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Praise for Rebecca of Salerno:


Rebecca of Salerno gives voice to one of literature’s overlooked heroines, the courageous, intelligent, big-hearted Rebecca of Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe.… Esther Erman deftly weaves… detail about the lives of Jewish women in medieval Europe into a gripping, fast-paced tale of vengeance, love, and healing… Rebecca battles with anti-Semitism, misogyny, and her own heart, as she pursues justice for a man wrongly accused of murder.… a novel for our time: while acknowledging the worst tendencies of our shared humanity, it also affirms our capacity for resilience and renewal. Erman’s masterful achievement left me feeling moved and inspired.


—Professor Juliet Shields, Dept. of Humanities,Northumbria University, author of Nation and Migration


… a lively classic romance with a modern twist… after 200 years, Walter Scott’s Rebecca…gets a second chance for true love but also finds a brilliant career in medicine, in progressive Salerno.… By following Scott’s heroine to Barcelona, Salerno, and (in an exciting medieval version of a car-chase) Palermo, Erman brings to life the… age-old story of established Jewish communities forced… to leave their homes.… For all the colorful details that make the book such a pleasure to read, the plot on a deeper level is driven by Rebecca’s determination… A life-affirming narrative with deep cultural roots.


—Emily Klenin, Professor Emerita, Department of Slavic,East European & Eurasian Languages & Cultures,University of Southern California


… a superb work of historical fiction. It is everything the genre begs for: romance, intrigue, and a captivating mystery. Set at the end of the 12th century and the dawning of the 13th… a lively picture of life for Jews, especially Jewish women, in much of Southern Europe, including colorful and historically accurate descriptions of clothing and food preparation… not only an enjoyable read, it is a history lesson for Jews and gentiles alike.


—Sara Zeff Geber, Ph.D., free-lance author


… a compelling story of a passionate Jewish heroine solving a murder mystery in the brutal setting of the Crusades. The depth of her knowledge of the customs and language of this period is unsurpassed. A book to be read with relish by lovers of historical fiction.


—Neil Kaplan, author of Acquiring Polish Citizenship by Descent.


… meticulously researched and populated with a cast of engaging characters … Rebecca must pit her intelligence and resourcefulness against the forces of anti-Semitism and misogyny to solve a murder. This historical novel boasts witty dialogue, a fast pace, and an ingenious plot.


—Roberta Rich, author of The Midwife of Venice,The Harem Midwife, and A Trial in Venice
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One






BARCELONA, 1225 CE


On the eve of your betrothal, my beloved daughter, Ana Luisa, I am answering your oft-repeated request to tell you the complete story of my time in Salerno—including the parts I have been previously reluctant to share. Remembering the many questions that were never answered about my mother’s life and even the secrets Papa kept about his, I have decided to honor your wishes by writing it for you. I have told you of my early life in England. Now here is the story of the time in Salerno. I hope it satisfies your longing to know about this period in my life. Most of all, I hope it is of value to you, and, someday, God willing, to my future grandchildren.


BARCELONA, 1195 CE


“How beautiful you have grown, Rebecca.” Uncle Carlos, my father’s younger brother, had rushed to greet us when, after a long, harrowing voyage from England, our feet at last touched land in Barcelona. “But you, Isaac, you have only grown older.”


Both men laughed and wept as they embraced. “Finally, we have you here—away from that hell for Jews in England.” My face must have reflected my turmoil at recent events because Uncle Carlos immediately changed the subject. “Let us not permit sadness to mar this joyous day. Oh, Rebecca, wait until your Aunt Liora gets her hands on you. She wants to fatten you up, turn you into a proper match for the bachelors here. She has already alerted the matchmakers that the loveliest of Jewish maidens will soon fall into their eager hands.” Any such match is the last thing I desire at this time, but look how Papa’s face is lighting up at this prospect.


Papa wiped the tears from his eyes and broke into a larger smile than I had seen since long before we left England. “Matchmakers, you say? I hope they work quickly to find the perfect husband for my Rebecca. I am more than ready to see her settled and to be a grandfather.”


Both men laughed as I blushed. “Papa, better you should have the matchmaker find a wife for yourself.” He had been a widower since my mother’s death, days after my own birth, nineteen years before.


“No one could ever take your mother’s place.” I had heard this response far too often.


