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To Drs. Brocha and Anne Fenton




GOYHOOD




— PROLOGUE —


IT WAS A HEAT WAVE THE LIKES OF WHICH NEW MOAB HADN’T SEEN SINCE 1938, WHEN THIRTY-THREE RESIDENTS DIED AND scores more were hospitalized with sunstroke. Modern cooling staved off a second onslaught, but outside, flowers wilted, lawns yellowed and garden rodents burrowed deep underground to sleep it off.


On his third straight day indoors, twelve-year-old David Belkin got up at noon. He found a party-size bag of Doritos and turned on The Bold and the Beautiful. He stayed on through The Young and the Restless and As the World Turns. Fourteen minutes into Guiding Light, he had an epiphany: if he was going to fry his brain anyway, he might as well do it as God intended.


He stripped down to his shorts, took a tablespoon from the kitchen and went out the back door. The air was like vaporized cooking oil, coating his throat and nasal passages. Undeterred, he sat cross-legged in the shade of the pecan tree and set about prying at the cracked clay with the spoon. It was a labor, and pretty soon sweat beads clung to the brown fuzz on his chest and lower back. The spoon got slippery, so he took it by the head and chipped away with the handle.


The screen door clattered and he looked up as his brother Marty, younger by forty-three seconds, came down the porch steps. The twins had the same high foreheads, Roman noses, and light chestnut hair, but David was built like a linebacker, with a brick-red skin tone. Marty was slight and fair, with prominent blue veins on his temples. His normally keen eyes had a strange, vacant look, and he was walking like someone with rheumatoid arthritis.


“What’s wrong?” David asked.


Marty tried to grin at his brother, but grimaced instead. He leaned over the rail and threw up in a patch of tall weeds. David spectated for a few seconds, then got back to digging. Marty, when it was all out of him, straightened up and wiped his mouth with his forearm.


“Better now?” the elder asked.


“I think so. I ate some bad tuna salad.”


“We have tuna salad?”


“Not anymore.” Marty hoisted up his saggy shorts. Pink was coming back to his cheeks, elasticity to his spine and shoulders. He jutted his chin at the shallow divot by his brother’s bare foot.


“How’s that going?”


“Go get a spoon and help me.”


“Nah.”


The elder twin got back to work while the younger trekked across the yard, a badland of red clay patched with bermuda, crabgrass, nutsedge and clover. He circled the rusted trampoline that their mother got for free off a newspaper listing and climbed over a split-rail fence onto the neighbor’s property. A geriatric hound dog named Reynolds lay face up under a sycamore tree, tongue grazing his lower eyelid. There was a length of cable hooking his collar to a trolley run between two trees. Marty got to his knees and rubbed the dog’s belly.


“How you doin’, big guy?”


Reynolds started panting. His ears pulled back and he raked the air with his paw. His uninhibited pleasure soothed Marty’s soul after what he’d just witnessed through the open door of his mother’s bedroom, an image he’d never get out of his head. For a happy little while, boy and dog were content to laze in the shade, listening to the hypnotic buzz of cicadas and inhaling the peppery odor of pine sap.


Until a growl generated from deep in the back of Reynolds’s throat. His ears stiffened and he sat up, pointing his snout at the Belkin house. Marty didn’t need dog ears to hear it too. His insides started churning again.


“Booyah, got a fat one!”


David was on his knees, smiling at something in his cupped palm. Reynolds stopped growling and trotted to the fence. He stuck his head between the rails to greet the elder Belkin, who rewarded him with a face rub. David thrust his prize out at Marty. It was a doozie alright—fat and red with a formidable clitellum, writhing to form the letters C and S.


“Beauty,” Marty said.


David stroked it affectionately with his fingertip before lowering it to the dog’s snout. “Bon appétit, boy.” Reynolds sniffed it and rejected it with a nasal exhalation.


“He’s got enough worms in him already,” Marty said.


David laughed, then side-armed the creature into the grass. “I’m bored. And hot as balls.”


The moans and cries from inside the house were getting louder. “Let’s get out of here,” Marty said.


“How ’bout we go to the quarry?”


“Too crowded.”


“There’ll be girls,” David said.


“How ’bout the pine barrens?”


The elder thought about it. “Can we get ice creams first?”


“Duh.”


“Deal. Lemme just wash this mud off my hands.” He started toward the porch steps.


“Stop!”


David spun around. “Jesus, what?”


“Use the hose.”


“That’s what I was gonna do, dumbass.”


While David washed up with the garden hose, Marty grabbed the little Igloo cooler next to the porch. They took turns drinking cold water from the hose until they could hold no more. Their Schwinns, bought for ten dollars apiece at the Salvation Army, were propped against the side of the house. Marty’s crankset was stuck permanently in high gear, and David’s tires had as much tread as a pair of blue jeans, but the bikes got them where they had to go. Tied to the back of Marty’s seat was a dream catcher he’d made out of woven willow sticks, dental floss and wild turkey feathers.


