














THE FRUIT OF HER HANDS





THE FRUIT OF HER HANDS



THE STORY OF SHIRA OF ASHKENAZ


MICHELLE CAMERON


[image: Image]




[image: Image]


Pocket Books
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either
are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead,
is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2009 by Michelle Cameron


“My heart is in the East,” by Yehuda ha-Levi, translation reprinted by
permission of zionism-israel.com and zionismontheweb.org.


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions
thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address
Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department,
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


First Pocket Books hardcover edition September 2009


POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


For information about special discounts for bulk purchases,
please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or
business@simonandschuster.com.


Designed by Claudia Martinez


Manufactured in the United States of America


10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Cameron, Michelle
The fruit of her hands : the story of Shira of Ashkenaz / by Michelle Cameron. — 1st
Pocket Books hardcover ed.
p.   cm.
1. Jewish women—Fiction.   2. Rabbis’ spouses—Fiction.
3. Jewish families—Europe—Fiction.   4. Jews—Europe—History—Fiction.
5. Antisemitism—Europe—History—Fiction.   6. Middle Ages—Fiction.
7. Jewish Fiction.   I. Title.
PS3603.A453F78 2009
813’.6—dc22                    2009007217


ISBN 978-1-4391-1822-1
ISBN 978-1-4391-6438-9 (ebook)




For my mother,
who always said we could trace our
family roots back to the thirteenth century.




GIVE HER OF THE FRUIT OF HER HANDS; AND LET HER WORKS
PRAISE HER IN THE GATES.


—Proverbs 31:31
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FALAISE, 1224–1230


BLESSED ARE YOU, LORD OF THE UNIVERSE, FOR HAVING MADE
ME ACCORDING TO YOUR WILL.


—Women’s morning prayer
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Childhood is a garland of roses.


—THE TALMUD


ONE OF MY FIRST COMPLETE MEMORIES, when I was about three or four, was sitting nestled on my father’s lap in the classroom, answering questions just like the young boys in the Falaise seminary that was my home. A thrill swept through me as my father proclaimed, “My little songbird has given us the correct response! Do you see why her answer is right, boys? She is equal to any one of you!”


I looked at him, delighting in the proud glow on his thin face. But, peering shyly at the boys in the classroom for approval, I saw dour expressions instead. They muttered to one another, a whisper of complaint that made me clutch my father’s arm, alarmed and confused.


Perhaps I combine two early memories into one, but it seems I looked away from the aggrieved students to the long, narrow windows of the yeshiva, where several of the neighborhood wives peered in. They clucked their tongues dolefully, shaking their heads at this girl seated where she should not be, studying with boys. Their disapproval made me shrink back against my father’s chest.


But as my glance moved up to my father’s smiling face, I ignored the undercurrents of irritation swelling around me. My papa was pointing to those passages in the Talmud that confirmed my correct answer, flipping pages, showing me here, here, and here. Following his finger as it moved across the illuminated pages, I remember how my cheeks flushed in pride, my joy at his attention overshadowing every other emotion.
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Like so many of my orphaned playmates, I could barely remember my mother. Pressed in among the women at prayer, there were moments when I caught a familiar scent or heard a melody in someone’s chanting that brought me to the edge of memory, envisioning a hazy white face looking fondly down at me, smoothing my hair, singing a wordless tune. But I could not penetrate the fog that misted my thoughts when I tried to conjure my mother’s face, the softness of her dress when I rested my cheek against her chest.


My mother had persevered despite many futile pregnancies. Trying desperately to fulfill the biblical commandment to be fruitful and multiply, she suffered time and again through prolonged childbirth, four times enduring hours of pain only to deliver dead babies. Three others died in the early days of infancy. The midwife pulled each of these keening, wizened beings forth and shook her head at the anguish in my father’s questioning eyes. My own birth was considered nothing less than a miracle by my long-suffering parents, who took enormous pleasure in my fat limbs, clear, dark eyes, and healthy cry.