With our things loaded into Uncle Carlos’s wagon, we climbed on for the short trip to his home. As the men conversed and the rhythm of the wheels lulled me, I sank into a reverie about the man who was never far from my thoughts—the Christian knight I had given my heart to in England. Ivanhoe. But that was one match that would never happen. By now, he was wed to Rowena, the woman he had pledged to marry before following King Richard on a disastrous Crusade east, to Outremer. The Holy Land.


During my entire voyage over land and sea, I had wept, decrying the power and pain of disappointed love. I resolved never to marry. Instead of marriage and children, I vowed to devote myself to a life in the healing arts, which I had studied since childhood—first with a skilled aunt, then with wise women we had met in previous travels. Had I not healed Ivanhoe from a grievous wound? I pulled myself back from this dangerous idea. Thinking of Ivanhoe was hazardous to my well-being.


When I reflected on my thirst to work as a healer, I envied Christian women. They could turn their backs on the world of marriage and children, free to perform good works. Not an accepted option for a Jewish woman, who is commanded to stay in the world, to wed, and to be fruitful. How alive and fulfilled I had felt when I healed Ivanhoe.… Of course, those same skills nearly saw me burned at the stake, accused of sorcery—rescued just in time by Ivanhoe, even though he was not yet completely recovered from his wounds when he fought the duel that freed me. The duel against Brian de Bois-Guilbert, the Knight Templar who expressed his so-called love for me by kidnapping me—and almost costing me my life.


I sighed. My life had been spared, and I now resolved to live that life as I intended to. So, in the days to come, I would have to avoid matchmakers dedicated to seeing me fulfill the Jewish woman’s list of commandments. And, to avoid despair, I had to believe God was not completely displeased with my chosen path.
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As promised, Aunt Liora and the family fairly overwhelmed us with the warmth and abundance of their welcome. Food, drink, and, above all, love. How easy it would have been to wrap myself in the blanket of their affection and caring and just sink into the life my family so much wanted for me. But I was determined to hold onto my vision of a life devoted to healing.


We were sitting down to dinner on our second night when Uncle Carlos announced that an additional guest, Rafael Lopes Dias, would be joining us. Inwardly I groaned. Was this already the first matchmaker’s candidate? But Uncle Carlos went on to say, “He is visiting his sister here. He is from Salerno, in the Kingdom of Sicily, which too has a thriving Jewish population. It also is home of the great medical school where all can study together—even Jews. For the Hebrew hospital we are building here in Barcelona, we hope we can employ physicians trained in Salerno, such as Senyor Lopes Dias.”


My excitement grew with each word Uncle Carlos said about the medical school. Can this be the miracle I long for?


When Rafael Lopes Dias arrived at the table, it was all I could do not to leap at him with my questions. A childless widower in his thirties with family ties in Barcelona, although Senyor Lopes Dias had indeed completed the course at the Scuola Medica Salernitana, he was not a practicing physician. Instead, he was translating texts from Arabic, Latin, and Greek into Hebrew. How can someone achieve such a level of education and then not use it for healing? He throws away what I yearn for with all my soul.


Perhaps it was something about his presence—and he was a most handsome man—and the way his dark eyes immediately took my measure that made my heart tremble a bit and my breath catch. Or perhaps it was just that he might be a link to my heart’s greatest desire.


When I could no longer bear to wait, I asked him so bluntly about the school in Salerno that I was almost to the point of being rude. “Is it true that such a school exists?” Fortunately, he merely raised an eyebrow and appeared to take no offense.


He smiled. “Yes, difficult as it is to believe.”


“And can women study there?” I had to struggle to keep my voice and demeanor calm. Decorum demanded that I restrain my eagerness.


“Yes, women and men together. Jews, Christians, and Moslems, all at the same school.” He nodded in a way that encouraged me to ask more.


“How did this miracle arise?”


“Salerno, until recently, has enjoyed a climate of tolerance for all.” His brows drew together and he frowned. “Alas, under its latest rulers, the Hohenstaufens, who conquered the Normans, it is unclear how long this atmosphere will continue. The school is thriving despite the political upheavals. At least for now.”


“Let us hope that continues,” I murmured. This school cannot cease to exist just when I have learned about it. “Please, Senyor, tell me more.”


He smiled, charming me, and my heart once again fluttered.


“I can tell your interest is genuine. How intriguing.” He paused and sipped his wine. “Very well, Senyorita Rebecca. The studies are based on the texts of the ancient Greeks and on the most recent medical advances from the learned Arabs. But this school is not new. It dates from the eighth century and was founded by four masters: the Greek, Pontius; the Arab, Adela; the Jew, Helinus; and the Latin, Salemus.”