They stopped at Otto’s corner store for some five-for-a-buck ice cream sandwiches. Then they headed south on Dixieland Highway, traversing a suburban gridscape of crackerbox capes and colonials. They dodged broken bottles and potholes and rises of buckling concrete. Shade trees were scarce and the sun was malevolent, but before long they were in the next town, Moab, where mature oaks shaded the road and the pavement was smooth enough to roll a Matchbox car on. The homes were Greek Revival, the lawns thick, uniform and immaculate.


Moab, formerly New Moab, was a well-heeled community founded by plantation owners before the Civil War. Post–World War II, in the magnanimous spirit of the time, the town incorporated a swath of vacant land north of the border and subdivided it into tracts of affordable housing for ex-GIs. The natives received their new neighbors with detached gentility—at first. Over time, chocolate overtook vanilla as the dominant skin shade uptown, and the gentry started lobbying for secession. Their state representative argued the matter before the Georgia General Assembly in 1984, and won. The northern municipality got to keep the name New Moab; the southern dropped the “New”—but did keep the entire business district and all of its tax revenue.


Little of which vexed the Belkin boys, who were only twelve, and white. They stopped at the Central Plaza movie theater to check out posters for Beverly Hills Cop III, The Flintstones and Speed. The next stop was McTaggart’s Antiques, whose window display featured tin busts of General Lee and Stonewall Jackson, and a bayonet authenticated to have felled Union Major Lucas McTeague at Bull Run.


They moved on. At the corner of Virginia Avenue and Dixieland, Marty came within a whisker of knocking over a brunette in a tracksuit exiting the automatic doors of CVS.


“Watch it!” she shouted.


David twisted his torso to flick her the bird. When he faced forward again, his eyes bugged. His brother had come to a dead stop in the middle of Virginia Avenue. He slammed his brakes, barely avoiding a fender bender. “The fuck, man! You almost killed me.”


“Check it out,” Marty said. He was staring across Dixieland in the direction of Ebenezer Missionary Baptist Church.


“What about it?”


“Not Ebenezer. Further down.” David’s eyes followed the line of his finger. Next door to the church was the parsonage, and next to that an old yellow house with a gabled roof, dormer windows and a porte-cochère. The boys had cycled past the house a hundred times, but there was something different now. A glossy banner over the front door read “Chabad of Moab.” On the front lawn stood a towering steel candelabrum with eight branches rising diagonally from the stem.


“What is that?” David said.


Marty didn’t answer. He was thinking about a movie he’d watched on a Sunday afternoon not long ago. The movie was a chore to sit through, tedious to the point of debilitating, and he never would have hung in there if not for the sublime introductory sequence—paradoxically the most riveting seven minutes of cinema he’d ever seen. In it, a big black rectangle called the Monolith appeared on Paleolithic Earth and brought intelligence to a tribe of man apes to the tune of Richard Strauss.


The candelabrum, too, had arrived unannounced, unexplained and impertinent to time and place. And it, too, was in his head. What did that mean—in his head? He couldn’t explain it any better than the apes. Did it speak to him? No. It brought. Yes, brought, and Marty . . . received, he supposed, through a sixth sense that was neither auditory nor cognitive but some melding of the two.


“Did you get that?” he asked.


“Get what?”


“That feeling.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Not a feeling. More like a—”


“That thing’s taller than Shaq,” David observed. “What is it, some kind of sculpture?”


“No, it’s a . . . what do you call it? What Jews light on Hanukkah.”


“Jews?”


Marty snapped his fingers three times. “You know. They have them in the Hallmark commercials at Christmastime.”


“Yeah, I dunno. Should we get going?”


“What do you think it’s doing here?” Marty asked. “Hanukkah’s in December. And I’ve never heard of any Jews living in Moab.”


“I bet there’s some,” David said. “Jews are loaded.”


A car horn blared at the intersection, and the boys hurried to the corner. David pedaled on; Marty did not. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a flattened box of Chesterfields. He shook one out and stuck it in the corner of his mouth. From a front pocket he pulled a camo-colored Zippo that he’d stolen last summer from an Army Navy store.


David, vexed, turned around and came back. He looked from the candelabrum to his brother’s face, and back to the candelabrum. He did recall the Hanukkah lamps in the Hallmark commercials, but those had been ornately patterned and accented, with branches that arced up gracefully. This one was all utility, straight lines and right angles. He eyed the Igloo hanging on Marty’s handlebar, wondering how its contents were faring.


“Come on,” he whined.


Marty took a final puff, flicked the cigarette away and blew a smoke ring at his brother’s face. He gave the candelabrum one last look, making a mental note to knock on the door of the yellow house on the way home. He had questions.


