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There’s more than one answer to these questions,
pointing me in a crooked line.


The less I seek my source for some definitive,
The closer I am to fine.


—Indigo Girls





2019





“I want you to close your eyes and think of someone you love.”


The fourteen graduate students in my Art of Clinical Psychotherapy seminar gently close their eyes like a class of practiced meditators. I wait several seconds, letting them conjure up the face of a close friend or family member.


“Now open your eyes. Is this person you thought of alive right now?” I ask this with a certain innocent indifference, almost a shrug of my shoulders.


They all nod, looking around the long rectangle table at one another.


“Yeah.”


“Sure.”


Their eyes meet mine with a hint of collective confusion. The question always throws people, just slightly.


“How do you know?” I ask.


They are quick to the defense. One young woman, slouched low with tightly crossed arms over an oversized wool cardigan, says without raising her hand, “I thought of my sister. I just texted with her before this class started.”


“Okay,” I say. “But do you know with 100-percent certainty that she is alive now?”


Two students on the left side of the seminar table are nodding and glancing at each other as if to say they know where I am going with this.


The woman with the sister continues. “So you’re asking if it’s possible that something tragic could have suddenly happened to her in the half-hour since we’ve spoken?”


“I am,” I say, holding her gaze.


“Fine,” she continues. “No. I don’t know with certainty that she is alive.”


A well-dressed male student speaks up from across the long table, sitting where a husband would sit at the opposite head of a large family meal. “Professor Levine, I hear what you’re challenging us to think about, but I’d like to think that I can base my answer on statistical probability. It is highly unlikely that anything has happened to my son since I last checked in with my wife about him, so I feel pretty confident in saying that he is alive right now.”


A palpable wave of relief washes over the room as they say silent prayers of gratitude to statistics.


“So you’re suggesting,” I say to the man with the living son, “that probability helps you mitigate the anxiety you might otherwise feel about the well-being of your loved one?”


“Sure. I mean, the world is unpredictable . . . but we need a way of dealing with that without it overwhelming us. So, yes, I think we use probability all the time to keep us from being overcome with worry. We probably couldn’t function if we allowed ourselves to really acknowledge all the risk, the uncertainty, that’s all around us. When my son was born last year, my wife and I found ourselves wanting to stand at the side of his crib all night long just to make sure he was still breathing.”


“And did you?”


“Did we stand at his crib all night? Well, no, of course not. We needed to get a little sleep.”


“So, in order to keep living, yourselves—to function, as you put it—you needed to accept the uncertainty about whether or not your baby would keep breathing. Is that right?”


“Yeah, I suppose so.” Then he adds with a hint of jest, “Or perhaps we just live in denial that anything bad could happen to us.”


The others let out a sound—part exhalation, part laugh. It is the sound of comic relief.


“It’s true,” I say, smiling myself as I let go of the worried thought I’ve planted in my own head that my loves—my children, my spouse—might simply be gone. “The majority of us function in this uncertain world because we hold on to some amount of healthy denial. We ignore what we stand to lose in a moment’s notice. But this kind of coping doesn’t work for everyone. In your careers as psychologists, you are going to encounter client after client for whom denial simply doesn’t work. They will come to you anxious, sometimes frozen with panic. Your job will be to help them learn to live in a world of uncertainties. How will you do that?”


After what feels like minutes, one young woman raises her hand. “Maybe I’d try to help the client look at the likelihood of something going wrong, like we were just saying. I’d try to help them see that, yes, anything can happen, but that chances are very good that everything will be fine.”


A middle-aged woman across the table from her jumps in. “Yes, but for really anxious people, I don’t think probability helps. They’re always the ones who say, ‘Sure but I’ll be the one in a million who does get struck by lightning this year.’”


“That’s right,” I say. “Reassurance about the odds does calm some people’s anxiety, but for those of us who are genetically loaded to be worriers, who come into this world with an acute awareness of all that we don’t control, probability does not offer much solace. So what are we left with to offer our clients?”


My oldest student, a retired financial planner starting a late-life second career, lifts his head from his binder of notes. “Acceptance?” he asks.


“Acceptance,” I repeat, nodding. “But before we can ask our clients to really accept the uncertainties of their lives, what must we do?”


This time no one is looking at me.


“Write this down,” I say. “It is a prerequisite to your becoming therapists. We cannot ask our clients to accept the uncertainty of their lives until we’ve accepted the uncertainty of ours.”
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As I start my minivan in the parking lot after class, there is a light rap on my window. It’s the student with the sister.


