God is true.”

         So this book about my family’s curse is not a love story. Because my mother and father never fell in love. That would have been a terrible sin, a gentile kind of nonsense, and my parents were pious people. It was my brother who was crazy, crazy as a bat, and because of him we were cursed. That’s why people told lies about my family, things about love and such—stories that could never be. It says so in the Talmud: There is no such thing as love.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part I

         

      

   


   
      
         
            One

         

         September 1988

         When I was in third grade, I made a deal with God.

         I would fast for forty days and nights, and in return He’d make for me a miracle. Fasting forty days and nights was an ancient custom, a powerful way to get God’s attention. All the holy saints of once upon a time did this. They had to when they realized just how stubborn God was, and that there were problems for which prayers were not enough. God wanted suffering.

         I needed this ancient omen to work so that Hashem, our one true God, would get me new heart-shaped earrings. I figured if the saints could get Hashem to listen when they asked for rain after a long drought, or for an end to a terrible plague, it would certainly work for me. Earrings were a simple miracle.

         The earrings I wanted were pretty, ruby red, with a perfect glow, lying in the window of Gold’s jewelry store in Borough Park. I had first seen them two weeks earlier when I went shopping with my mother for a school sweater and school panty hose. I had prayed and prayed for them ever since, but nothing had happened. I’d thrown in extra psalms before bed, yet from Heaven there was only silence.

         Then my third grade teacher, Mrs. Friedman, told us the story about the saints and their forty-day fasts during times of drought. She described how on the fortieth day, at the stroke of dawn, as the red streaks of sun rose above the earth and the gaunt, starving face of the tzaddik, it began to rain. Nay, pour. And the people of Israel were saved.

         That afternoon, I sat in the big, wooden blanket box attached to the head of my bed and struck a deal with God. I would fast for forty days and nights, and He would get me the earrings.

         After a thorough talk, it was agreed. I climbed out of the box.

         I began my fast the next morning. I got out of bed, into my school uniform, walked to the kitchen, and pulled the cornflakes from the shelf in the pantry. Then I remembered. I could not eat. I was fasting.

         I put the cereal back and went to my room. I sat on my bed and thought. Mostly, I thought of the cereal. I was hungry. I wanted to eat now. I had always known that fasting meant not eating, but I had never connected it with hunger. Somehow the saints just did it. Somehow my mother did not have breakfast, lunch, or supper on Yom Kippur while I ate my snack in the shul yard. But real fasting—this was hard. My stomach was empty, my mouth watered, and my entire being wanted cereal, any cereal.

         At school that day, my stomach growled loudly. By recess, I could barely hear my own thoughts—and this was only the first of forty days. Two minutes before the end of recess, I gave up. I could not do this any longer. I crammed an entire bag of pretzels in my mouth. The bell rang. I grabbed my lunch bag. I pushed my tuna sandwich into my mouth and chewed as I hurried back to my classroom. Then Mrs. Friedman walked in, and I sat at my desk, relieved. I now had a clearer focus. I could renegotiate with God.

         Mrs. Friedman was teaching us the meaning of the morning prayers.

         “Girls,” she said briskly, her long skirt brushing by my desk as she walked up and down the aisles, “when we pray to Hashem, we are talking directly with a king, and not just any king, but the one and only king of the universe. The one and only king who can grant any wish in the world. When you stand in the royal court of a king, do you slouch? Do you yawn? Do you stuff banana into your mouth in the middle of the conversation?”

         Mrs. Friedman stood still. She towered over my best friend, Blimi Krieger, who slouched behind her desk in the first row. Blimi was holding a banana peel, the last of the fruit squashed furtively between the cover and the first page of her prayer book. She held the prayer book tightly against her chest, the banana squeezing slowly out the side. It landed with a splat on the floor.

         “And do you think,” Mrs. Friedman asked, pointedly, “that the king of the universe likes banana mush squished onto His heavenly prayers?”

         Blimi began to cry. Mrs. Friedman handed her paper towels to wipe the mess off her prayers. Then, once more, she walked up and down the aisles, nudging our pointer fingers onto the right line in the holy book.

         All this was important, of course, even sacred, perhaps, but I had more urgent matters at hand. This fast wasn’t working. I needed different conditions. I needed breakfast.

         I told God that I’d still get the ruby earrings, but forsaking cornflakes in a bowl was not part of the deal. To fast, one must have strength, and for strength, one must eat breakfast. I would start fasting each morning right after the cereal.