THEY CROSSED FORREST Street, Vance Boulevard and Lee Avenue, and into Moab proper. Here embodied an idealized American South that Hollywood extolled in the likes of Steel Magnolias, Fried Green Tomatoes and the soon-to-be released Forrest Gump. Ancient live oaks canopied Dixieland Highway. Behind them stood august antebellum estates ensconced on swaths of St. Augustine grass, their gardens lush with lilacs, roses and camellia bushes.


The boys pedaled at a leisurely pace under the leafy overhang, each in his own thoughts. David fantasized he was on his way home to one of the estates, a Black mammy waiting at the door with a slice of apple pie a la mode and a glass of lemonade. Marty tried in vain to put into proper English the almostbut-not-quite physical sensation he’d felt at Virginia and Dixieland. The feeling lingered irrespective of distance, as though an angler had hooked him and was letting the line unspool for a while.


They hid their bikes in some wild barley outside the pine barrens, a fortyacre wilderness at the southern outskirts of Moab. Marty took the Igloo and they went in. It was wonderful among the tall pines. The air smelled of conifer resin and the sweet yellow needles that crackled under their feet. They stopped to pick wild raspberries, still mostly green and mouth-puckeringly tart.


After half a mile, they arrived at a clearing in which stood a huge cuboidal chunk of granite covered in lichen. Generations of kids called it the meteor because of how it loomed alone in the center of a treeless section of woods. The boys scrambled easily up a sloped side and sat pretzel style on a shallow depression. The cool stone mollified their sun-and-mosquito ravaged legs.


David picked up a square foil wrapper torn halfway down one side and grinned naughtily. Marty plucked it out of his fingers and spun it away. He opened the Igloo and flipped it over. David was relieved to see the rectangular confections weren’t fused into a molten lump. They ate with gusto, heedless of the freezer-burn aftertaste, and when they were done, scooped up the sodden paper wrappers and put them in the cooler.


Marty smacked his lips and lay on his back. David smacked his lips and lay beside him. They stared at the electric-blue sky garlanded by a wreath of tree points. Marty took out the Chesterfields and stuck one in the corner of his mouth. His thumb was on the wheel of his Zippo when he heard a flap of wings. He looked up just in time to see a powder-gray bird duck into a cluster of pine needles.


Lanius ludovicianus, he thought. Loggerhead shrike.


“Feels like we’re on the Moon of Endor, doesn’t it?” David said.


Marty lit the cigarette, took a drag and handed it to his brother, who did likewise. Something at their six o’clock caught David’s eye.


“Hey, what’s that?” he asked, pointing to the crook of a branch high in a loblolly pine. Wedged in there was something resembling a pillow with all its down bunched in the center.


“Good eye, Ese,” Marty said. “Wild turkey.”


“Wild turkeys can fly?”


“You bet. During the day they’re on the ground eating seeds and berries. But they like to roost high up in trees so that predators can’t get ’em while they’re sleeping.”


“Why’s it sleeping during the day?”


“Dunno. The heat, maybe.”


They passed the Chesterfield back and forth and watched the birds treehop.


“How come you like birds so much?” David asked.


“I just think they’re neat.”


“You think you might wanna be like a bird scientist when you grow up?”


“An ornithologist.”


“Yeah.”


“Maybe,” Marty said. “How ’bout you?”


“Do I wanna be an ornithologist?”


“No, what do you want to be, period?”


“Don’t care, as long as it makes me rich.”


They luxuriated in their full bellies and the cool granite on their skin, and the never-gets-old smell of pine resin. “Really makes you think,” Marty said.


“What does?” “The big old sky.”


“What about it?” David asked.


“If there’s more to life than just living.”


“What do you mean?”


“I don’t know. Like, maybe each of us is assigned a mission at birth, and life’s about figuring out what the mission is and then doing it.”


David thought about it. “Like Luke Skywalker.”


“Basically.”


More silence passed before David, apropos of nothing, said, “I think you’ll make a great dad someday.”


AS THEY PEDALED home, a heaven-sent breeze rustled their hair and cooled their sweat. At Dixieland and Virginia, Marty wanted to knock on the door to the yellow house and ask about the candelabrum. David griped that Saved by the Bell was on in ten minutes. Marty folded.


When they pulled up to their house on Bragg Street, they saw a man standing at the front stoop with his back to them. One foot rested on the bottom step. The other was swallowed by crabgrass and seed-head dandelions. Their mother, Ida Mae, stood in the doorway in her pink bathrobe—the belt cinched tight, thank God—and her peroxide hair in a messy bun. She chatted with him while sipping from a red Solo cup.