“Professor Levine,” she says, holding up her cell phone, the screen catching the sunlight. “I texted my sister as soon as class was over. I had to make sure she was okay—I couldn’t stand the anxiety.”


I grin, somewhat sadly, hoping she has a good therapist herself.


“Honestly,” she continues, “I’m feeling a little triggered by the whole exercise. I mean, just how long does it take to do this work of acceptance? I can’t imagine ever really being done with it.”


Now I smile for real. “I think perhaps it is our life’s work.” I glance at the clock on my dashboard. “I’m sorry, I have to run. Let’s pick up this conversation next class?”


As I put the van into reverse, I glimpse myself in the rearview mirror. My dark curls are shot through with silver, my beaded earrings dangle almost to my shoulders. I think of my graduate school days in Boston and how we used to laugh about how all our professors had that psychologist look—“quasi-ethnic” we called it. I look down at my long skirt and flowy blouse, bemused. I have been a psychologist for two decades, and I have learned to dress and speak the part. But this work of accepting the uncertainties of my life?


Practice, practice, practice.





1995






Chapter 1


I know Zayde is watching me. I can feel his gaze from behind his yellowed curtains, and it’s fine—cute even—that he is waiting for my arrival, but now I have to parallel park and that is not fine. I’m just pulling up next to the front car and already I’m sweating.


“Come on, Essie, we can do this.” Yes, I’m talking to the car—Essie, my Ford Escort. We’ve been together seven years, Essie and I, and we are a power duo when it comes to suburban and rural roads, but this is the real test. We are city girls now, and we will show that peeking grandfather that we can handle parallel parking. We’ll show him, and those teenagers sitting on the stoop next door, and the hundreds of pairs of eyes that are surely watching from every window on this block of Sandal Street. No sweat. Except there is so much sweat.


I startle at the sound of my hubcap scraping the curb and there’s Zayde, on the sidewalk, his eighty-six-year-old arms gesticulating wildly, knotty fingers pointing circles in the air.


“You can still go back a few inches! A little to the left . . . now turn the wheel haahd,” he yells, his Boston accent thick. His throat sounds all scraped up like the hubcap, the way elderly people’s voices sometimes do when they try to project.


And now I’m inching, forward, back, forward, back, and I’m really in. Essie is wedged between two cars right in front of Zayde’s house. I may never move her again.


“Rachel, my shayna meydeleh, you made it.”


“Shayna meydeleh,” Yiddish for beautiful girl, has been my zayde’s nickname for me for as long as I can recall. I hug him and feel the familiar prickles of his whiskers on my cheek.


“Let me help you with your things,” he says with an extra squeeze of my shoulders.


I haven’t brought much with me from my parents’ house in Bryn Mawr, not nearly as much as I stuffed Essie with to bring up to Wesleyan each fall. The plan is for me to stay in my mother’s old bedroom, which is pretty cluttered already. I give Zayde my small suitcase with wheels and, slinging my large, worn duffle over my shoulder, follow him up the front steps and into the kitchen.


Zayde’s kitchen—well, his whole home—seems frozen in time. He and Bubbe bought this little house in Somerville, just outside of Boston, in the 1940s, and it looks like it still belongs there. Most of the kitchen appliances are the originals—white, porcelain-enameled steel models with impossibly heavy doors. For as long as I can remember, the small rectangular family room has been wallpapered in something akin to burlap, sort of a straw-colored, ropey texture. I ran my knuckles across it once as a kid and got little burns, then scabs. Each doorknob and hinge in this house is the original, which is evident from the chips and spots of rust. I suppose it smells old, too, but to me it just smells like Bubbe and Zayde’s house.


Zayde has a can of Streit’s Chunky Chicken Noodle Soup boiling on the stove and a loaf of freezer-burned challah defrosting on the counter.


“Are you hungry?” he asks, pulling out a chair for me. And, before I can answer, “I hope you stopped in Montvale and Vernon.” Zayde knows the trip well as he’s been coming for visits ever since my mother decided to move to the Philadelphia suburbs when she married my father. He never varies from his two favorite pit stops—one a kosherstyle deli just outside of Hartford, and one a particularly bright rest stop on the Garden State—though, since my bubbe’s death, he’s started taking the train.


“Of course I did, and I have the knishes to prove it.” I reach into the courier bag I use as a purse for the takeout container of the doughy potato treats. “And, yes, I am hungry, and that soup looks perfect.” I sit at the table, knowing he will want to play host and serve me on this, my first day.