         The next morning, I ate a large bowl of cornflakes with chocolate syrup and sugar. I held the syrup bottle upside down and stuck my tongue into the pouring stream. But my mother, wrapping chocolate-spread sandwiches in foil, said, “Are you crazy? What are you doing?” Half a bottle of chocolate syrup, she said, putting the bottle safely out of my reach, was enough for any breakfast.

         At recess, I gave my snack away. I gave Blimi my Milk Munch and watched her eat it. She munched on it, crunched on it, licked the caramel cream, and promised to be my closest friend forevermore. I walked around forlornly all recess long. Blimi chatted away, happy as pie.

         But then came lunch. God and I had not told my mother about the deal, so she had in ignorance packed me one. And now Blimi was eating her grilled cheese sandwich right in front of my face. My lunch was in the schoolbag under my chair: two slices of white bread with thick chocolate spread just the way I liked it.

         Ten minutes before the end of lunch, I ate the sandwich. I ate it quickly, so that I did not really taste the goodness of it. I explained patiently to God that a quick lunch wasn’t a real lunch, that it was therefore still allowed in our agreement, and mostly that I was really hungry.

         At home that night, I was careful with supper. I ate the chicken, the potato, but not the soup or the vegetables. Then only part of dessert. It was as if I hadn’t eaten at all. Even my mother said so. She frowned. “Look—the soup and vegetables! You haven’t eaten anything.”

         I explained that I could not. There were important considerations, and soup and vegetables were out for the next month.

         My mother looked at me suspiciously. She said I had better eat what she put on the table and now. But I said no. I would not give in. This was an important test of faith, I knew. God was peering down at me from between the clouds, and if I ate my vegetables the deal was off. I’d never see the red ruby earrings again.

         Just then the phone rang. It was someone from Israel. My mother walked away chatting, the receiver under her ear.

         I quickly ran to my room.

         I sat in my box, the one attached to my bed. I covered the top with a blanket. I tore the wrapping off the two Peanut Chews I’d hidden. Peanut Chews didn’t count. They were part of an agreed-upon break from the fast each day. And since they were hidden in the box, God agreed that, though He was God, He would nevertheless turn His eyes away and look elsewhere.

         I fasted this way for four days. On the fifth, I stopped. I was no longer giving away my chocolate; Blimi was therefore not my best friend. And even vegetables had begun to look good.

         Enough, I told Hashem. Four entire days had passed. I was tired of eating Peanut Chews in a box, and if He was God at all, He’d count it as forty. After all, I was only eight, but He—He was the Almighty, the One, True, and Only. And anyway, it was the thought that counted, not what I had eaten.

         Two days later, I got new earrings. My father brought them home as a complete surprise, but I knew that Hashem had made him do it. That was the mystery of God. Things happened somehow. The earrings were bow-shaped, not heart-shaped, as I had dreamt, but still. From far away they looked like hearts.

         Only four weeks later, I made my second deal with Heaven. But this one, I explained, was really important. More important than the earrings, more important than a new dress, more important than any plague or drought. It was my crazy brother, Nachum. He had come back home, and I needed a miracle now.

         From inside my blanket box, I sealed the deal with God. I would fast for forty days and also forty nights, and then, on the dawn of the forty-first, He’d make my crazy brother normal.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

         

         I hadn’t seen my brother Nachum in more than a year, ever since he had been given away. I was seven years old and he six when it happened, at the end of the summer after first grade. My mother had taken us to Israel for summer vacation, all six of us kids, but when we came back to New York, there were only five. She had left Nachum behind.

         Ever since then, things had been good at home, and I saw no reason for this to change. But only a few weeks after starting third grade, I came home from school and Nachum was there, playing Lego on the floor by the door, my mother smiling joyfully behind him.

         I gasped and dropped my schoolbag.

         My mother’s eyes were wide with happiness. “Menuchah!” she said. “Come give your brother a hug!”

         So I gave Nachum a hug.

         “Tell him that you missed him,” she said.

         I told Nachum I had missed him.

         Nachum giggled to himself. He never said hello. He started playing with the pieces of his Lego set.

         “Nu?” my mother said. “Nu? What do you say? Nachum is home!” She said it as if she had brought home a surprise Chanukah gift, one that I had been waiting for all this time.

         I could not believe my eyes. My crazy brother had finally gone away, and now, voluntarily, she had brought him back? Didn’t she remember the trouble he had made before, the messes, the noises, the nights she had tied his leg to the bed so he wouldn’t wander out of the house? Why was she so happy?

         My older sister, Rivky, explained it to me after supper. “Nachum is smarter now,” she said. “Ima said he got better.”