There was an archetype of man that came to see their mother. He wore some variation of band T-shirt, dungarees and work boots. He had ropey forearms and black crescents of dirt under his fingernails, and, remarkably often, a cigarette angled on his ear like a pencil. This was not that man. This man wore a suit, a wide-brimmed fedora and oxford shoes, all black. He weighed all of maybe one hundred thirty pounds.


David thought, He’s got to be barbecuing in that suit.


Marty thought, Child Protective Services.


But Ida Mae seemed at ease, and when she saw her boys she smiled and beckoned them over. The man turned around. He had an astonishing beard— a ZZ Top masterpiece that ended three inches above his navel. It made him look wise beyond his years, which probably numbered no more than twentyfive. A certainty struck Marty like a lightning bolt: this was the man responsible for the candelabrum.


The twins left their bikes on the curb and crossed the yard to meet the stranger. “Boys,” Ida Mae said, “I’d like you to meet the new rabbi of Moab. He just arrived two days ago from New York with his wife and baby boy.”


“Girl,” said the man.


David gawked at the beard with his mouth slightly ajar.


“Quit staring and introduce yourself,” Ida Mae said.


“I’m Dave.”


The rabbi shook his hand. “My name is Yossi Kugel. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dovid.”


“David.”


“Did you know that your namesake is the greatest king who ever lived?”


“My what?”


“Dovid HaMelech. King David. He lived about three thousand years ago.”


The boy swatted a mosquito on his neck. “Why was he the greatest?”


“Well, when he was just a shepherd boy he defeated a very bad giant with a single rock. Later, when he became King of Israel, he made Jerusalem the capital and brought together all the tribes of Jacob. He also wrote the book of Tehillim, or Psalms.”


“I know the shepherd boy story,” David said.


“I’m not surprised. It’s a classic,” Yossi Kugel said. He held his hand out to Marty. “And what’s your name?”


Marty shook his hand and told him his name.


“You don’t meet many Martys your age.”


“Martin was his grandfather on his dad’s side,” Ida Mae said. “He was from New York, too, I think.”


“What an honor to your grandfather that you carry his name,” the rabbi said. “May you emulate his finest virtues, and may his spirit continue to shine through you.”


Marty, having never been spoken to this way, didn’t know how to respond. He just looked down at his Keds. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a jackrabbit bound across the yard.


“Martin, look at people when they talk to you,” Ida Mae said.


He looked up, cheeks burning. The rabbi chuckled good-naturedly. “I bet it’s not every day that you find a rabbi at your door wearing a suit and hat on a hot summer day.”


“No, sir.”


“Although in the neighborhood I come from, most everybody dresses like me, summer, fall, winter, spring.”


“Oh my,” Ida Mae said invitingly. At thirty-seven she was still a looker, but her exhaustive beauty regimen couldn’t quite conceal the lines etched around her eyes and the vertical worry marks between her brows. “You were telling me earlier,” she said, “you and your wife are here on a kind of a . . . what? Mission trip?”


The rabbi’s face pinched thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t say we’re missionaries; missionaries seek to convert those of other faiths. My wife and I aren’t looking to convert anyone.”


“Oh,” Ida Mae said.


“What we do is provide for the spiritual needs of Jews who lack the tools and education to practice Judaism the right way.”


David was getting shifty-eyed. He glanced past his mother into the living room.


“There aren’t any Jews around here,” Marty said.


“Sure there are,” the rabbi said. “We’ve only just arrived in Moab and I’ve already gotten to know a few, and I’m due to meet several more.”


“He found us by looking for Jewish-sounding names in the phone book,” Ida Mae said.


“We’re not Jewish,” Marty said.


“What are you talking about? Both your father’s parents were Jews, and my mother was born to Jewish parents.”


A flare went off in the boy’s head. “Hold it.”


“How do you think I got your dad to marry me?” she said. “He was dead set on marrying only a Jew. I’ve told you this.”


“No you haven’t.”


David, who could take it no more, darted into the house. A moment later the TV blared.


Marty was more than miffed that his mother had waited until now to drop this bombshell—as an aside, no less. But the dominant feeling was exaltation. A Jew! Marty Belkin. A member. He’d never been a member of anything, not even the Audubon Society.


“You were never curious why we never set foot in Ebenezer Baptist?” Ida Mae asked.


“No.”


“’Cause we’re not Christian, dummy.”


“We celebrate Christmas.”


“Christmas is a national holiday.”


Marty turned to Rabbi Kugel. “The menorah in front of the yellow house. You put it there.” Menorah. The word that had evaded him all afternoon slipped out of his mouth like a watermelon seed.


Rabbi Kugel’s eyes lit up. “Yes I did. And the house is our shul—er, synagogue. It’s also my wife Chana’s and my home.”


“What’s Chabad?” Marty asked, mispronouncing it tch’abad.


The rabbi corrected him on the pronunciation. “Chabad means . . .” he glanced at his watch. “Well, because I’m a bit pressed for time, let’s just say for now it’s a type of synagogue.”