The last baby, the boy who took my mother’s life, was the gravest of my father’s many disappointments. My father was, after all, Rabbi Shmuel ben Solomon, the great Talmudic scholar of Falaise—a man who hungered for a son. My mother was his second wife. My father’s first bride died from a lingering fever mere months after the young couple wed. Engrossed in his studies, Papa let several years pass before he discharged his duty to the community and married again.


I remember huddling in a dark corner of the long, gloomy synagogue hallway at the age of four, waiting for my father. I sat with my knees pressed to my chest, my arms wrapped around them on that cold, wet, melancholy afternoon. The sound of steady rain on the rooftop made me recall a child’s tale in which mourning angels wept teardrops of sadness, drenching the earth.


Unseen in my corner, I overheard the mother of one of my friends whispering to a bride newly come to our community, “That’s her. That’s the rabbi’s daughter.”


“He has only one?”


“Her mother was brought to bed just yesterday—lost another child. Her third or fourth, I forget how many. A sad thing. But the rabbi is always so kind, where other men might complain and beat her . . . oh! Good evening, Rabbi.”


My father emerged from the door of one of the antechambers. A small group of older students was huddled around him, but the men dispersed when the housewives approached, laughing and talking as they walked off.


“Good evening,” my father said solemnly, but with the smile that always made people beam back at him—what I used to call his white smile.


“Rabbi, Floria was just telling me about your poor wife. I hope she’s well,” said the new bride.


My father’s smile dissolved. “Thank you, Ruth. She is weak yet. We hope for better luck next time.”


“I was telling Ruth how kind you are, despite her many miscarriages. Not every man in the community would be so gentle, you know.”


My father’s shoulders hunched. But he laughed disparagingly, “Well, I act as my Talmud instructs. That’s all.”


“The men should take a lesson in patience from you,” Floria said, balling her fists on her stout waist. “We women always tell them so.”


My father laughed again, but I detected a bitter tinge to his mirth. Even as young as I was, I knew he yearned for a son. It was something I had always known.


Later I would learn how a boy might have continued the unbroken line of scholarship that stretched back to his ancestors, who were students and teachers in the great Babylonian schools. My grandfather Solomon had had three other sons, each of whom was blessed with boys. My father consoled himself that the family name and its revered scholarly tradition would not disappear altogether. But he felt incomplete despite his pride in the Jewish seminary he had founded—a yeshiva similar to those where he had studied as a boy and a young man in France and Germany, the area of Europe we Jews called Ashkenaz. Whenever the family gathered, he watched his nephews growing into thoughtful, intelligent men and must have longed for sons of his own.


My mama died when I was nearly five and Papa had only me to care for. Perhaps that was why he indulged us both, putting me on his knee when he studied from the sacred book of the Talmud long after I should have been banished to the kitchen to learn more womanly skills.
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Bella Tova, our good and pious neighbor, walked up the path through our kitchen garden one spring morning carrying a covered kettle of stewed beef, still bubbling and warm. She rapped on the heavy oak side door. Our family maidservant, a straw-haired Christian girl named Jeanne, came to the door to greet her. Bella Tova, wearing the high-necked gown and hair covering of the modest Jewish wife, would later recall how taken aback she was by Jeanne’s unlaced bodice and the way her blond hair was tied back with just a thin ribbon, loose curls escaping around fire-flushed cheeks.


Jeanne was my wet nurse, hired by my parents to place their children to her ample breasts to suckle. Her own baby had died of a fever and Jeanne’s husband, Pierre, a foot soldier under the command of a local baron, had perished fighting in the arid desert during one of the Crusades. Jeanne told me endless stories about her husband’s bravery and beauty, how he was pledged to rid the Holy Land of infidels. I was too young to understand Jeanne’s measuring glance as she spoke of the unbelievers living in Jesus Christ’s homeland—and for years I confused Jesus Christ, Jeanne’s son of God, and the baron her beloved Pierre had served.