My zayde’s kitchen table is one of the most familiar places I know—without even looking, I know that the side against the wall is lined with prescription bottles, days-of-the-week pill boxes, and powdered fiber supplements. There is always a large box of tissues; Zayde uses these instead of paper napkins. Once, when I was about eight years old, I asked my grandfather why he used tissues this way. In a sudden show of frustration, he snapped, “Because we just do, okay?” I remember my mother pulling me aside as tears stung my eyes. She explained that my grandparents were “children of the Great Depression” and that there were certain kinds of savings that they would just always do and that perhaps asking about those things reminded Zayde of hard times.


Zayde can still be like that—silly and playful one minute, then snappy and brusque the next. My little brother Zeke and I had a code for this when we were little. We referred to Zayde’s jolly side as Big Bird (the perpetually cheerful Sesame Street character) and to his grouchy self as Oscar (the trashcan-dwelling character from the same show).


As I wait for my soup to cool, I decide to test him.


“Zayde, I would know your table anywhere, because you use tissues and not napkins!” I keep a smile on my face and in my voice, yet it feels a little risky. I want to know if he’ll scold me again, now that I’m twenty-three and starting graduate school. I wonder where his lines are—now that I am an adult, can we have honest conversations about the things he’s lived through? Will he talk to me about the Depression? Losing four Polish cousins in the Holocaust? His relationship with my bubbe after her illness took hold? My mother has always implied that these topics are off limits, that they would upset my unpredictable Zayde.


He doesn’t respond to my tissue comment. I’m not sure his hearing aid is on.


There are strict rules about what I can’t tell him. My mother made it perfectly clear last night, appearing in my bedroom doorway as I packed my last few things for Boston.


“Rachel, I think it’s lovely that you want to live with Zayde while you’re in your graduate program. I, I mean, I think it will mean a great deal to him,” she stammered, a deep crease between her eyebrows, her cheeks red. “I don’t know what it is you’re calling yourself these days, ‘gay,’ ‘bisexual,’ I don’t know.” She used air quotes as if to make clear that these words weren’t hers. “But what I do know is that you cannot let your grandfather know about any of it. It would kill him, Rachel.”


She said “kill” like I might truly be a murderer. Like I might murder her father. Like I might still be slowly murdering her.


When I came out to my parents at the end of my first year of college, crazy in love with my college girlfriend, I was naïve about the consequences. I gave them books to read, pamphlets from PFLAG (Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays), the go-to source for struggling family members. Only after giving them the PFLAG information did I realize that the word “bisexuals” was not in the title. It just served to reinforce their either/or thinking.


I tried explaining to them how I had come out to myself, thinking that, if I could bring them into my process they might feel less threatened. I told them how, in human sexual behavior class my first semester at Wesleyan, a panel of students from the lesbian, gay, and bisexual community came to speak to the class about their coming out experiences. The second student from the left on the panel, a junior with a long blond braid over her shoulder, explained what it meant that she was bi.


“As a teenager,” she said, “I didn’t even know the words. All I knew was what I felt. If I liked a boy, I just liked him and didn’t question whether that was normal. And if I liked a girl, it was just the same—it felt completely right.”


I’ll never forget it; it was like all those years of crushes on boys and girls finally made sense.


It wasn’t like I hadn’t heard of bisexuals, of course. My eighthgrade science teacher, an enormous man with a greasy comb-over, used to tell us jokes like, “What is a bisexual?” Then, after an uncomfortable beat, “Someone who can’t get sex, so they have to buy it!” He would snort-laugh while running his fingers over his bald spot, making sure those sweaty strands were in place.


So yes, I knew the word. But this was different. This person was saying there was a name for what I had always felt to be true about myself, that I could fall in love with a person for whoever they were. I’m not saying I was gender-blind. The girls I’d had crushes on, I chose because they were girls—soft and intuitive and emotional. I was attracted to boys for their masculinity—they were strong and their arms around me made me feel protected. It wasn’t that gender didn’t matter; it was that it didn’t stop me.


Nora, the girl (we said woman, sometimes womyn) on the panel, eventually became my girlfriend. We took women’s studies classes together and went to Indigo Girls concerts and wrote love poems on the insides of each other’s arms.


My father, ever faithful to his role of keeping the peace and calming my agitated mother, said all the right things—that he loved me no matter what, that he wanted me to be happy. Meanwhile, my mother’s eyes seemed permanently brimming with tears, her nose always red as if she might be drunk with grief. Zeke, who I thought of as my little hero that summer, was unflinchingly loyal. One time, when I was lying on my bed listening to my Discman to drown out the sound of my mother’s audible keening down the hall, then-sixteenyear-old Zeke came into my room and sat on my bed. He put his hand on top of mine and said, “Sis, I have two things to say to you: You are awesome, and our mother is behaving like a child.”