         Rivky was extremely good. She was nine, a year older than I was, and did her homework every day. Then she’d help clean up and take care of my baby brother, Avrumi. I did not trust Rivky, with her clean and trimmed nails and stick-straight dark hair, but my oldest brother, Yitzy, eleven years old and not nearly as clean or saintly, said the same thing. He told me that Nachum was cured now. He could say full sentences and even answer questions. My mother had prayed, the rebbe had blessed, and our brother, crazy as a bat before, was healed.

         My father said nothing.

         But my father did not speak much anyway. He was a practical man, tall and strong, with a short black beard. Everyone said that my father was as straight as a ruler, always to the point, like the time Aunt Chedvah was sick and everyone prayed and hoped, saying, God will help, surely God will help, except my father, who said, “She’ll die this week.” He’d been correct. And like the time he said I was prettier than all my friends. And like the time he said, “Something’s wrong with the boy. He’ll never change.”

         My father and I liked to play. When he came home from work in the evenings, I’d run to open the door. Then we’d play catch around the glass dining room table.

         “I come home,” my father would say, laughing, “end you dun’ even give me vuhn kees?”

         That’s how my father spoke English, in a thick, funny accent, saying “kees” instead of “kiss,” and “eh” for “ah.” At home we spoke mainly Hebrew, the language of Israel, the country both of my parents had grown up in. Sometimes I spoke English with my father, but no matter how many times I practiced with him, saying, “Kiss. K-iiih-s. Kiss!,” he said, “Kees.”

         “No!” I would shout. “I am not giving you any keeses!”

         I kissed my father every day. I’d jump on him, he’d lift me up high, and I would put my arms around his neck. But my father’s beard was itchy, it scratched my cheek, so the day Nachum came home, I said no. There were no more free kisses. I wanted payment.

         My father chuckled. He laid a chair on the floor sideways between the door and the glass table, blocking my escape.

         “Uh-kay,” he said. “How much you vant? How much?”

         I jumped excitedly. “A hundred! I want a hundred!”

         “Nuh problem,” he declared. “I give you vuhn hundred.”

         I knew that trick.

         “Not one hundred kisses! One hundred dollars!”

         My father sprinted around the table. “Nuh vay! I give you vuhn hundred keeses!”

         Shrieking happily, I fled the dining room, running down the narrow hallway. I rushed toward the bathroom at the end of the hall to hide, but Nachum’s bedroom was right in between, and he came out just as I passed by. I swerved wildly around him, my elbow brushing him roughly.

         Nachum froze.

         Then he screamed. “Eeeeeeeeee!”

         He threw his hands up, as if pushing bees away. He blinked frantically, squinting as though he was staring into the noon sun. Then he froze again.

         My father walked up the hall, straight and fast like a soldier, and leaned over my brother. He lifted up Nachum’s chin. “What happened?” he asked in Hebrew. “What happened, Nachum? What happened?”

         Nachum did not look up. He pushed his head down and to the side, his eyes reaching for the emptiness behind my father, at the dark end of the hallway.

         “Nachum?”

         My brother moved quickly, walking hurriedly to the empty space. My father looked after him. His eyes darkened. I bounced up and down, waving my hands.

         “Abba, Abba, you can’t catch me! Catch me, catch me!”

         But my father was watching Nachum. The twinkle in his eyes was gone. He did not play catch with me again that evening.

         
              

         

         My mother was tall and strong too. Her wig, a bright copper red, was the color of her real hair, and when she spoke, her voice was commanding. During the week, in the early mornings, my mother taught in the ultraorthodox girls’ high school, and once, during a school holiday party, three of her students gathered around me, leaning over, and asked furtively, “Are you very scared of your mother?”

         Everyone said I looked like my mother, but I did not. My eyes were hazel like hers, it’s true, but they never blazed the way hers did when she meant business, no matter how much I practiced in the mirror. And though I’d colored my hair with a bright red marker, the color had washed right off in the bath, leaving me with plain brown. Maybe I looked like my mother, but in a short and bland version, with buck teeth, and cheeks that were chubby and round while my mother’s cheekbones were high and firm.

         Nachum looked like neither of my parents. He just looked like himself. One afternoon, a neighbor watching him run like the wind down the block called him a beautiful child. She said he had a perfect heart-shaped face, and pretty, curving eyes. She thought the freckles scattered over his face were adorable, and those two dimples that appeared when he smiled—just so cute.

         I didn’t see the pretty in Nachum no matter which way I looked at him, and I looked closely at my brother all that first week after his return to check if he was cured.

         But Nachum wasn’t cured. He still blinked his eyes as though there were pebbles in them. I knew because I’d thrown a pebble at him in our backyard to see what he would do, and he jumped up and down, making crazy faces and flailing his arms just as he used to.