Had my mother lived, Jeanne’s stories would have dissipated in the vapors of infant memory. But after she weaned me, Jeanne’s milk dried up. She complained she had been robbed of her livelihood. Partly because her claim was just and mostly because he needed someone to care for me, Papa retained Jeanne as my nursemaid and the family’s sole servant.


I adored Jeanne as the one warm constant of my life. When I scraped my knee, her cornflower eyes welled with tears. I fell asleep to the music of her lullabies. She sang of a cradle that, perched in the boughs of a tall tree, smashed into the green ground when the branch snapped. Curiously, the song always made me feel warm inside, knowing Jeanne would catch me if I fell. Jeanne taught me to sing the romantic ballads of the age, songs of great chivalry such as “La fille du roi d’espagne” and the lighthearted “Aucassin et Nicolette.” As soon as I could talk, music and poetry were always on my lips, prompting my father to bestow upon me my baby name—Songbird.


It was not unusual back then for Jewish households to hire Christian servants. From time to time, fresh laws put forth by the Pope in Rome or by our own local rulers tried to prevent too much familiarity between Jew and Gentile. We Jews were careful not to confide too greatly in the Christians we hired. We harkened to scandalous whispers of Gentiles bringing priests to back doors in the dead of night to baptize new babies. Stories circulated of servants collecting cakes of matzo made for our Passover feasts, offering them as evidence that we murdered Christian children to use their blood in the recipe. Less sensational but almost as terrifying was the prospect that the Gentiles in our homes might befoul our food or undo our careful observances of the Law.


What happened that day when Bella Tova visited our house would be the subject of much outraged discussion in our small community. Bella Tova watched in horror as Jeanne, thanking her for the stew, propped it on the far hob in the great stone kitchen fireplace and stirred it with the spoon already in her hand. A pot of milk warmed on the hearth. Bella Tova gasped as Jeanne removed the spoon from the meat, wiped its curved back carelessly on her apron, and put it into the milk. The Christian girl, hearing the neighbor’s intake of breath, stepped back hastily. Perhaps she recalled my father’s instructions to always, always keep milk and meat dishes separate. But Jeanne could be stubborn and she squared her shoulders and stood her ground.


“Jeanne, where is the rabbi?” Bella Tova’s flinty tones staked a claim of duty.


Jeanne raised her chin, her eyes narrowed, and—according to my neighbor—her ample bosom heaved with insolence. “With his students, of course,” she retorted. “I will not disturb him.”


“And where would young Shira be?” Bella Tova persisted. She was glad to see Jeanne’s insubordination begin to crumble. The rabbi might refuse to see her during study hours, but I could not.


“With him, I believe,” Jeanne faltered.


“Bring her here,” demanded my neighbor.


Bella Tova gleefully recounted how Jeanne left the warm kitchen. She watched as the servant reluctantly turned down the narrow hallway leading to the large front room filled with long, wooden tables that served as our school.


I had been allowed inside the classroom ever since I had toddled in one day on my own. My father often told me fondly how he was about to usher me out when I reached one chubby hand up as if to ask for a book, crowing in delight. He could not deny me the room when it gave me so much pleasure, he explained, stroking my hair.


The schoolroom held our most precious treasures. My father’s leather-bound books were carefully stored on a high shelf. These were painstakingly copied by hand by scribes who illuminated them with rich colors and intricate designs. Our few silver objects, perched on a second shelf located in an alcove toward the back of the room, shined in the flicker of the fire. There was a pair of candlesticks that we lovingly brought down every Friday evening, a cunningly wrought spice box my great-grandfather had purchased in a bazaar in faraway Constantinople, and a wine cup we used only on Passover, in which the prophet Elijah’s magical portion of wine glowed red as a gemstone.


The rest of the room was given over to boys and young men. The same scene was repeated every day of the week except for Saturday, the holy Shabbat. At the back, the older students sat on wide benches at the longest table. They studied on their own, breaking off their solitary muttering to argue a point with their tablemates. My father sat among them, though sometimes he would move to the front of the room to help the tutor, the melamed, urge the youngest boys, aged three to five, through the simplest of studies—the Hebrew aleph-bet, the prayers, and stories from the Torah.