“You sound like a professor talking about this school.” Uncle Carlos was starting to look a bit bored. I hoped our guest would nonetheless continue.


Senyor Lopes Dias shrugged. “People who spend time in Salerno become well acquainted with the lore of the school’s history. But perhaps we should talk of something else?”


Before that could happen, I needed to know more. “Senyor, what are the requirements for one to enroll in the school?”


Papa now eyed me with suspicion. “Daughter dear, why are you asking for such information? Our visitor has already been generous enough to tell us so much.”


I blushed. “I am curious about this unusual place.”


Our guest responded quickly. “It is quite rigorous. Though women can study at the Scuola, few do. Few have the preparation. Then, too, such studies are not easily compatible with the duties of a wife and mother.” He smiled at me with bemusement.


Please, Senyor, respond to my questions without adding to the usual criticisms.


As if he had heard my thoughts, he continued, “There have definitely been some women. For example, the woman known as La Trotula, the most renowned, wrote a book about female disorders. To answer your main question, in order to be admitted, one must have an extensive education, usually university based. Languages, mathematics, rhetoric and disputation, astronomy and geometry, and, of course, history and literature.”


“I have studied in all these areas, though not at a university.” Wherever we went in our travels for his business affairs, Papa had always insisted that I study with masters.


At that point, Uncle Carlos forcefully though politely changed the topic of our conversation by asking Papa to speak of the situation for Jews in England.


As we left the table, Rafael Lopes Dias quietly offered, “Senyorita, if you would like to discuss more about the medical school, we can do so.”


“Yes, please.”


There was no further conversation about the school that evening, but the next day Senyor Lopes Dias, who had promised to bring my aunt herbs from his sister’s garden, visited again. Along with the herbs, he provided me with a document listing more fully the requirements for the entrance exams. I eagerly read these and felt confident I would be able to pass those exams. The question became, how could I present myself in Salerno to take them?
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Over the next few days, as I settled into the life of a newly arrived guest with far too little to do, I carefully plotted my campaign to attend the school. Benign providence—or perhaps the God of Abraham Himself—continued to smile on my plans. After three failed attempts at matches and many tears from Aunt Liora, even Papa had to admit I would not marry now.


And, almost as if a miracle, we also had a connection in Salerno—Uncle Chaim, brother to Aunt Liora. Uncle Chaim and his lovely wife invited me to stay with them in Salerno. So, traveling there would not overly horrify Papa, nor my Barcelona relatives. Little by little, I gently kept talking of going to Salerno, until it became familiar, almost inevitable. Finally, several months after the first conversation with Senyor Lopes Dias, our entourage left for Salerno. It included Uncle Chaim, at the end of a visit of his to Barcelona, and Papa, who had some business in Salerno.


My first challenge was the sea voyage. At least this would be a shorter crossing than the one from England. Three days on the Balearic Sea to the island of Corsica, then another day and a half on the Gulf of Salerno, part of the Tyrrhenian Sea. Perhaps a medical education would help me better tolerate sea voyages?


Even after a rough crossing, from the moment I arrived in Salerno, despite the evidence of recent battles, I felt at home. The narrow streets and tall, narrow houses and shops that had escaped destruction charmed me.


I was unfortunately surprised to find that, even here, echoes of my old life in England gave shape to the current conditions. King John. Whenever I saw evidence of battles, I thought of him. Even now, the memory of that awful, petty-minded tyrant made me shiver. John, whom we called “Lackland” and other derogatory names, was the younger brother of King Richard, Coeur de Lion—to whom Ivanhoe pledged loyalty. John seized power and began his reign of misrule while Richard was on Crusade. Then John extended his unjust rule when Richard, en route back across Europe after the Crusade, was captured and imprisoned by the Hohenstaufens. John refused to ransom his brother until their mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine, intervened and raised the money. Ironically, the Hohenstaufens had been able to conquer the Kingdom of Sicily—which included Salerno—with the help of that very ransom money.


I shook off these thoughts. I was resolved to move forward with my new life, and so I did not allow the destroyed buildings or the rubble-strewn dirt roads to discourage me. In fact, I was encouraged to see men working to rebuild the damaged parts of the city, a fitting parallel with my own life.