As it turns out though, Zeke didn’t get bisexuality either at first. A year or so later, he asked, “Rach, don’t you have to choose eventually?”


I had become used to explaining myself. “Zeke, you consider yourself to be a straight man, right?”


“Duh,” he said, totally deadpan.


“Seriously, Zeke, do you identify as a heterosexual person?”


“Yes,” he said, seeing that I meant business. I was determined that someone in my family really understand.


“So, that means that you feel attracted to women but not to men— and not all women, but some women you meet, some you see on TV or pass on the street, right?”


“Right so far.”


“So, you base your chosen label, ‘straight,’ on the fact that you have these attractions to women whether these feelings are toward a woman you are in a relationship with, or toward a stranger, or in a dream.”


“Okay . . .”


“So now, let’s assume that one day you meet one woman with whom you choose to live your life. You marry her and you are monogamous. Are you still a straight man?”


“Yeah, I guess I’ll always be a straight man.”


“Right? Your identity doesn’t change just because you are with one person! So, if I identify as bisexual because I experience attraction to some men and some women, that means that, even if I choose to live my life with one person—male or female—I will still retain my sexual identity. I’ll still be bisexual.”


“I think I get it. But, do you want to settle down with one person?”


“Yeah, I mean I’d like to have a family with someone eventually. I just don’t know who that person is yet.”


He winked at me. “Duh.”
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I can’t imagine my mother sleeping in this bedroom. Of course, when she was a girl, I’m sure it wasn’t the storage space it has become in recent years. There are two tall filing cabinets opposite the twin bed that seem to be full of receipts and old tax forms, china tchotchkes on the dark bureau, a pile of photo albums on a chair. The small black-and-white TV stopped working long ago, though the antennae are still stretched open in a wide V, like arms lifted toward the heavens, waiting for a signal. Before he retired, Zayde owned a liquor store a few blocks from the house (he called it “the bottle store”), and there are two large boxes in the corner full of who knows what, stamped with “Veresk Vodka” and “J&B Rare Scotch Whisky.”


To the right of the bureau (my mother would say, “burah” betraying her New England upbringing) stands a heavy, oval, full-length mirror on a pedestal. I stand in front of it, as I imagine my mother must have often done. I look at my slightly chubby upper arms peeking out from under my cap-sleeve T-shirt. My mother calls these “Hadassah arms” and makes no secret of the fact that she considers them unsightly. I wonder, too, about my long unruly curls cascading over my shoulders. I can almost see my mother standing behind me, looking over my shoulder in the mirror.


“It really should be several inches shorter, Rachel. You aren’t in college anymore. If you want people to recognize you as a professional, you need to look groomed. And please don’t go to graduate school with your hair in a ponytail!”


I pull my hair off my shoulders, trying to appease this mirror-dwelling version of my mother. Do I look older? More professional? I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of cutting it while I was home in Bryn Mawr, but now that I am in Somerville, maybe I will go to one of those walk-in haircut places tomorrow. Maybe just for a trim.


When I go downstairs, I find Zayde in his usual spot—his recliner in the small family room off the kitchen with the Wall Street Journal splayed across his lap and the TV on whatever cable channel scrolls the stock ticker across the bottom of the screen. He alternates between reading, watching, and snoozing. I startle him. I am a little afraid that he’s forgotten I am here, but he quickly snaps awake.


“Oh, hello my dear! I was wondering if you’d like to go out to dinner to celebrate your first night in town.”


I know this means the diner with the pot roast and mashed potatoes. “That would be lovely, Zayde.” I remember they have good pie.


As it turns out, Zayde is somewhat of a local celebrity at the Union Diner. As he takes off his signature woolen flat cap, he is greeted by several of the wait staff (“Hello, Mr. Kessler!”) and, from the owner, “Good evening, Mr. Kessler. This must be the beautiful granddaughter you’ve been telling us so much about!”


“Zayde, how often do you eat here?” I whisper after we’ve been seated in a booth in the back.


“Oh, your bubbe and I used to come here two, three times a week. I don’t come so often now. Maybe one time a week. Or two.”


Just then our waitress, an older Black woman with a wide smile, comes over. “Is this the psychiatrist?” she asks, giving Zayde a squeeze on the shoulder and looking at me.