On the day in question, I sat on a stool in the windowed corner of the study, one of my father’s precious books on my lap and a large tablet of wax that I used to make notes at my elbow. Though I was only nine years old, I had already begun to master some Talmud, keeping pace with the boys my own age. My father, however, realizing he could no longer keep me in the circle of students as he had when I was four or five, placed me to one side of the room, where I could listen to the lessons and learn from them but not interrupt. Even so, the scholars muttered that I was a distraction, disturbing the sanctity of their studies.


I glanced up from my book when Jeanne entered. My father glared at her, annoyed at the interruption.


“Sir Morel?” Jeanne said, addressing my papa by the name he was called in town. “One of your neighbors wishes to speak with Shira.”


Papa looked at me as I bent in concentration over my book. He sighed. I often felt his conscience pricked him when he reflected on how he treated me—almost as though I were a son.


Watching me put the book down carefully on my stool to obediently follow Jeanne, he sighed once more, then seemed to forget me altogether as he turned his attention back to the boys in his care.
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I stood bewildered in the kitchen as Bella Tova told me how to prepare the beef stew for my father and his students. Jeanne stood, glowering, in the corner of the room, her arms folded over her chest.


“You’ll need to take it off the fire if it starts to bubble too much,” my neighbor instructed. “So you have to keep a close eye on it. It will scorch otherwise.”


“Jeanne will watch it,” I said, itching to get back to my book.


The corners of Jeanne’s mouth turned up in a smirk. Bella Tova pursed her lips.


“You need to take charge of the kitchen, Shira. You’re old enough now.”


I could feel the heat creeping up my neck. “Jeanne’s always prepared our meals,” I said.


“So there’s no need for you to put your long nose into this household’s affairs,” Jeanne said from her corner.


“Do not talk back to me, girl!” Bella Tova snapped. She took three long strides across the room and picked up the spoon that Jeanne had thrown onto the sideboard, brandishing it in my face. “Shira, do you see this spoon?”


I stared at it. It was just a long, carved, wooden spoon. I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another. “I see it.”


“When I arrived today, Jeanne was using this spoon to stir the milk.”


“Which boiled over and was wasted, because of your interference,” Jeanne griped.


“Shira, forbid her to speak!”


Both women looked at me. I could not understand why they were fighting or why I had been pulled from my beloved classroom to witness their argument. There was a long, tense silence. “I see the spoon,” I finally admitted, an irritated tone creeping into my voice. “What of it?”


Bella Tova started, “I brought the stew—”


“Half-cooked, like all your messes,” Jeanne interrupted.


“Jeanne!” I admonished. My nursemaid stuck out her chin defiantly.


“Jeanne put the milk spoon into the meat.” Bella Tova emphasized every word, waving the implement in the air. She flung it disdainfully onto the floor and stepped back, surveying my face, making sure I felt the full horror of what she was telling me.


I stared at the servant. This was serious. If my father knew, it would mean a week of scouring and cleaning the entire kitchen. The spoon itself would have to be buried in the earth for a month and prayed over before it could be used again. Even worse, if any of the parents of Papa’s students found out, the boys would be pulled from the seminary. If others found out, no new students would be sent. No one would study in a school where the rules of kashrut were not observed. Jeanne’s careless action could mean the end of my father’s yeshiva.


Jeanne tried to bluster past my expression of dismay. “It’s a foolish rule anyway,” she said. “You Jews care about the oddest things!”


“No less strange than what you Gentiles believe!” Bella Tova retorted. “Shira, I will return this evening to speak with your father. Until then, you stay in the kitchen. Do not return to the schoolroom. Promise me!”


Looking at her stern frown, I felt forced to agree. I swallowed and nodded.


Not until the evening arrived was the full force of Bella Tova’s visit made clear to me. She returned as promised, accompanied by her husband. They closeted themselves with my father upstairs in his solar. Jeanne sat, rigid and unhappy, at the kitchen table, the wretched spoon clenched tight in her hand. She hunched a shoulder when I pleaded with her to be more careful in the future.