         True, Nachum could say words now. The day before, he’d said an entire sentence.

         “The chain. The chain. The chain broked on my bike.”

         But then the chain was fixed, and he jumped on his bike and was gone, the light in his eyes turned inward, like before.

         I asked my mother why Nachum was still crazy. She said I should stop calling him crazy. I asked my mother if he was still retarded. She said I should stop calling him retarded. I asked my mother if the year in Israel had made Nachum cured. “A little bit,” she said. “He is better.”

         My mother said Nachum would go to a special school called Chush. There they would finish curing him. I asked her how long it would take. She smiled at my question.

         “Only God knows,” she said quietly. “We’ll see.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Three

         

         My mother gave Nachum away the summer after first grade. It was then that she told us we were going to Israel to visit family. I had never been to Israel before, had never met my relatives, and my mother said we would have a good time.

         In Israel, we had aunts, cousins, and my mother’s mother, poised and beautiful as she’d always been. Everyone lived in the holy city of Jerusalem alongside hundreds and thousands of ultraorthodox religious Jews who were just like us. My grandmother lived in the center of the city, in the third-floor apartment of an old stone building, the place where my mother and her two sisters had grown up.

         When I told my teacher we were going to Israel, she smiled. She said that I was lucky to be visiting the Holy Land, a place where only Jews lived. Because it was there that the Messiah would take us when he redeemed the Jewish nation from our long exile. And then we’d fly to Jerusalem on the wings of an eagle.

         On the plane taking us to the Holy Land, I had pretended that Nachum was not my brother. Instead, I closed my eyes and imagined that I was flying on an eagle. It was hard with my baby brother screeching and Nachum climbing into the overhead compartment. Then he sat down in his seat and began to rock—back, forth, back, forth, as though there was a lullaby deep inside his head, one that only he could hear. The lady across from me stared at him wide-eyed. I nodded sympathetically. He was not my brother. Nachum only stopped rocking once the plane took off.

         Ten sticky hours later, we arrived in the Holy Land. We stood around my mother, six children waiting for a dozen suitcases. I wanted to run ahead to the suitcases, tumbling like bowling balls out of the gaping mouth of the baggage tunnel, but my mother did not let me. Instead, she sternly told me and my four-year-old sister, Miri, to stand this close, to each hold one of Nachum’s hands, and to never let go. Then she turned, pushing the baggage cart ahead.

         I glumly held Nachum’s pinky finger as we marched toward the conveyor belt. That’s when I saw that there were goyim in Israel. They were all over, in every corner and space. In fact, I barely saw any Jews.

         I let go of Nachum’s pinky finger. Miri looked at me. Then she let go too.

         “Where are the Jews?” I asked. My sister shrugged, her thumb wedged securely in her mouth.

         “Where are the Jews?” I repeated.

         “Jews?” my mother said, placing my whimpering baby brother in his carriage. “Here. There. Everywhere.”

         I looked everywhere. I saw men without kippas, in jeans, women without head coverings wearing pants. Just plain regular goyim like the ones we already had in New York.

         I also saw soldiers. They were walking casually among the goyim, in green uniforms and dark berets. The soldiers wore black boots and armbands with symbols on them. Over their shoulders they slung long black guns.

         I could not understand. I was looking for the real Jews, men like my father, with beards, payos, and large black kippas. Women like my mother, with long skirts and wigs covering their hair.

         Yitzy said that the people around us were the secular Jews.

         “Secular,” I repeated. “What are secular Jews?”

         “Jews who live like the goyim. They don’t live the right way like us. They do sins.”

         “It can’t be,” I said. “Israel is filled with Jews, and Jews wear black kippas.”

         Yitzy said I was stupid. He was already ten, three years older, and knew better.

         “Watch the baby,” my mother commanded. “Where’s Nachum?”

         She looked frantically around.

         “Nachum? Nachum? Where is he? Where is he?”

         Nachum had been right here. Then he was somewhere else. My mother shook her finger angrily in my face, but I told her that it was not my fault. I had held on to Nachum’s pinky finger as tight as I could. It was he who had let go.

         My mother found Nachum on the other side of the conveyor belt and pulled him back to where we sat impatiently on the shiny floor. She sat him up on top of the suitcase pile, where Yitzy watched him carefully as we waited for the rest of our baggage to come tumbling out.

         I asked my mother if it was true what Yitzy said about secular Jews. Heaving a suitcase onto the cart, she said, “The black suitcases are here. Only the blue ones are missing. Rivky, look out for the luggage with the duct tape!”

         So I asked her again. And she said yes, yes, it was true. But it was all right. I didn’t have to worry. Because one day Mashiach would come, and the kippa-less Jews of Israel would repent.