“Oh,” I say, realizing that she means me. “Psychologist actually. Well, actually I haven’t even started school yet, so um, just granddaughter.”


“That’s my girl!” says Zayde. He is beaming. I feel my chest swell. His pride in me feels like the best kind of love.


Lying in my mother’s old bed that night, a wave of anxiety rolls over me that takes my breath. The smell. Not just of the house, but of oldness. Only this time I feel like I’m suffocating, like I’m trapped. I don’t want to live here. My brain floods with images of peeling paint, rusty radiators, the worn carpet on the stairs. My heart races and I am overcome with the sensation that I am not really in my body. What if I can’t sustain making my zayde proud of me? Would he love me if he really knew me? Clearly, my living here will make Zayde happy . . . but will I be happy?


He cannot know about me. It would kill him.


Then I remind myself, Living with Zayde is a mitzvah, and a mitzvah means more when it’s hard.





Chapter 2


Zayde’s synagogue, Beth El, is a beautiful, old brick building just a few streets away in the Winter Hill section of the city. The building’s cornerstone, just outside of the main entrance, says “Erected 1925” but the congregation is actually over a hundred years old, having been formed by a small group of families who emigrated from Eastern Europe in the 1890s. For years, Zeke and I couldn’t help but giggle and elbow each other every time we walked past the word “Erected” engraved in that stone.


The seats in Beth El’s small sanctuary aren’t individual theater seats like at our synagogue on the Main Line; they are long benches like church pews and have been covered with the same thread-bare upholstery for decades. This shul, like my grandparents’ house, seems always in need of renovation, and, like their house, I can identify the building by smell alone.


When Zayde and I walk in through the back of the sanctuary that first Saturday morning, I stop short. On the raised bimah in the front of the room stands not the elderly, bearded rabbi I’ve come to know over the years of visiting, but a middle-aged woman. She wears a prayer shawl of bright colors and a matching, woven yarmulke. She is singing a Hebrew tune I’ve only ever heard in a much lower register. “Zayde,” I whisper into his hairy ear. “Who is that?”


“That is Rabbi Lorel Stein,” he says through clenched teeth. And suddenly, he is Oscar the Grouch.


I sometimes regret that I wasn’t born a quarter of a century earlier so that I might have been a college student in the 1960s, burning my bra and marching on Washington. I didn’t know that Conservative synagogues even allowed women to be rabbis. Maybe this is Conservative Judaism’s moment for women’s liberation. Maybe I’ve arrived just in time.


Back at the house, Zayde slams his hat down on the counter.


“I don’t know what the selection committee was thinking when they offered her the position! She doesn’t even look like a rabbi. She sings in a lady’s voice—it drives me nuts!”


“Zayde,” I protest, “What does that even mean, ‘look like a rabbi’? She’s brilliant and I think she has a beautiful voice.” I try to steer away from his blatant sexism as if doing so will make it untrue.


“Rabbis need to be wise and experienced!” His voice is beginning to take on that raspy, shaky quality it always does when he is upset. “Rabbi Jacobs was a learned man. I just don’t think it’s a role for a woman.”


There it is.


“Zayde, didn’t we all stand at Sinai?” I am pulling out the big guns, trying to speak his language. “What if I wanted to become a rabbi? Would you support me?”


His eyes widen, considering this. “You, my Rachel, could do anything you pleased but, a rabbi? How would you raise your babies?”


“I’m going to become a psychologist, aren’t I? Can I do that and still have children?”


He shakes his head. “Honestly, I don’t know how you will do it. Fathers today stay home with their children! This world is turning upside down. Is that your plan? To marry a man who is a mother?”


I pause at the irony of his question. “Maybe, Zayde, just maybe.”


When I was a child, I thought Zayde was the smartest person I knew. That started to change when I was at Wesleyan; I couldn’t be silent in the face of what was quite literally the patriarchy. My mother found this unnerving. At a Passover Seder at our house during my junior year in college, I introduced the idea of an orange on our Seder plate. The orange was a new, feminist addition to the traditional mix of symbolic items on the plate. I explained the story of the orange like this:


Long ago a young woman went to her rabbi and said, “Rabbi, what is the place of a woman in Judaism?” The rabbi scoffed and said, “A woman belongs in Judaism like an orange belongs on the Seder plate!” Dejected, the young woman went home to her parents and told them what the rabbi had said. At Passover that year, they placed an orange on the Seder plate and said that it would stay there until the rabbi said differently.