“You live in your synagogue?” Ida Mae said.


“Any space can be a synagogue, as long as there’s a congregation and a Torah.”


“You have a Torah?” Marty asked, goggle-eyed. Once he’d watched a documentary on PBS about the Jews of Venice, which showed someone in a prayer shawl reading a Torah scroll in an old synagogue. He’d never imagined that a real Torah could find its way to a place like Moab.


“Sure,” the rabbi said. “Handwritten with a quill on parchment.” He eyed the boy contemplatively. “How old are you?”


“Twelve.”


“Ah. When is your birthday?”


“November third.”


“Well then. We’ll have to get started on bar mitzvah lessons.”


Marty felt a twitch inside him. “Bar mitzvah . . .”


“Absolutely. It’s your right of passage into manhood. Your brother’s, too. I’ll tell you what: take a few days to reflect on some of the things we’ve talked about, and I’ll reach out to you boys again later in the week.”


Marty nodded.


“Won’t you come in for a glass of sweet tea?” Ida Mae asked. “You must be about ready to die.”


“No thanks, Mrs. Belkin. I should be on my way. I’ve got lots more introductions to make.” He took two steps back. “Why don’t you and your boys come to shul this Saturday? Nine-thirty. We serve luncheon after services. Have you ever eaten cholent?”


“I’ve never heard of it.”


“You’re in for a treat.”


“We’d be delighted.”


“Marty knows where it is,” he said, and winked. He walked across the yard to a wood-paneled Ford station wagon parked in the driveway. Old Mrs. McCoy across the street stopped watering her wilting magnolias to watch the gnome-bearded man in funeral garb get into his car.


“He wouldn’t shake my hand,” Ida Mae said in a faraway voice.


“What?”


“When he first got here I tried to shake his hand, and he said he isn’t allowed to touch a woman who isn’t his wife.”


“Huh.”


“He said something about how when a man and a woman touch, it’s like, a sacred moment, even if it’s only a handshake. You ever heard anything like that in your life?”


She took a long pull from her cup. They watched the station wagon back a quarter turn onto Bragg Street, then on toward Dixieland Highway.


“Wouldn’t even shake my hand,” she said in wonder.




— CHAPTER 1 —


WHAT ARE THESE RITUALS TO YOU?


Mayer Belkin was so deep in study that when some schmuck came up from behind and whispered those incendiary words into his ear, he gave an embarrassing little yelp and whipped around. No one was there.


He got up and scanned the beis medrash for the wit who’d disrupted his holy labor—and with such an odd provocation to boot. Was he hiding in plain sight, chewing a fingernail over an open Gemara? Unlikely; as a top yeshiva in Brooklyn, Ohr Lev did not propagate bad apples. And even if there were a few bad apples, who among them had the gall to provoke the rosh yeshiva’s son-in-law?


A dybbuk?


He laughed to himself. Such were the hazards of idleness; you risked hearing your own thoughts. Now, where was he? The prankster’s taunt had flattened the house of cards he’d spent the better part of an hour building in his head. Well, he’d rebuild. But first he took a moment, as he often did before diving into the complex web of scholarly debate comprising the Talmud, to gaze around the cavernous space in which he’d spent most of the past quarter century.


How he loved the beis medrash, with its myriad bookshelves sagging with heavy Jewish legal texts, its checkerboard ceiling of missing panels crisscrossed with exposed pipes, its windowless walls evoking a bunker whose lights never went off. He loved the omnipresent odor of Nescafé and human musk, and the collective murmurings of five hundred young talmidim laboring over the Talmud.


Eighteen years ago the rosh yeshiva, HaGaon HaRav Yaakov Drezner, married his daughter off to Mayer, but with stipulations: he was never to train for the rabbinate or apply for a faculty position at Ohr Lev; he was to stay a full-time student for the rest of his life. In exchange, Rav Drezner would support the couple financially, even throwing in a house in Kensington within walking distance of the yeshiva.


Eighteen years later, Mayer still pinched himself from time to time to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Befitting a Drezner, he was privileged to a life of ruchnius—spiritual capital—without ever worrying about gashmius—material concerns. What a coup for a poor frieh from Georgia! Now he had his own housekeeper, who not only cooked and cleaned but kept the refrigerator so well stocked that Sarah was forever throwing out expired food—it being just the two of them in the house.


Revitalized by the sea of talmidim in study, he turned back to the Gemara. At issue was the atonement ritual for someone who had been cured of leprosy. According to the Talmud, the high priest needed four items for the ritual: a cedar branch a cubit long and a quarter the thickness of a bedpost, a hyssop plant no shorter than a handbreadth, a crimson strand weighing a shekel, and a sparrow. The priest would tie the branch to the hyssop with the strand, then press the bundle to the sparrow’s wing tips and tail tips and submerge it all in a new earthenware container that held water mixed with the blood of another sparrow. He then sprinkled it on the back of the former leper’s hand seven times.