         
              

         

         We stayed in Israel for six weeks. Aunt Zahava, my mother’s older sister, had found an apartment for us just a few buildings down from where she lived on the corner of Gershon Street.

         My mother and Nachum went away a lot. My siblings and I played with our cousins in Aunt Zahava’s house. I also played with Chayala, the neighbor, whose birthday was the same as mine.

         Chayala showed me how to play kugelach, a children’s game of toss and catch using five cubic stones. She also taught me fast Hebrew songs. One day she took me to the tiny corner grocery to buy a bag of milk for her mother. We sang songs all the way there about the beautiful day, about God the Almightiest, and about the Messiah, who’d come tomorrow.

         Just then a soldier turned a corner. He passed us with his long black gun. The soldier did not look at us but strode ahead in his big boots, the gun swinging on his back.

         I stared. I asked Chayala if the soldier was a real Jew. Chayala said that he was, but not the right kind. “Good Jews don’t fight,” she explained. “He is one of the Jews who don’t keep the Torah or daven. They believe in strength and killing, not in Emunah Ba’Hashem, faith in God. Jews like us do not join the army. We don’t wear green uniforms or hold guns. Good Jews pray to Heaven and study the Torah. That is why Israel is always saved.”

         I wondered if the soldier knew this. I wondered if he knew that he was going to hell. Chayala said a girl in her class had a brother who went mad one day and joined the army. Everyone in the community prayed for his soul but it was too late. In the army, he fell in love. He fell in love with another soldier—a lady kind. The worst kind of all.

         The boy’s father, Chayala said, did not leave the house for weeks, so great was his humiliation. As for the soldier and the lady, they moved away and nobody ever saw them again.

         I sighed sympathetically. Chayala nodded. “This is what happens if you go into the army,” she said.

         On the last day of our trip in Israel, my mother took me and Rivky to the hills outside Jerusalem where my ancestors were buried.

         The hills outside Jerusalem are a holy place. Thousands of Jews lie beneath their sacred ground, and it is here that descendants and followers come to pray, putting pebbles on fading gravestones, asking the departed for help from the heavens.

         My mother handed me a laminated sheet and told me to recite the psalms printed on it, but I didn’t want to. It was hot in the hills, and outside the small mausoleum where my ancestors lay buried there was no shade from the vengeful sun. Bored and irritated, I wandered between the uneven lines of graves, gathering pebbles left on headstones into neat little mounds. Then I sat in the mausoleum, watching my mother and sister pray as two bearded men stood outside, patiently waiting for them to finish.

         Other men waited behind those two because my ancestors had been holy men, and many came to pray at their graves.

         After we left, Rivky said that it was disrespectful to be bored in a graveyard, and forbidden to play with pebbles left for the sacred dead. But I stuck my tongue out at my goody-goody sister and her righteous babble.

         “I made the messy pebbles into neat piles,” I told her. “The sacred dead like it much better that way.”

         “No, they don’t,” Rivky said. “The dead don’t care about such things.”

         “Yes, they do,” I said loudly. “They don’t want pebbles all messed up on their graves.”

         Rivky turned to my mother, waiting for her agreement, but my mother said that it really didn’t matter.

         “We’re going to Aunt Itta now. Enough with the fighting.”

         Aunt Itta and Uncle Zev and their daughters, Ayalah and Batya, also lived in Jerusalem, in a fourth-floor apartment on a road near the bottom of a hill. The street they lived on was called Rabbi Yehuda or Rabbi Shimon Street. Or maybe it was Rabbi Levy Street. In Jerusalem many streets are named after rabbis. I just called it Rabbi Holy Man Street.

         Aunt Itta and Uncle Zev did not have air-conditioning. They said they did not need any on Rabbi Holy Man Street. Jerusalem’s air was pure and fresh, and when you breathed it in, you no longer felt hot.

         This was not true. I had breathed Jerusalem’s air all day long, both in and out, and I was still hot.

         In the fourth-floor apartment, my sixteen-year-old cousin Ayalah told me to stop whining.

         “Come here, and stand by the windows,” she said. “See the beautiful hills? Here you feel the breeze.” Then she gave me sugar puffs and brushed my hair, twisting it into two short braids.

         Fourteen-year-old Batya, the gentler one, smiled and gave me four colorful erasers. “I have more,” she said very quietly. “I’ll give them to you when your sisters aren’t looking.”