I worked to find a way to demonstrate my knowledge to the appropriate professors at the Scuola. This involved both oral and written exams, some administered individually and some in small groups. Despite the school’s reputation for tolerance, not every professor seemed equally inclined to accept female students. Or Jews. I conferred often with Rafael Lopes Dias, who was an invaluable guide to the different professors and what they required. After months of showing myself to be adequately prepared, I was finally accepted and then enrolled at the Scuola Medica Salernitana.


During my very full student days, I continued to live in Uncle Chaim’s household, with Papa as a visitor three to four times a year. Nina, their servant, kept the household well fed and well taken care of. She immediately took the role of mother hen and doted on me.


At the school, we students attended lectures, watched demonstrations, and learned to use different implements. Under the supervision of our physician professors, eventually we worked with patients. There were two other women studying then. Despite the religious differences—they were Christians—we three became good friends.


Anatomy class was both a special challenge and source of fascination. Because it was against Christian law to work on human cadavers, we worked on pigs. I ached to participate hands-on on the pig but hesitated because we Jews regard pigs as impure. By that time, Rafael and I had become good friends who could talk about many topics. I asked him what he had done.


He laughed, which I did not appreciate. “My dear Rebecca, how quaint that you would be so troubled on the question of learning anatomy from a pig.”


“What do you mean?”


He shrugged. “I never gave it a moment’s thought. Cutting the pig, examining its organs—I viewed that all as an essential part of my education. I would never think to allow my being a Jew to conflict with those needs. I thought you had worked that out already, you a Jewish woman who would touch men—even Christians and Moslems—to heal them.”


“I did not think to make an equivalency between touching men and cutting up pigs,” I muttered, which caused him to burst into gales of laughter. In truth, I knew I must have been blushing like a roasted pig over how young and naïve my question made me sound.


When he stopped laughing enough to talk, he said, “I think you have your response.” And so I, the good and faithful Jewish daughter that I tried to be, often found my hands and arms immersed in pig’s blood as I studied the animal’s heart and entrails, wondering how different a human’s might be. Fascinating work. Of course, I did not dare tell Uncle Chaim, Aunt Aster, or my dear papa about this part of my education. Or Nina.


Four long, hard, exciting years after I arrived in Salerno, I had completed my studies and earned the professional licenses to be a practicing physician. Though Papa could never completely mask his disappointment about what I did not provide him—a son-in-law and grandchildren—he took pride in my accomplishment.


Remaining in Salerno, I accepted the title of Magistra, conferred upon female physicians, and began both to practice medicine and to teach at the Scuola—in the same place that had provided me with the fulfillment of my dreams. I was able to care for both Uncle Chaim and Aunt Aster and offer comfort during their final illnesses, which came one soon after the other.


After their deaths, I discovered that they had bequeathed their home to me and, in light of the property laws, to Papa. At that point, Papa felt he should stay with me more and not leave his only “child” of twenty-four years alone. However, as an independent woman, a doctor, and a teacher, I longed to run my own household. Fortunately, I was able to convince him I would be fine, even in his absence. Also convincing was that, along with my owning the house and garden, I had retained Nina to run the household. Now that it was only the two of us, she took me even more closely under her substantial wing, which increased Papa’s willingness for me to remain in Salerno without him.


An even greater blessing, though sometimes a mixed one, Rafael Lopes Dias proved to be a faithful friend and colleague in many ways. Less welcome were his repeated proposals of marriage, which started about six months after we met, and which I rejected with a constancy equivalent to his offerings. I had, after all, taken a vow precluding marriage—even if I was the only one who knew about it.


I had to admit, also to myself, sometimes it was not so easy to resist Rafael’s proposals. Not only was he handsome and agreeable, but something about him always caused my insides to warm. And then, once Papa learned of my suitor’s efforts, his entreaties joined Rafael’s. It became increasingly difficult to put both men off, but I was as determined as they were. More determined. I stayed faithful to my early love—wanting to protect my heart from further pain, which was, as far as I knew, inextricably entwined with loving a man—even when saying yes to Rafael would have been an easy path.


In fact, I became ever more cautious when it came to Rafael when I realized the increasing intensity of my reaction to him—how strongly I responded to his voice, his smile, his appreciative glance. I knew instinctively, if I gave myself wholeheartedly to him and our love did not endure, I would not survive another blow to my heart such as I had taken when leaving England and my first love. I could not face the risk of such devastation a second time.


Compared to dealing with Papa and Rafael, my professional life presented fewer challenges. I indulged in the dream that I had found a way to lead a simple life—as a healer.


Simple?