What are these rituals to you?


Mayer clapped a palm to his ear as if a mosquito had flown in, and whipped his head around. No one was there. He banged a fist on his Gemara. What chutzpah!


“What are these rituals to you?”—mah ha’avodah hazos lachem?—was what the wicked son asked his father in the Passover Haggadah. By specifying “you” and not himself, he revoked his Jewish identity, and his father retorted that had he been a slave at the time of the Exodus, God would have left him behind in Egypt.


Mayer wasn’t superstitious, but in the unlikelihood that a dybbuk was the provocateur, it was a cunning one; if ever there was a time to plant skepticism in an unsuspecting mind, it was while said mind was grappling with Maseches Kinim, arguably the most esoteric tractate of the Talmud. Spiritual leprosy hadn’t afflicted a Jew for two thousand years, so indeed what were these rituals to contemporary man? But any student worth his salt knew that practical applicability in Jewish law was peripheral to the act of learning itself; the Talmud was an extension of the Torah, and studying Torah was to the soul as food to the body. What’s more, every moment of bitul Torah—not learning Torah—was a sin against God.


SARAH HAD REMINDED him of this very lesson last night. They’d sat on opposite ends of the cream-colored sectional in the living room. He read from a little book of Psalms. She, feet tucked under her, watched a TV drama on her phone—Orange something, about a women’s prison. Though the show had ended several years ago, she still cycled through it regularly. Mayer would have preferred she watch no TV—barring that, TV without profanity—but he never said so.


He glanced sidelong at her. After eighteen years her face still enamored him—the high cheekbones, the almond-shaped eyes a shade above black, the long lashes, the enviably arched brows. She had a fine figure as well, but always secreted it in an oversized purple housecoat.


He cleared his throat. She didn’t move. He spoke her name. She still didn’t move. He spoke her name louder. She took out her AirPods.


“I forgot to ask,” he said, “how was your day?”


“Fine, and yours?”


“Baruch Hashem.”


She started putting the AirPods back in her ears.


“I ran into Shuey Elbaum this morning,” he said. “I think you know him?” 


She thought for a moment. “His sister was in my class.”


“Right.” His eyes roamed the living room. It was pristine. The polished cherrywood floor reflected five recessed lights above, one at each corner and one in the center. There were no furnishings besides the couch, no artwork or photography on the antiseptic white walls. Sarah was ambitiously minimalistic.


“What about him?” she asked.


“Well, we were talking and, one way or another, he mentioned that one of his brothers-in-law and wife have been having difficulty.”


“Having difficulty . . .”


“Getting pregnant.”


She said nothing.


“Anyway, they started seeing this top fertility doctor in Manhattan by the name of Bodner. Jewish guy. And in just three months—”


“Mayer.”


“Yes, schefele.”


“How much money do we have?” Her face was implacable.


“What do you mean?”


“I’m curious if you know how much money we have. What our net worth is.”


He deliberated for a few seconds. “I guess I don’t.”


“How about our credit score? Can you tell me that number?”


He looked at his hands.


“That’s an easy one,” she said. “We don’t have a credit score. My father bought everything we own.” She studied his face. “Do you know what a credit score is? Never mind. Do you know what credit is?”


He traced the lines on his left palm.


“Now, this Dr. Bodner. You say he’s in Manhattan?”


He nodded.


“Which hospital is he affiliated with?”


“I don’t know.”


“What’s his first name?”


“I don’t know.”


She rubbed her chin. “Shuey Elbaum said he’s top of his field. Let’s assume that’s true. Specialists at his level are always pressed for time; they expect their patients to at least know the basics when they come in for a consultation. So tell me: what are your thoughts on IUI versus IVF?”


He said nothing.


“Any opinion on estrogen blockers versus injected hormones?”


“I’d have to look into it.”


“What about costs? What kind of coverage would our insurance give us?”


He said nothing.


“What’s the name of our insurance company?” she asked.


“Sarah.”


“There’s an insurance card in your wallet. Does it say United? Anthem? Aetna? Cigna?”


“Okay,” he said. “Consider me dressed down. I’m sorry.”


She tilted her head. “Why are you sorry?”


“For being ignorant and unprepared and for wasting your time.”


She laughed, not unkindly. “But you have nothing to apologize for.”


He frowned at her.


“Don’t you see?” she said. “You’re right not to fill your head with gashmius.


Taxes, insurance, credit: those are my concerns, not yours. Why suddenly are you making doctors your business?”


“I was just talking to Shuey. He—”


She touched his fingertips, electrifying him. “I know how badly you want children—all the more so, me. But Hashem put the defect inside me. Me, not you. Let me worry about doctors and drugs and therapies. You keep davening that we should merit to conceive. Okay?”