         I liked my cousin Batya, with her bouncing black curls and pleasant, round face. I also liked her because she said that I was very sweet. I liked Ayalah too, just not as much. She was more serious, less cheerful, her dark eyes more reserved. Ayalah was taller and thinner than her sister and did not have the same easy laugh, but Aunt Itta said that Ayalah was very smart. When she finished high school, she would study for a degree in special education. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I knew that to pursue it you had to be very smart.

         My uncle Zev, my father’s brother and a renowned scholar, sat at the table studying a holy book. He looked up every once in a while and smiled. With his almost white beard and gentle eyes, he looked very nearly like a saint. My aunt, with her plain, chin-length wig and old-fashioned glasses perched on the bridge of her nose, looked just like the matronly wife of a near saint. I had three more cousins, all boys, but one was already married, and the other two were in yeshiva somewhere, where they studied the Torah all day.

         Everyone hovered over Nachum. My mother and aunt conversed in low, urgent tones, watching my brother, who sat by himself in the corner, setting colored wooden blocks in perfect patterns and rocking softly back and forth. I chased Miri around the dining room table until we broke a glass cup.

         Then we said our good-byes. Back at the apartment we had rented, Aunt Zahava and her husband, Tzvi, helped carry down our suitcases. Then we drove in a white taxi to the airport in Tel Aviv. Nachum did not come with us. He stayed with Aunt Itta and Uncle Zev on Rabbi Holy Man Street in Jerusalem, near the bottom of the hill.

         
              

         

         On the plane going back to New York, I watched a Disney movie. As my siblings and mother slept, I ate the bag of meringues that she had hidden in the carry-on, the ones Aunt Itta had made for us for the way home. When my mother woke up and saw what I’d done, she was really angry. I said I was sorry but I was not.

         I did not ask my mother why Nachum had stayed, or if he’d ever come back. It was good enough that he was gone.

         Back home in Flatbush, my cousin Shaindel asked why Nachum had not come back with us.

         I shrugged. “Don’t know,” I said, slurping my dripping cherry Popsicle.

         “Is it ’cause he’s cuckoo?” she wanted to know.

         I licked my fingers, then stuck out my tongue as far as I could.

         “Is my tongue red like blood?” I asked.

         Shaindel said it wasn’t.

         I ignored her question about my brother and went to the bathroom to look in the mirror and see for myself whether my tongue was red like blood.

         
              

         

         Things were quiet in our home without Nachum. He was only a year younger than I was, but we had never played together. Nachum played only by himself. When I tried to share with him, he blinked, flailed his hands, and sometimes gave a piercing shriek, and I didn’t want to play with him anymore. It was better when he was away. And after our trip to Israel, I thought things would stay like that forever.

      

   


   
      
         
            Four

         

         My best friend, Blimi, said that it was my parents’ fault my brother was crazy, because they had fallen in love.

         I chased Blimi down the school hallway when she said this. I stuck out my tongue at her. I told her that she was a liar and had no right to say such things about my family.

         “It’s true,” Blimi said. “I even heard my father talking about it on the phone.” She stood across from me, her chin jutting out, her ponytail bouncing up and down. “Everybody knows!” she exclaimed. “Your parents fell in love before they were married! I’m not making up lies!”

         I glowered at Blimi. I stuck out my tongue again.

         She stuck out hers at me. Then she ran away.

         I wasn’t friends with her all that week.

         
              

         

         That day, after school, Kathy told me not to feel bad about what Blimi had said. There was nothing wrong with falling in love.

         Kathy was our neighbor. She lived in the third-floor attic apartment of my house and we were good friends. This was a problem because Kathy was many years older than me—my sister Rivky said she was fifty at least—and married. Also, because she had had a nervous breakdown some years back and had been childish and strange ever since. But more important, Kathy was a goy. And we did not play with goyim.

         In the neighborhood of Borough Park, in the borough of Brooklyn, where everyone I knew lived, there were few gentiles. Mostly, there were Jews, ultraorthodox Jews, all of the holy nation picked by God in the Sinai desert three thousand years ago. But in Flatbush, where my family lived, there were mostly goyim, people who were unchosen, like Kathy.

         Kathy was a real goy, of the Christian type. She went to church every Sunday. So I should not have been friends with her at all. My sister had told me that it was just plain wrong, prancing around with a goy like that. She said my teacher would never approve. And Mrs. Friedman really did not approve. Kathy might be a sweet lady, she said, but I should find other friends to talk with. It was wrong. God would not allow for it.

         God, truly, did not allow for it. He said so Himself, clearly, somewhere in the Torah: that His people should not play with the goyim, even if they are the neighbors. Because Kathy had not been in the desert two thousand years before. She did not keep Shabbos or kosher. She did not know how to pray to God in Hebrew. She did not observe the rules of modesty. She wore pants.