“Well how about that!” exclaimed my father, ever the peace-maker, slapping his hand down on the table. My mother busied herself with the brisket. Zeke snickered. Bubbe, her dementia advancing, didn’t react at all. Zayde, always animated in his responses, was quick to challenge me.


“Shayna meydeleh, how could you possibly think that anyone believes women don’t have a place in Judaism? Who raises our Jewish children? Who runs the Sisterhood?”


I felt the heat rising in my cheeks. I was not used to talking back to my grandfather, but I was also no longer able to keep quiet.


“Zayde—that’s just the thing. I mean where do women belong in religious practice? It is only recently that women counted in the minyan at your shul! When my mom became a Bat Mitzvah, she couldn’t even read from the Torah! Women’s real involvement in Judaism is in its infancy.”


Next to me, Zeke began to sing, “Papa can you hear me?” under his breath, and I kicked him hard.


“When Esther was president of the Sisterhood,” Zayde continued motioning toward my bubbe, his voice rising, “she was very involved, very active!”


We all became quiet then, reminded of how vibrant a woman Esther Kessler had once been. We looked at Bubbe, her eyes far away. Continuing to argue felt all wrong.
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I didn’t expect that attending Saturday services with Zayde would become routine for me this year, but it has. I find Rabbi Stein intoxicating. She reminds me of some of my college professors—grounded in knowledge and history but leading a new generation of us forward. Her sermons are provocative; she tells of women being arrested at the Western Wall in Jerusalem for daring to pray publicly with a prayer shawl; she speaks of current events and quotes op-eds from the New York Times. Beth El’s familiar comfort always makes it feel like home, but Rabbi Stein makes Judaism relevant to my life. Relevant enough to get me out of bed on Saturday mornings.


After services each week, we gather in the social hall for a buffet Kiddush luncheon. Zayde talks with his friends, the altacockers he’s known for decades, in hushed and sometimes not-so-hushed tones about their disapproval of Rabbi Stein.


“Did you hear her take on the Torah portion today? Honest to God! I don’t think she has any understanding of what the laws of marriage even mean!” This from Sophia Goldblatt, too loudly. I nibble at my bagel with tuna salad, trying not to speak.


Sophia’s husband, Murray, chimes in, “If I hear one more modern interpretation of the laws of Deuteronomy! How about the original intent of those laws?”


I can’t help myself. “But isn’t the beauty of Judaism that we are always re-interpreting the original text?”


Five pairs of elderly eyes fixate on me. The silence is like ice. It is broken by Murray, shifting into a smile. “You must be so proud of her, Lew, going for her PhD.”


“It’s actually called a PsyD,” I interject. “It’s a clinical doctorate.”


“What?” asks another friend, Bess. “I’ve never heard of that. Is that some sort of new degree?”


“It’s been around for a while,” I explain. “For a PhD in psychology there is more emphasis on research and teaching. This degree focuses solely on clinical practice and, since what I really want to be is a therapist, it makes more sense for me.”


“Will you still be called ‘Doctor’?” asks Murray, even louder than his wife had been.


“Oh she’ll be called ‘Doctor,’ all right,” says Zayde, winking at me. “Even you, Dr. Goldblatt, will have to address her as ‘Doctor’!” Zayde’s eyes twinkle and his friends beam at us.


We have become a duo, a pair, and after several months together, we have a rhythm. I am often in the kitchen already when Zayde comes down the stairs for breakfast in the morning. He has a habit of calling out, “Good morning Esther!” when he reaches the third stair from the bottom. I am guessing that he started greeting my bubbe this way when she was moved into a hospital bed in the living room some months before her death. There is a cadence to how he says it, almost a tune, and I imagine that his calling out to her might have been the one thing he could count on when he came down the worn staircase each morning of those final months. It has never struck me as worrisome. It feels like a way of honoring her soul’s presence in the house; it feels like his morning prayer.


After our brief overlap in the kitchen each morning, I head out for the day, either to my practicum placement (a public middle school where I run groups with students), to the library or to classes at the Boston School of Clinical Psychology. In the evenings, I cook dinner for Zayde, and we eat off of TV trays in the family room with Wheel of Fortune on or, on special occasions, at the small kitchen table.


As I drive Essie downtown to the old brownstone that houses BSCP, I sometimes smile at my own reflection in the rearview mirror. I am proud to be in graduate school; I am proud of the routine I’ve created with Zayde—the balancing act of grad student/granddaughter.


My mother is concerned.


“Rachel, I worry. You should be going out with your peers. What about your classmates?”