After my father bid his visitors farewell, he drew me into his study and told me that I couldn’t join him and the boys in the classroom any longer. I would have to stay in the kitchen, to take on the duties of a housewife. I thought about the book I had left behind me, about all the books I would no longer be able to study from. I cried, promising wildly to make sure the kitchen rules were obeyed if only, only, I could still study with him and the boys. I remember how he stroked my wet cheeks and looked wretched in the face of my pain. But I couldn’t change his mind.


I ran upstairs, to fling myself on my bed and cry. I never did hear what he and Jeanne discussed after I stormed off.
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About a week later, straw baskets over our arms, I collected early raspberries with my friends in the shadow of William the Conqueror’s imposing keep. In later years, William the Conqueror’s square castle would serve as the emblem of my childhood, rising majestically in my memory. My nursemaid often told my friends and me about the noble king, born and raised in our local keep. William the Bastard! Perhaps he meant so much to us, the children who were set apart by our faith, because William overcame the stigma of bastardy to gain mythical status. It was something we Jews could only dream of.


“Shira,” my friend Miriam said, startling me as I brought a sun-ripened berry to my lips, “tell us. Why is your father called Sir Morel by the Gentiles of the town and Rabbi Shmuel by us Jews?”


The rest of my friends circled around me, clamoring for an answer.


But I didn’t know why. I had heard him greeted so ever since I was a young child, clutching his hand as we walked through Falaise. It was the name that most often appeared on the letters he received from other Jewish sages. Yet none of the congregation of Falaise called him by that name.


At home, I asked Jeanne. But she was in a foul mood, as she had been all week, her eyes smarting as she stirred together the fat and lye that she used to make our household soap. She had been curt with me ever since the incident with Bella Tova. Every night I was startled from sleep, the bed beside me empty in the cold darkness. There were raised voices downstairs. One night, I woke to find the pillow we shared wet with tears and Jeanne’s cheeks cold and damp. I could not understand what was happening.


“Go away, Shira!” she snapped now, her face flushed from the soap fumes and the fire. I slunk away, bewildered.


I decided to ask Papa directly. I approached him after our evening meal. He sat at a table in the front room, a pile of books stacked before him, writing to one of his fellow scholars in Germany. These letters traveled, as though borne by the blessed angels, back and forth between my father and the other scholars who lived in exile in Christian and Mohammedan lands. By such means, great Jewish questions of the day were resolved.


I wished I could read those important writings. But Papa was careful never to leave the sheets of paper on which he shaped and sharpened his arguments lying about, for fear, he said, only half joking, of provoking the evil eye. He gathered the remnants together and locked them away. When he no longer needed them, they were buried outside by one of his most diligent students.


I asked once if it would not be easier to burn the pages.


“Burn the pages, Shira? It is forbidden to burn the name of the Lord,” he had said, handing the casket and key to a waiting student, who snickered at my ignorance under his breath.


I was glad to see my father was alone now. I boldly came closer to him, and my shadow, flickering in the candlelight, fell upon his letter.


“What is it, sweetness?” He flicked my cheek with a forefinger in a quick gesture of fondness.


“Papa, may I ask a question?”


My father turned his paper over and put down his pen. “I am struggling with an idea, Shira, one that stirs just outside my grasp. If I ignore it for a while, perhaps it will choose to edge a little closer, so I can catch hold. While I wait, I might as well hear your question.” He sat back and smiled at me.


“The people in town call you Sir Morel. Many of your letters are addressed to Sir Morel rather than Rabbi Shmuel ben Solomon. When Jeanne tells me bedtime stories, “sir” is a title for a noble—Sir Knight. Are you a nobleman? A knight? Can a Jew—and a rabbi—be a nobleman?” My voice rose excitedly as I asked the final question. I was dancing on tiptoe, hopping up and down.


Papa laughed and reached out to grasp my elbow, pulling me down into the half circle of his arms. “And just what would it mean to you, little songbird, if you were to discover your father was a nobleman?”