         But I liked Kathy anyway. I went to her often after school and she gave me kosher candies. I told her all about the new art notebook I had gotten, and she showed me pictures of herself when she was a girl.

         I asked Kathy several times not to go to church. I explained that if she’d only be gentile without being quite so gentile, God wouldn’t mind so much that I was her friend. But she just laughed.

         Kathy had a very good memory. She remembered when I was born, eight years earlier, on the fifteenth of August.

         “You were a beautiful baby,” she said. “Always giggling and laughing, with eyes like pretty green stars.”

         She said the same about my little sister, Miri, and my brother Avrumi, but she almost never spoke about Nachum, although she remembered the day he was born, before anyone knew he was crazy. As a baby, Nachum hadn’t giggled and laughed. He had screamed for hours on end, even when my mother held him, even when she cradled him on the soft grass in the garden outside.

         The day Blimi said that awful thing about love, I ran upstairs to Kathy’s. She smiled a little. Then she said, “It’s nice, falling in love.”

         I didn’t answer. It was hard for her to understand, I knew. Goyim fall in love and back out of it all the time. But Chassidish Jews, we know better. Marriage is a sacred business, decided by God, and the bride and groom have nothing to do with it.

         Kathy told me about when she was twenty-two and became engaged to her husband, Mark. “He brought me flowers, and took me on trips, and we had a wedding in a garden.” She looked happy, remembering.

         Kathy loved speaking of Mark and how she had married him—and was still married to him after over thirty years—but I didn’t like Mark very much. He was silent and gruff, a scary kind of goy, barely answering me when I passed him by as he smoked cigarettes right outside our house.

         I sang Kathy a song I had learned in school, but I couldn’t remember the motions that went with it. Then I hurried back down to the first floor, before anyone could ask where I’d been.

         
              

         

         After supper, I told Rivky what Blimi had said.

         “That Blimi is a blabbermouth,” Rivky said. “She’s slandering others, which is an evil sin. Don’t be friends with her anymore.”

         “I know,” I said. “I know. I’m not being best friends with her this whole week.”

         My brother was crazy for other reasons. God did not make crazy like that for nothing. It was all part of His Grand Master Plan, the one Mrs. Friedman always said explained the tragedies and mysteries of the earth, and showed that everything was all for the best. The problem with God’s Grand Master Plan was that it was a hidden one, an eternal secret known only to saints, angels, and souls on high. This meant that I had to die if I wanted to find out why Nachum was really crazy, and I wasn’t going to die anytime soon.

         Upon realizing this, I had asked my mother if I could get to Heaven sooner, say by noon tomorrow, so I wouldn’t have to wait so many more years just to understand one heavenly secret.

         My mother just looked at me. “Do your homework,” she said.

         Over the years, I had heard other reasons why Nachum was plain crazy. My cousin Shaindel told me that her cousin’s aunt from her father’s side told her that it was because my mother didn’t nurse Nachum when he was a baby. If only she had nursed him, God would’ve changed his Grand Master Plan, and Nachum would have never turned out this way. Mrs. Olephsky, from the summer colony, said the nurse in the hospital must have dropped him on his head but was scared to tell anyone, leaving him damaged and forcing God to immediately make a new plan: make Nachum crazy. My ten-year-old neighbor, Motti, said that if we would only repent, my brother would become uncrazy. God would remember his original plan and see to it that Nachum was as whole as anyone, and it did not matter who had dropped him on his head.

         I knew that what they said probably wasn’t true, though I was never completely certain. But then Rebbitzen Goldknup, the rav’s wife and my mother’s good friend, told me the story of the angel who struck Nachum’s lip just a tad too hard before he was ever born.

         It is true, it says so in the Talmud, that before a child is born, an angel from on high studies with him the words and secrets of the Torah, so that his soul is suffused with holiness. Then, at the moment before birth, the angel reaches out with his right hand and strikes the upper lip of the unborn child, erasing all memory from its mind. This way, the child must start again. This way, he must put in his own effort to regain the lost knowledge.

         But sometimes the angel strikes the upper lip too hard. In this case, not only is the memory of the Torah erased, but so is the ability of the child to remember anything, even how to speak, how to say simple words. Such a child is born mad, like my brother.

         When I told this to my brother Yitzy, he frowned. “Not true,” he said. “Everyone makes up stories.” He knew exactly when it had happened, though he could not really say how it was part of any grand plan. It was, he explained to me, because of the boiling milk that had spilled on Nachum’s brain when he was only two. My mother had put a pot of milk on the stove to cook, and then, just as it was bubbling, Nachum had reached up and grabbed the handle. The pan toppled over. The boiling milk spilled right over my brother’s head, and for weeks he was wrapped in bandages like a mummy. When they took the bandages off, Nachum was broken.