Two






SALERNO, 1205 CE


“Shabbat Shalom!” Greetings flew as we women hailed each other and settled in for Sabbath morning services, punctuated with a bit of gossip. It was a glorious spring, directly after our celebration of the Passover holiday. Even indoors, the day’s brilliant sunshine, filtered through the stained-glass windows of the ancient synagogue, brightened our moods.


Sometimes obligations to my patients kept me from attending services, so I was grateful when I could. I gazed about at the other women from Salerno’s Jewish community. They would have to rush home to oversee meals for their families. I had the leisure of going home to the simple meal Nina had prepared the day before and hurried home to set on the table before I, walking more leisurely, arrived.


The men’s voices in prayer rose to the balcony where we women sat sequestered. Despite the mechitza, the intricately carved and painted wooden screen separating our section from the men’s, I could easily see the weekly portion being read from the Torah scroll in front of the centrally placed altar, the bimah. We may have been separated from the main activity, but there was also much to observe in the women’s section. Here we could show off our finery to our peers. The sumptuous fabrics of most of the ladies’ clothing along with their sparkling jewels were meant to enhance the spirit of the day. I wondered how the display of wealth was supposed to support the spirituality of our prayers—one of the many questions I pondered as my mind persisted in wandering.


At the end of the Torah service, we always heard a sermon. Today, instead of one from our own revered rabbi, we had been told we would hear the words of a visitor. Glad for the novel distraction from my restless thoughts, I sat up straighter on the hard wooden bench and smiled in expectation.


At first glance, however, the guest speaker, a rumpled-looking man of some forty years, did not appear impressive. Small and wiry, dressed in shabby garments that were decidedly inappropriate for a Shabbat service, he regarded his listeners with a frown, as if affronted by a foul odor.


Our rabbi, however, presented the guest speaker as if he were visiting royalty. “We are indeed blessed to have Rabbi Isaac ben Shmuel from Egypt. There, he was a colleague of Rabbi Moses ben Maimon, our beloved departed Maimonides, the Rambam, revered by Jews everywhere. May his memory be a blessing.”


A communal gasp of astonished delight greeted this announcement. Before his recent death, the Rambam had been court physician in service to the successors of the Saracen leader Saladin, an office that showed his greatness extended beyond the Jewish people. The Rambam was widely considered a genius for writing many works of great philosophical and scientific import, both for Jews and others. Because of this visitor’s connection to the Rambam, I believed we all were now prepared to overlook the newcomer’s appearance.


I admired the Rambam’s erudition and, as a healer, had found his scientific works of great merit. As a Jew, I considered that much of his writing on the holy scriptures also had great merit. As a Jewish woman, however, I wished he could have done more for us.


Despite my mixed feelings, I was as thrilled as my neighbors to have a chance to hear the words of someone who actually had known and worked with the Rambam, expecting that our visitor might share some secret wisdom from the master. Perhaps while the Egyptian rabbi was here in Salerno, I would have a chance to find out more about the great man. Too bad Papa is away from Salerno now, as I am sure he would be thrilled to hear this speaker.


Once the visiting rabbi began to orate, however, my initial delight gave way to disappointment and worse. “Jews of Salerno,” the little man thundered, “take this holy Shabbat to halt your evil ways and return to righteous paths! Or else prepare to suffer the worst punishments for your abominations!”


It was not unusual for a speaker to be understood by only a few congregants because we Jews spoke an assortment of languages in addition to Salernitan, the local vernacular. Our visitor addressed us in Arabic, a language that only a small number of Salerno’s Jews understood well. A few gasps, this time of shock, greeted the rabbi’s opening remarks. Silence followed by confused glances showed that some of the congregants had not understood what was said, only its effect on those who did. I had had the good fortune to learn Arabic. More was the pity—I wished I did not understand these particular utterances. The whispering explanations of those who did understand to those who had not led to more gasps of shock.


Rabbi ben Shmuel went on to explain how much he disapproved of the free and easy relations amongst the diverse groups in Salerno. “God commands in the holy Torah that we Jews must not take up the sinful ways of others, and yet you mingle with the non-Jews. And it is to this immoral, unholy land that my wife ran, taking my children to live with her Christian lover, breaking up our family and our home.” He nearly choked on the last word. “This vile pair knew they would have a warm reception in this city that defies all the laws of righteousness. Jews mixing with Gentiles is an abomination that God should destroy as He did Sodom and Gomorrah!” He waved his arms about like a madman swatting at a swarm of flies.