“Okay.”


“I’m counting on you.”


He nodded. She withdrew her hand. “Now, no more about this. I feel a migraine coming on.”


She got to her feet and started toward the stairs, stopping just before the first step. “Don’t let me see you for a while, okay?”


He nodded with a single dip of his chin.


AFTER REVIEWING THE section of Gemara about atonement for the leper, he consulted with Rashi, the preeminent medieval commentator from France, whose notes filled the inner margin of the page. He then looked to the outer margin to see what Rashi’s successors, the tosafists, had to say. Finally, he flipped to the back of the volume to consult with the sixteenth-century Polish talmudist the Maharsha, the eleventh-century Algerian talmudic master the Rif, and the Rif ’s fourteenth-century counterpart the Ran, of Catalonia.


“Rabbi Belkin?”


He looked up, half expecting to find himself peering into the yellow eyes of a malicious spirit. Instead, it was an acne-faced boy of fourteen named Kivi Klopfer.


“Yes?” He didn’t correct Kivi on Rabbi; it was customary at Ohr Lev for talmidim to address their betters with the honorific.


“You have a phone call.”


Mayer frowned. In all his years at the yeshiva, he’d gotten five phone calls, all from Sarah. His thoughts went back to their conversation last night and a ripple of unease traveled up his back.


“Are you sure?”


“They asked for you.”


He thanked Kivi and started across the beis medrash toward the double doors at the opposite end of the room. Beyond them was a vestibule with a second set of doors opening to Ocean Parkway. On one wall hung two pay phones side by side. Cell phones weren’t allowed in the building, so it was a minor miracle when one of the pay phones was vacant long enough to receive a call.


A boy with a unibrow spoke Israeli-accented Hebrew into one. The other dangled from the box by its metal cord. Mayer uttered a brief benediction that Hashem guide his tongue, and scooped up the phone. The mouthpiece smelled like apricots decomposing in the sun.


“Hello?”


“Marty!”


He pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at it.


“Marty? You there?”


He was about to tell the guy he had the wrong number. But then in his mind’s eye a grainy profile came into focus. “David?”


“How are you, brother?”


He put a hand to his chest. It had to be eight years since he’d last heard that mash-up accent of Popcorn Sutton and Venice Beach stoner. “Surprised,” he said. “But in a good way. How are you?”


“Okay. But you are one tough guy to get hold of. I’d keep a flip phone on you for emergencies.”


“How did you get this number?”


“I called your house phone.”


“You spoke to my wife?”


Mayer heard the flick of a cigarette-lighter wheel, the crackle of something burning. “I did.”


“How long did you speak?”


“I don’t know. A minute? Minute-and-a-half? Why?”


“No reason. You caught me off guard is all.”


This was an understatement. When he was thirteen, Mayer, then Marty, had bid his home state of Georgia goodbye to start a new life in Brooklyn— leaving David in the care of their hapless mother. The twins kept in touch at first, but over time their talks turned sporadic and formal, then seldom and fraught, and finally, nonexistent. So it went when two lives diverged in opposite directions.


“So, to what do I owe the call?” Mayer asked.


There was a long pause.


“David? Did I lose you?”


“You’d better sit down.”


“What’s wrong?”


“Are you sitting?” 


“Yes,” he lied.


“It’s Mom.”


Mayer’s torso tightened. “Go ahead.”


David didn’t go ahead.


“Well, is she okay?” Mayer asked.


“No.”


The younger Belkin glanced at the boy on the other phone, then lowered his voice to a near whisper. “Tell me she didn’t get arrested.”


“She didn’t.”


He heard the lighter wheel flick again, the burning crackle, the exhale. “I’m sorry to break this to you, Ese. Mom’s dead.”


IT WAS AS if someone had injected Novocaine into the base of his spinal cord. Less than ten minutes ago he was researching ancient cures for leprosy.


“What?”


“I’m sorry.”


“You’re telling me she actually—” He lowered his voice again. “Passed away.”


“She’s not alive anymore.”


“But how? Was she sick?”


“Not specifically.”


“What does that mean?”


David sighed. “It means she was clinically obese and two teagaritas away from a liver transplant, but otherwise healthy as a pig in mud.”


“Then how?”


A band of boisterous eleventh graders came into the vestibule from Ocean Parkway with shopping bags from the corner grocery. Their banter echoed about the high-ceilinged room, drowning out David’s next words. When the beis medrash door closed behind the last boy, Mayer said, “Sorry, David, you were saying?”


“I was asking if you’re still sitting.”


“I never was.”


“Well, this time you’d better.”


“Please, just spit it out.”


David did. Mayer wished he’d heeded his brother’s suggestion.