         I thought this was a good reason, so a few days later, when I was playing at Blimi’s house, I explained it all to her. But Blimi rolled her eyes.

         “It’s the love thing,” she said again, “and anyway, there’s no such thing as turning crazy from milk.”

         I chased Blimi angrily across the yard. I pulled her hair. I called her a liar and other things, until she ran up the stairs and inside, locking the door of her house.

         I sat in Blimi’s yard and crossed my arms. Just because Blimi was two months older than me, she thought she knew better. She did not.

         Later, I told Kathy that Blimi was a hateful liar. She was just jealous because I had a bigger collection of Hello Kitty stickers, and because my family was much more important than hers.

      

   


   
      
         
            Five

         

         I asked my father if it was true that he had fallen in love with my mother. My father, pouring milk into his coffee, burst out laughing.

         I scowled.

         He leaned against the dairy counter, laughing harder. The coffee sloshed over the rim of his cup, dripping onto the beige tiles of the kitchen floor. A small stain grew on the sleeve of his white shirt.

         I hid my face behind the cereal box. My mother walked in, a pile of newspapers in the crook of her arm, sheets of paper covered with her writing in her hands.

         My father turned to her. “Menuchah wants to know if it’s true that we fell in love,” he said, and my mother smiled, amused. She put down her papers, sat down across from me at the kitchen table, and chuckled. “What’s so funny?” I asked.

         “Nothing,” my mother said. “Nothing is funny.” But I could see the smile hidden in her eyes. She reassured me that they had not fallen in love. They had gotten married because Hashem had wanted them to. Then she turned to her papers and began marking her students’ work.

         Aha. I knew it. Pious mothers and fathers like mine did not love before, or after, marriage. They did not kiss, or hug, or touch each other in any way. Such things were repulsive to God, and forbidden in a Jewish home. Only liking was allowed—a modest kind of love.

         Liking was when my father brought my mother flowers on Tuesday for no reason at all. Liking was when he smacked his lips, declaring her fried eggplant the best he’d ever tasted, even when it was certainly not. Liking was when my father bought my mother a gold necklace when she already had three, when he stuck up for her even when it was plain that I was the one who was right. Liking was when my mother said that my father was the most honest, hardworking man in the world, and she said it proudly, as if it was something special.

         Once, my father called my mother a brilliant and “bee-yoo-tiful lady,” which was okay, I thought, but somewhat tricky, right where like becomes almost love, and better to stay away from. Besides, mothers aren’t “bee-yoo-tiful” ladies. They are mothers. With kerchiefs; long, dark house robes; and purposeful frowns.

         So my mother and father liked each other just the way God allowed them to, not more and not less. I asked my father several times more, just to make sure, and he said each time that they had not fallen in love. They had gotten married because Hashem had wanted them to.

         I wished Blimi was there right then so I could tell her what my parents had said and yank her ponytail until she begged for mercy. But Blimi was at home in Borough Park, where I was never going to play with her again. And anyway, telling her wouldn’t have done much. Because that evening in my father’s car, everything got ruined. It was there that Nachum broke the perfect liking between my mother and father.

         
              

         

         I can’t say how it happened or why, because that’s how it was with a brother like Nachum. One minute he was quiet, the next he was blinking mad, as if he’d been struck by the tapping angel once to take away his knowledge of the Torah, once to take away his speech, and once for the rest of his mind.

         It began when my father picked my brother and me up from my aunt’s apartment, where we had played with my cousins all afternoon. We were riding in my father’s new blue minivan, the one with doors that opened automatically. Usually Nachum was quiet in the car. He’d sit peacefully, looking at the dashboard and listening for the spurt and hum of the motor, the throb and pulse of the moving tires, the soft rumble of the road beneath. It was as though the car was his cradle, the engine his lullaby.

         But then the sirens came.

         My father had stopped at the red light at Seventeenth Avenue and Forty-Seventh Street. From behind us, I could see the ambulance approaching, speeding down the street. My father pulled over to the side of the road to let the ambulance by, siren blaring, and blue and red lights flashed past the windows on Nachum’s side. I wanted to tell my father to chase the ambulance down the street, to follow the flashing lights, but just then my brother made a sound like a cat on fire, as if someone had ripped the skin off his chest.

         “What happened?” my father shouted, but Nachum didn’t answer. He blinked his eyes, his head shooting up like a windup toy’s. He threw himself onto the floor in the space between the front and back seats and folded up his body. Then, silently, he began to bang his head forward and back against my father’s seat.
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