Dear Lord, please do not heed the unlovely and unloving words of this man. It appears his family tragedy has shocked him into unreason. Please continue to bless Salerno with peace and tolerance for all. The unhappy rabbi speaks from his ignorance of how wonderful this place is—even despite the challenges of the current day. He is clearly in pain, and he blindly blames others for his personal losses.


“What is he saying?” Nina pressed me to continue interpreting. Much as I sympathized with her desire to understand, I loathed filling her ears with such hatefulness. Nonetheless, I satisfied her need to hear the words and turned her day sour.


Abandoned at birth here in Salerno, Nina did not know which group her ancestors hailed from. Her coloring—olive skin, dark hair now tinged with silver, and big dark eyes—could have marked her as belonging to any of the groups in the Kingdom of Sicily. Yet it was a Jewish woman who had taken Nina in and raised her, so Nina came to identify with the Jews, converted formally, and was, as is the case with many converts, a most fervent member of our congregation. Though many people believed servants and their masters should sit in separate places, my relationship with Nina was yet another way I forged my own path.


“He does not like the way the groups here mix,” I whispered. “He thinks Jews should interact only with Jews unless it is for unavoidable business.”


She sniffed. “He clearly is a stranger. If he is here long enough, we shall set him straight.”


I almost smiled at her optimism. I feared, however, that the rabbi would not be so open to revising his opinions. Though Salerno had traditionally been a place of peace and prosperity, in the past few years, changes had eroded these blessings. For me, the most immediate and obvious was the arrival of crusaders, the accursed “holy” warriors en route to and from the East, supposedly for reasons of faith.


As if he had heard my thoughts, the rabbi continued, “The crusaders are a curse to our people and whatever land they cross. They are our enemies, prepared to destroy us and everything that stands in their path.”


I agree with him on this. Too bad he started off on the wrong foot by denouncing the Jews here. The crusaders who used Salerno as a stepping stone to the four Christian states of Outremer in the Middle East or a pass through on their way home were of the roughest, most ragtag type. The largest group here now was from a Crusade that had sacked Constantinople despite its being a Christian city. If even their fellow Christians were not safe, we Jews had good reason to fear them.


At least they had not destroyed our city—yet. From their base in a shabby camp on the outskirts, they committed acts of vandalism, robbery, and, according to horrified whispers, rape. And there seemed to be no way to stop them.


After the Hohenstaufen victory in 1195, Duke Henry, a relative of the Hohenstaufen family, had been granted his castle and title, subject to the court in Palermo, and the right to govern Salerno. Except for the crusaders, he had effectively kept the peace. When delegations from the different Salerno communities protested the crusaders’ crimes, Duke Henry explained that political needs dictated he turn a blind eye. Since both Pope Innocent III and William of Capparone, regent of our young king, Frederick II, supported the crusaders, Salerno would suffer if we were seen as inhospitable.


Still, Duke Henry valued order and, therefore, advised us to be extra vigilant in staying out of our unwelcome visitors’ way. He assured us any disturbance was only temporary—the foreign knights would eventually move on to other destinations. For our part, the citizens of Salerno, Jews and Gentiles alike, could only hope they would leave before they wrought too much more damage.


The rabbi’s voice grew more forceful as he piled commands upon condemnations. “You must rid your land of this pestilence!”


If only. I wished he had taken the trouble to be informed about the political realities of our city before he spoke. And, of course, what power did we Jews have in such matters? In full ignorance, he went on with his tirade.


“It has come to my attention that some members of the Jewish community have allowed their daughters to be defiled by contact with the crusader scum. To any woman who has any such contact, I call down the wrath and curses of the Almighty on her and her family to seven generations!”


His voice reached such a fevered pitch, I expected him to bring down the roof upon his own head. And I, for one, would thank God for such a show of divine justice.


I heard whispered conversations, a loud hiss, and then one woman rose and shrieked, “No!” She fainted, landing across the laps of several other women. What could have caused this? Was it in reaction to something the rabbi said?


On the bimah, when the shriek was heard, the rabbi stopped for the briefest moment before blustering on. Had he any sense that he might have been the cause of the disturbance?


The stricken woman had fallen two rows in front of where I sat. My physician’s instincts roused by her plight, I squeezed through the crowded pews to see how I could help. The women she lay upon were murmuring amongst themselves in surprise and discomfort.


Everyone there knew me to be a healer. The woman cradling the fainted lady’s head in her lap slid over so I was able to sit beside her. I now recognized the woman who had fainted as Malka Freya, wife of Natan Mendoza, a leader of the Jewish community. I put my hand on her forehead to feel for fever, of which there was none. Slowly, she roused from her swoon.