Earlier that morning, Yossi Kugel, the rabbi of the only synagogue in Moab, Georgia, arrived at work to find the entryway locked. This was unusual, but not concerning. His longtime secretary, Ida Mae Belkin, typically got to work before him, but not always. He let himself in, walked past her vacant desk and went into his office. An hour later, he phoned her and got voicemail. He worked for another half hour and tried her again, getting the same result.


He paid some bills, then made an alms call to one of the shul’s more reliable donors. After that, he met for forty-five minutes with a shul member who was having second thoughts about her fiancé. Then he tried Ida Mae a third time. Getting a premonition, he drove to her house. Her Mercury Sable was in the driveway. He rang the doorbell. When no one answered, he banged on the door. Then he called the police.


David paused. Mayer was starting to feel like he’d swallowed Drano, but urged his brother on.


“Well, it turned out that last night Mom fixed her usual sweet tea and Beefeater. She put on her favorite Office episode, the one where they play Yankee Swap at the Christmas party. You know that one?”


“No.”


“Seriously?”


“David.”


“Right. Okay. She got cozy on the couch, and . . .”


Mayer ground his jaws together. “And?”


“God, this is hard to say.”


“Say it before I have an aneurism.” “She killed herself.”


Mayer’s knees buckled. “No!”


“Sorry, bro.”


“How?”


“Cops say she downed a whole bottle of Oxy.”


Mayer felt as if a colony of wasps had staked a claim inside his head. “She committed suicide?” He put his hands on his knees. The phone slipped from between his ear and shoulder and jounced on its cord. He looked up. The unibrowed boy was eyeing him warily. He put the phone back to his ear.


“Marty?” David said.


“Baruch dayan ha’emes.”


“What’s that mean?”


“Blessed is the true judge. It’s what you say when somebody dies.”


“I just spoke to her a few days ago,” David said. “She was upbeat. We talked about The Bachelorette.”


When had Marty last spoken to their mother? Two months ago? All he could recall from the conversation was her complaining about the Georgia heat.


“Anyway, Yossi’s taking care of all the arrangements,” David said. “The closest Jewish funeral home’s in Atlanta. Apparently, per Jewish law, we’ve got to get her in the ground as soon as possible, so . . . I guess you’ve got a flight to catch.”


Flight! The week’s itinerary unfolded in his head, each step bleaker than the last. There was booking the airline ticket—how did one even do that?— and packing. There was the airport to worry about, the flight itself, the arrival airport, transportation to the funeral. There was a eulogy to be written, a body to bury, a shiva to sit with his estranged twin in their dank and dingy childhood home.


“Listen, let me cover your plane ticket,” David said.


Mayer almost smiled. David, forever on the run from debt collectors, always had a generous heart. “I think I’ll manage.”


“You sure? It would be my pleasure. Really.”


“Thanks anyway.”


They said goodbye. Mayer hung the phone on the cradle and thought of the provocation whispered in his ear a short while ago. What are these rituals to you? How innocuous it now seemed in light of . . .


Suicide. He pinched the bridge of his nose, then hastened back to the beis medrash to ask Rabbi Moshe Feig, the ninety-year-old Rosh Kollel, for an urgent meeting.




— CHAPTER 2 —


AFTER THE FLOOD, GOD COMMANDED NOAH, “BUT THE BLOOD OF YOUR SOUL I WILL REQUIRE FROM THE HAND OF EVERY BEAST, AND I will require it from the hand of man, from the hand of every man’s brother, I will require the soul of man.”


Rashi and his contemporaries interpreted “the blood of your soul” as a prohibition against suicide. Some five hundred years later, Rabbi Joseph Karo affirmed this in his seminal compilation of Jewish laws, the Shulchan Aruch: “One who commits suicide with a sound mind is not attended to in any way, and one does not mourn for him and one does not eulogize him.”


Yet contemporary rabbis tended to strike with a softer gavel than their forebears. Most agreed that suicide was not a transgression unless it was committed lada’as—with a sound mind. As suicide was almost never a rational act, nearly every suicide victim was entitled to a Jewish burial.


Mayer knew all of this, but what concerned him was Ida Mae’s method: swallowing pills in the comfort of one’s living room was, he assumed, a peaceful and, he hoped, painless way to die. It certainly wasn’t as terrifying as jumping off a roof, as painful as slitting one’s wrists or as messy as a gun to the head. Could Ida Mae have committed suicide with a sound mind?


Rabbi Feig, a Holocaust survivor with a white beard that came to a yellow point, heard Mayer’s dilemma with the staidness of a Supreme Court justice. He offered a single word of consolation—“Nebach”—before leaning back in his creaky old swivel chair. His office was no bigger than a walk-in closet. Books so jammed the floor-to-ceiling shelves that one couldn’t tell the paint color on the wall. The old sage pointed to a shelf behind Mayer and asked for a particular volume, leather bound and a century out of print.
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