I cuddled into the warmth of his chest, still bobbing a little in enthusiasm. “Why, just think, Papa! Nobles live in castles like William’s Keep and common people bow to them. They dress in velvet in the winter, linen in the summer, eat partridge and oranges no matter what season, and never, ever work.”


Papa’s arms tightened around me as he shook with suppressed amusement. “It’s clear you think nobles have a fine and easy life for themselves. And perhaps it is so. But what kind of life do Jews have, then?”


I fingered the despised golden O sewn to the front of my gown, the cloth badge that marked me as a Jew whenever I left the house and went to market. We called it a rouelle, a gold wagon wheel badge that circled endlessly upon our breasts. It felt enormous pressing against my chest, showing the townsfolk I was different. Papa’s question had changed my mood. I sat still, pensive.


I faltered, then said, “When I go to town, the boys taunt me and call me ‘Jew girl.’ They say I killed their Christ—that I will go to hell when I die for something that happened more than a thousand years ago.”


“So while being a noble is splendid, being a Jew is . . . not, Shira?” My father let his arms drop. His voice sounded gritty. I glanced uneasily at his face, where I saw raised eyebrows and thin lips. I searched for words to please him.


“Every Friday evening we light the Shabbat candles. I would miss that if we weren’t Jews. Or hearing you and the boys chanting when I walk past the study. I love the chanting.”


The angry creases in my father’s face relaxed. “I am glad, daughter, for you will remain a Jewess all of your life. And you are not, I regret to say, a noblewoman.”


I sighed. I could imagine myself wearing the blue velvet dress of a lady. “Then why are you called Sir Morel, Papa?” I persisted, pulling playfully at his tunic sleeves.


My father hesitated. I had often seen him pause that way before. As I grew older, I would recognize how he would take a difficult concept and reshape it so the young minds in his care could grasp it. But even at the age of nine, listening to his carefully chosen words, I realized he might not be telling me the entire truth.


“I did a favor for an English prince before I came to Falaise. The prince needed some information that was buried deep in Spain and I supplied it to him through a fellow scholar. When I reflect on it, it is not something I am proud of. But the prince wanted to reward me for my service. Not having ready funds at that time, and since the laws of his country prevent him from offering a Jew land, he bestowed upon me a worthless title. So I became Sir Morel.”


I sat back to think for a moment. My father watched me, gently smoothing my dark hair with his hand.


Finally I asked, “If it means nothing, why do people call you Sir Morel?”


My father made a sound deep in his throat, half-laugh, half-sigh. He spoke slowly, picking his words carefully. “It may be useless to me, but the title is valuable to this yeshiva and to the Jews living in Falaise. As long as the Christians in town call me Sir Morel, they consider me noble. They fear that if they don’t treat us gently, I might summon some distant patron lord to protect us. Thus, through a half truth I neither promote nor protest, I protect my students and our community. Those boys in town may jeer at you, but as long as they think my title has some weight, they won’t hurt you. Christians have harmed and even killed Jews in other towns and cities in Europe.”


Of course I knew that Jews living elsewhere in the Diaspora endured more than idle taunts. My friend Sari’s father had been killed by a Crusader’s sword while on a business trip to the city of York. My father had taken me to her house during the days of her shiva, her mourning. I sat with Sari on the floor and listened to her big brothers speak bitterly about how a gang of Crusaders, perhaps drunk with wine or stirred by a priest’s sermon to eradicate the unfaithful, burst into Jewish homes, putting all they met there to the sword. Sari’s mother, heavy with child, sat and counted her unmarried children on her fingers, over and over again. “How will I provide for them now?” she had cried.


Papa, seeing I was trembling, hugged me tightly for a moment before returning to his letter. As I left the room, I looked back over my shoulder. I would forever remember my father as I saw him then, bent forward, his nose nearly touching the book he was studying, fingers caressing his waiting pen, completely engrossed in his work.
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Soon after we talked about my father’s title, my life narrowed to cooking, cleaning, and washing for his students. The endless arguing between my father and Jeanne over her careless handling of the kitchen soured my father’s relationship with my nursemaid. She left our service soon after the spoon incident and married a butcher in town.