“What is wrong?” I asked her. “Are you ill?”


She blinked several times and clutched her throat. She tried to speak but could not.


“Take your time. Breathe. Would you like a bowl of water?”


She frowned then found her voice, albeit a rasp. “Need you ask? Of course.”


Her impatient tone told me she was returning to herself. I stroked her arm and saw her regain color. Her breaths became even. All indicators were good. She and I had become the center of attention in our section, which did not affect any further the activity on the bimah, where the rabbi had finished his address and where the cantor was now intoning the Musaf service—the additional service for Sabbath and festival days.


I squeezed her hand. “Can you tell me what happened? Why did you faint?”


She moaned. “That dreadful man said such horrible things. My daughter …” She tried to sit up but slipped back. Along with another lady, I helped her to sit and lean against the back of the bench. Then Malka Freya snapped at me, “Forget what I said. Go away and leave me alone.”


“With all due respect, Signora, you fainted. That is not something to be overlooked.”


Two other women had slipped in next to her, one with a small bowl of water. Another member of the Mendoza family smiled in an unfriendly manner. “Your services are not needed any further. If my sister needs medical attention, I can care for her,” a woman I recognized as Leah Sara Garcia said. Since she was one of the few other local women who had studied at the Scuola, I knew Malka Freya was in competent hands.


I returned to where Nina sat. “The Mendozas and the Garcias are so self-righteous,” she muttered. “They are in with the duke, so they think they are quite grand. More important than us ordinary Jews.”


This thought did not feel especially appropriate for our holy day. With an effort, I turned my mind back to the prescribed readings and prayers.


At the end of the service, we filed from the synagogue. As usual, Nina insisted on rushing home ahead of me to have food waiting on the table when I arrived. And, as usual, I appreciated having a few quiet moments to myself. However, nearly as soon as I stepped outside into the sunshine of the spring day and started toward my home, Rafael made his way to my side and began walking with me. Since he almost never attended services, I was surprised to see him.


“Why did you come to synagogue today?” I looked up at his face while raising a hand to shield my eyes from the bright light. With his tall form and thick dark hair graced with some strands of silver, he drew admiring glances from the women who passed us.


“Would you believe because I had heard that a disciple of the Rambam would be speaking and I wanted to hear his words of wisdom?”


“Ah, the Egyptian rabbi. Not what you were expecting?” We shared a laugh.


“No. But all is not lost. I get to see you on this lovely Shabbat morning.”


I could not help the smile that spread across my face. I was thirty years of age. Rafael, some fifteen years my senior and a long-time Salernitan, had become, over the course of ten years, my sometime adviser as well as my dearest friend. Of course, our relationship was far more complex than that word can describe. Though Jewish women and men were not meant to have close relationships other than those by blood or marriage, still, the two of us did.


Professionally, I often conferred on his translation projects. Rafael had not pursued a medical career and instead devoted himself to translating medical and scientific works into Hebrew. He was passionate about this work—and I shared his determination to keep the Hebrew language alive and vibrant by creating vocabulary to keep up with new knowledge.


Most of all, though, Rafael challenged me—my ways of thinking and how I looked at the world. The biggest challenge was where he actually coincided with community standards and I did not. Although often a rebel regarding much of Jewish practice and tradition, as a widower, he still firmly intended to marry me.


I cared for Rafael, of course. How could I not? He was a lovely man, with wonderful qualities. Many women would be happy to accept him as a husband. Widows. Maybe even younger women. But, as unrealistic as the possibilities might be, my English knight still had my heart. Not that I had ever told Rafael about this. I merely turned him down whenever he proposed and encouraged him to stop proposing. Yet, he persisted. And of course Papa made no secret of his desire to have Rafael as his son-in-law.


From time to time, I wondered how I would feel if Rafael did take another woman for his wife. Certainly, we would no longer be able to have the close friendship I cherished. So far, I had not had to face such a disturbing possibility. Deep down, I hoped that would never happen.


After the intensity of the worship services, we strolled at a leisurely pace in the warmth of the day. He asked, “What happened up in the women’s section?”


“Oh, so you heard that? I did not think you men paid attention to what went on in the clouds, where our balcony perches.”


He chuckled. “Even hidden away as we try to keep you, we have great curiosity about what goes on amongst you womenfolk. We heard a noise that almost sounded like a scuffle. Did you ladies come to blows while the Egyptian rabbi chastised us all?”