“Mom, I am going out with my classmates.” The truth is, I’m not. I like the people in my program, and we sit in the student lounge at school, drinking coffee and commiserating about our long practicum hours. You could say we’ve formed a support group of sorts. But except for the occasional happy hour organized by the student activities committee, we don’t see much of one another outside of school.


But dinner with Zayde feels sacred, like the other geographical touchstones of each week—the classroom, the library, the student lounge, Zayde’s table, Beth El. Everything is predictable, and I like the way it feels.





Chapter 3


When the phone rings after nine, I know something is wrong. In the year I’ve lived with Zayde, the phone has never rung this late. As Zayde answers an extension upstairs, I gently lift the receiver of the kitchen phone and cover the mouthpiece with my hand, listening in.


“Good evening, this is Lew Kessler.”


“Lew, it’s Gil Margolis. I’m sorry to call you so late, but I have some bad news. Ivan Resnick passed just a few hours ago.”


Zayde makes a sound, part grumble, part sigh. “Ah, I’d heard he wasn’t doing well. That’s a shame.”


“It sure is. He was a good man. I’m actually calling on behalf of the Chevra Kadisha. We’re trying to fill slots at O’Donnahue’s between now and Sunday morning. I know you prefer early morning shifts.”


“Of course. What do you need?”


“Could you do four hours tomorrow morning, from five to nine?”


“Sure thing, Gil. I appreciate your call.”


I wait until Zayde hangs up before I do. “Zayde?” I call out, running up the stairs to his bedroom, “Who was that?”


“Oh, there’s been a death in the community. I don’t think you knew Ivan Resnick. He’s been too ill to come to synagogue for some time. Was living in a nursing home. I’m going to sit with his body tomorrow.” He’s putting away newly folded laundry and doesn’t stop when I sit on the edge of his bed.


“I’m so sorry. Was he a friend of yours?”


Zayde stops for just a moment, as if to consider this. He doesn’t make eye contact with me. “Yes,” he says holding a small pile of folded white undershirts to his chest, “Ivan was a friend.” He quickly returns to his chore, saying nothing more about how this might feel to him. I know he has lost several friends. I know he reads the obituary section every day. But in this moment, all he seems to care about is laundry.


I’m embarrassed not to know about what seems like some obvious Jewish practice, but I’m also too curious to care. “Zayde, what do you mean that you will be sitting with his body?”


“The Chevra Kadisha? Oh, think of it like a volunteer burial society. You know, in Jewish tradition, a person is made up of a body and a soul, right?”


I nod and watch him moving between dresser drawer and bed and closet.


“We believe that the soul leaves the body at the moment of death, but that it stays near the body, some say in a confused state, until burial. You know we bury the body as soon as possible, within a day or two.”


“Yes, of course.” I do know this.


“We don’t embalm or view the body. We cover it in a white, linen shroud and bury it in a simple wooden coffin.”


“Right. And isn’t there something about not using metal hinges or screws on the coffin?” I am letting him know that I do know some things about Jewish funerals.


“That’s right. We don’t want anything to slow down the decomposition process. Now, during the hours between death and burial, there are rituals to be performed.” He is all business.


I stand up, following him back and forth. “Like what rituals?”


“There’s tahara—washing the body—and shmira—watching over the body and comforting the soul. These are the things the Chevra Kadisha does.”


“Zayde, when did you join this group?”


“Oh, I’ve been doing it all my adult life, certainly since we moved to Somerville.”


“But why have I never heard about this?”


“I think it’s unusual for a small synagogue to do these things themselves. Most of the pre-burial rituals happen at a Jewish funeral home. The nearest one to us is in Brookline, so Beth El has an arrangement with O’Donnahue’s—a local funeral home just down the street. While the body waits there, members of Beth El’s Chevra Kadisha take shifts sitting with body so that it’s never alone. We are the shomrim—the guards—and it’s our job is to calm the soul while it hovers near the body, waiting to be buried.”


“But how do you know how to do this, Zayde? How do you comfort a hovering soul?”


“The tradition teaches us to keep a focused vigil, almost like meditation. We are not to eat, talk, or even think mundane thoughts while we sit.”


“How is that even possible? How do you keep mundane thoughts from coming?”


“You read Psalms,” he answers, look up from his sock drawer with a proud smirk. He clearly knew I didn’t expect a real answer. I should have known; in Judaism, every question has not only one answer, but multiple ones.


 “Psalms? All of them?” I make a mental note to look up the Psalms and see what about them is so special that they can keep mundane thoughts away.