I cried for days after she left. Jeanne had been my mother, my playmate, and the only person to tell me of life outside the closed world of my home, the synagogue, and the Jewish community. I thought she would miss me, too, the way her tears fell upon her soft cheeks as she bid me good-bye.


I wanted to attend her wedding. But she knit her lips together and would not tell me when it would be.


“But I want to come—I can walk before you with a basket of spring flowers!”


“Up the aisle in the church, Shira?” she asked, eyebrows raised.


“Why not?” I persisted.


Jeanne sighed. “You would upset everyone, Shira—I shudder to think what my husband’s family would say, seeing a Jew in front of the Holy Mother and her Blessed Son.”


“But”—my eyes welled with tears—“I want to see you get married!”


“Ask your father,” was all she would say, turning away from me.


I found my father outside, supervising some boys who were sawing wood for the fire. When he saw my flushed face, he took my elbow and led me away.


“What is it, child?”


“Papa, I want to go to Jeanne’s wedding. She said to ask you.”


A shadow crossed my father’s face, fear and a flash of anger in one dark expression. I pulled back, afraid of a reaction I could only faintly understand. But I was a child and wanted what I wanted.


“Why shouldn’t I?” I yelled, not even waiting for him to tell me no.


The boys looked curiously over their shoulders at us. My father clutched my elbow again—painfully this time—and took me inside the house.


The dining room was almost too warm after the cool air in the yard. We stood before a raging fire. “Shira,” my father said, keeping his voice soft and reasonable with an effort, “you must never enter a church. You know that.”


“I can if I want to!” I said, stomping my foot on the floor.


My father drew back, eyebrows raised. “Your being there would make Jeanne unhappy. Is that what you want?”


“It would not!” I insisted, my open palm smacking the table in front of me. “Why won’t you understand?”


My father was not moved by my tantrum. I ran off slamming doors. For days afterward I responded to him in curt, one-word answers. With enormous forbearance, he reacted mildly to my insolence. But I did not attend the wedding.


Papa hired a Jewish girl to take Jeanne’s place. Mina’s family was delighted that their daughter would serve such a distinguished scholar. But Mina was a superstitious, meek girl who would cower in a corner for a long, shivering hour if she happened upon a bad omen. With fifteen boys living in the house, and twenty more trooping in daily for lessons and meals, such dire portents happened frequently.


I refused to believe the bond between Jeanne and me could change. I visited her at least once a week. Compared to the stone building where I lived, which was large enough to house a schoolroom and many bedrooms, her new home was as cramped as a peasant’s or a villein’s. The small, thatched building sat in a row of other such hovels at the outskirts of town, each one cordoned off by a thorn fence and a ditch that overflowed whenever all but the gentlest of rains fell. Jeanne’s husband built a large barn in back, where poor doomed animals chewed their cud and waited for the fell hand of the axe blade. The family used two of the rooms in the house to store grain and fodder for the beasts, reserving the third to sleep and eat in. The single family room contained a stone chimney, with an opening where Jeanne would prepare meals over a smoky peat flame. She hung her kettle and her one heavy saucepan—for the stews and soups and pottages that made up most meals—on a hook over the fire. The room was furnished with a table and three rough stools, a single cupboard crowded with farm implements and cooking utensils, and an enormous bed that one day would be occupied not only by Jeanne and her husband but by all her nurslings as well.


Jeanne spent most of her waking hours helping her husband in the fly-infested shop in town, selling the hanks and entrails of beef or sheep or pig. Her husband would enter the shop laden with freshly killed meat from his slaughterhouse and stop to talk with the housewives or to crow over the growing pile of deniers earned each day. He rarely spoke to me beyond a grunt.


As the weeks passed, Jeanne grew noticeably cooler to me. She sighed when I entered the shop, elbowed me aside when anyone required her attention. She often cut off my chat about life at home with a curt, “Not now, Shira.” Her rudeness nagged at me, but I thought it was probably because she worked so hard and had so little. Even I could tell the difference between her life there and the one she had led at my father’s house.