I winced at the recollection. “The rabbi’s words so affected one woman that she fainted.”


“Really? How fascinating. I suspect the incendiary rabbi would be thrilled to know his words had such a strong effect.”


I nodded. “I never learned what caused her extreme reaction, though before she came fully around, she did make mention of a daughter. Alas, she and her family were less than eager for me to explore the cause of her fainting once she came to, so any opinion I might have is a guess.”


“Ah. And may I ask who our fainter was?”


I shook my head. “Though she is not my patient, I feel bound by notions of confidentiality, so I will not say. I expect the episode will bring forth a torrent of gossip, so you will probably soon know. But not from me.”


He stopped abruptly and looked at me full face. “Was it one of the Mendoza women? I saw several members of that family leave the synagogue in greater haste than usual.”


“Please do not ask me any more questions on this topic.”


“All right. As you say, the gossip will soon make short work of secrecy, though the Mendozas are adept at keeping quiet what they want to.”


“As are most families, I think.”


“Perhaps.” He shrugged, and we resumed walking toward my house. “So, what did you think of the rabbi from Egypt?”


I let out a deep breath. “To be honest, like you, I was more impressed before he began to speak. Although I certainly agree with his assessment of the crusaders, as to his opinions of Salerno, I believe he was speaking from personal pain about his family. Worst of all, his ignorance in that area made it difficult to hear his thoughts on other topics.”


He nodded. “Pity about that. I have to agree regarding his unfortunate sermon, yet there is more to the man. There must be, for he could not have worked with the Rambam without having some substance and also without having learned something.”


“Perhaps the rabbi was a better man before he lost his family.” I shook my head. “I would hope you are correct and that in the near future we will benefit from what he has learned.” Especially on a day like this, I tried to have a positive view of my fellow beings.


“I wanted to talk to him about several of the medical pieces the Rambam wrote in Arabic—of course, the Regimen Sanitis—the Guide to Good Health. But my next project will be to translate into Hebrew the Treatise on Cohabitation, which is said to include recipes for aphrodisiacs and anti-aphrodisiacs. This was supposed to be the Rambam’s treatise of sexual advice to the sultan’s son. I am hoping the Egyptian rabbi can give me valuable insight because he knew all the people involved.”


I stopped and glared at him. “What? Why will you translate that work next? There are so many other medical and scientific texts of greater importance to translate into Hebrew before you turn your attention to that one. Why not the Guide to Good Health first?”


Rafael held up his hands as if to stop my words. “All will get done in good time. But I figure this one is timely to do while I have access to the Egyptian rabbi, who might provide extra information about the Rambam. Though now that I have actually heard the man, I have some doubts—”


“You are not listening, Rafael. I do not believe this piece has sufficient merit to take precedence and be translated first—” I needed to put forth effort to express my argument calmly.


He continued not to listen. “It would definitely be challenging. Especially since the Hebrew patois lacks the precise vocabulary for a full translation. We would once again have to create new vocabulary that accords with the rules of the language.”


When he got caught up in a project, it was difficult to get through to him. Then his words caught up with me. “We?”


His smile lit up his face. “Oh, yes. I definitely want to include you with your knowledge of medicine and languages.”


“You also trained as a physician,” I pointed out.


“Yes, but my studies are far in the past, and because I have not practiced medicine recently, what I learned is most likely less useful.”


“Of course I shall be willing to help if I can, though as I said, I have misgivings as to your choice.” Despite my concerns that this work would displace others more worthy of being translated sooner, his project did pique my curiosity.


“I hope to convince you these misgivings are misplaced. And, of course, I will once again look to the Mendozas for involvement, including funding. They are committed to advancing the Hebrew language with a variety of topics and have been most generous in the past.”


“I hope you get your funding, though I reserve judgment on this piece of writing.” By now, we had arrived at my house, although Rafael seemed reluctant to say goodbye.


“Thank you for being willing to consider this project. Something to look forward to.” After a slight pause, he went on, “Who knows? By next year at this time, you may have finally consented to be my wife, and our walk after services will be to our house.”


“I expect not,” I said. “Perhaps by next year at this time, Rafael Lopes Dias, you will have learned to appreciate me as your friend and your colleague for translation and be satisfied with that.”


Nina, who must have been looking out the window, opened the door as we approached and then stood back. Before I entered my house, I heard Rafael’s words quite clearly. “I expect not.”
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