“Yes. You start at the beginning, and, when you finish, you start over again. Out loud,” he adds. Then he comes over to the edge of the bed and sits, patting the spot next to him for me. I sit next to him and he turns and looks squarely at me, punctuating his words with his index finger. “Rachel, watching over a body is the highest mitzvah you can do, because the dead can never repay the favor. When your bubbe died, it was a great comfort to me knowing that our friends were with her around the clock until we could return her to the earth.”


My breath catches in my throat when he says this—Bubbe’s body, returned to the earth. I think of her funeral on that cold, February day a few short years ago. The way the light snow fell as we gathered around that gaping hole in the ground, mumbling the Hebrew of the Kaddish prayer. I remember Zeke whispering something to me about the white sheet the snow was making over us all being like the white shroud our grandmother lay beneath in the plain, pine coffin. I thought he was making some sort of joke, the way Zeke might do as a way of avoiding what he didn’t want to feel. When I looked at his face, though, I saw that he wasn’t joking after all. He was looking up at the snow descending on us, tears rolling down his red cheeks. I looked up too, letting the little white stars of ice blanket my cheekbones and eyelashes. When I think about my bubbe’s burial, my face still stings.


At the end of the burial service, the rabbi explained that we would all be able to shovel earth into my grandmother’s grave. I hadn’t remembered this from the burials of my father’s parents, having been so much younger when they died, and I must have looked shocked because the rabbi went on to explain this ritual, looking at me as he did.


“We help to bury Esther,” he said, “because this is the final kindness we can give to her—to see that her body, her soul’s vessel, is returned properly to the earth. It is our last gift to her.” He motioned then to the long-handled shovel stuck into the large pile of just-dug dirt and rock. “You may do so with this shovel or with your hands if you prefer,” he added.


Zayde went first. He walked over to the hill of earth, my aunt holding his arm to steady him, and seemed to stare at the shovel for a moment. Then he bent over, gathered a scoop in his two hands, and turned to face the hole in which my bubbe’s casket had been lowered. He raised his arms out so that his hands were above the casket and let his hands fall away from each other. The hard thunk of rock and earth landing on the wooden box in which my grandmother lay was the most terrible sound I’d ever heard—hard and dark and final.


Everyone after Zayde used the shovel, as if there were an unspoken understanding among us that we should let the use of hands be his alone. Again and again, the thunk of earth on wood. I can’t remember what it felt like to hold that cold shovel in my hands; I only remember the sound.


I turn my attention back to Zayde, sitting with me on the edge of this bed, and kiss his scratchy cheek. “Let’s get some sleep. We have to be up early if we’re to get to O’Donnahue’s at five.”


His eyebrows arch high as he watches me walk toward the door.


“I want to go with you.”


[image: Images]


The sun has not yet risen, and Zayde and I are in his white Mercury Grand Marquis headed to the funeral home to sit with Ivan Resnik’s body. Zayde is not a very safe driver anymore but he does feel confident driving the short distance between his house, Beth El, and his local Star Market. Since O’Donnahue’s is within this radius, he’s behind the wheel. Whenever we are going to one of these nearby spots I make sure to ask him to drive, in hopes that it preserves a sense of autonomy for him. As for the Mercury, it seems to me to be the same car he’s driven all my life. He’s always had some enormous, white boat of a car, and I can never tell the difference between any of them.


The front seat of Zayde’s car is always littered with yarmulkes. Sometimes he remembers to take one to wear into shul; sometimes he gets a new one inside and forgets to put it back until he’s back in the car. The collection is forever rotating, each one stamped on the inside with the Bar Mitzvah or wedding of someone I don’t know. This morning, he takes a bright orange one and puts it over his bald spot. I am holding Zayde’s worn copy of the Tanakh, the title page of which reads, “The Holy Scriptures—A New Translation.” It is copyrighted 1917.


In every Jewish writing I have ever encountered—from the Torah to the prayer books used during services—not only has God been male, but every last pronoun has been male. During Saturday morning services, I change “mankind” to “humankind” and “forefathers” to “ancestors” in my head. I replace every He and Him in reference to God with the Hebrew “Adonai” or simply “God.” I am sure Zayde has heard me do this when we read aloud during responsive readings, but he has never said a thing to me about it. The Reform movement just published a new gender-neutral prayer book, and I have heard that my synagogue in Bryn Mawr is planning to replace their old ones with this new edition. There is no such revision of the Conservative prayer book and no doubt Zayde’s 1917 Tanakh has nothing to say about women.
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