Then one day she asked me to step outside to take our ease. It was a scorching July day. I was glad to escape the stifling butcher shop, with its suffocating close quarters, the floor puddled with pools of blood and sticky, discarded strands of sinew that attracted every possible insect and rodent.


We went into the yard behind the shop, where Jeanne’s husband had placed a wood bench under a tall elm tree. The kitchen garden needed weeding and watering, and the few straggling tops of carrots were turning brown in the sun’s glare. Jeanne sat on the bench and wiped bloodstained hands on her bespattered apron. She blew the tendrils of hair that had come loose from her kerchief off her forehead.


“You can’t come here or to the house any longer, Shira,” she said, looking anywhere but at my face. “Father Bartholomew reprimanded my husband about your visits after church last Sunday. Unless you let the priest speak with you about the eternal hellfire you face as an unconverted Jewess, you cannot visit me any longer.”


I didn’t know what to say. Surely this was not the way she intended to bid me farewell forever. This was too big a moment even for tears. We sat in uncomfortable silence for a long time. Then Jeanne turned to me, her face shining with the earnestness of sincere faith.


“Shira, it would hurt me to think of you burning in hellfire when you could free yourself from your father and his congregation of damned unbelievers. Consider, child. You could marry someone like my Andre and be wed in the church with the priest’s blessing. I’d make you a wedding feast. And you would no longer have to wear the rouelle or be scorned because you refuse the truth—a truth that would bring you nothing but joy—the eternal glory of Christ Jesus. How can that not sway you?”


While Jeanne had spoken about her religion furtively once or twice during my youth, as our servant she had refrained from attacking my beliefs. I was stunned that she was doing so now. Still not having spoken a word, almost sick with aching for my beloved nursemaid, I blindly rose to my feet and turned to leave.


But I did not escape the butcher’s yard. Jeanne’s husband, Andre, his apron covered in the blood spilled from a thousand carcasses, stood against the doorjamb of his butcher shop, talking with the other merchants from Falaise’s main thoroughfare. All of them had been drinking deeply from a casket of wine they passed from hand to hand, trying to cool themselves on this hot day. The wine made them bold. Andre nudged the man next to him as I edged by.


“That’s the girl—the Jewess—that my Jeanne would have me house. Have you ever heard a new bride ask her husband such a thing? To bring a sinner into our home?”


Jeanne joined the men, her face stony at her failure to persuade me. “Don’t fuss, husband. The girl is snared by Satan, her soul damned for eternity. It is a hard thing, I tell you, to raise an ungrateful wretch and watch her cast away salvation.”


“Hey, now,” Andre grunted, grabbing hold of my elbow. “You should be more grateful to my Jeanne, girl. Without her, you would have starved to death in your Jew house.”


It was clear from the scowl on Jeanne’s face that she was not in a mood to intervene. Her husband’s friends gathered about me in a tight circle. I realized they might torment me to alleviate the boredom of a long, hot afternoon just like the boys from town I had once seen capture and torture a stray dog by putting it down a well. I clenched my teeth and lips tight to hide my fear.


“It’s a wonder Jews don’t starve to death anyway, turning up their pig noses at good, fresh pork,” one of the men grunted, as another reached out and circled, with his finger, the gold brand on my breast. But my child’s build and thin chest could not hold his attention for more than a moment.


“Someone should feed this one, she’s all skin and bones,” he muttered, turning away.


“Here, Jeanne, get some of those pig knuckles left over from last night’s supper.” Andre grinned, pulling me inside the shop. I cried out, begging him to let me go, but he clamped a heavy hand over my mouth and, half picking me up, dragged me inside.


The air inside the shop was so rancid with the smell of meat rotting in the heat of the day that I slipped into a kind of trance. The men forced me to sit on a wooden barrel and Jeanne—who had suckled me at her breast, sung me to sleep, told me fairy tales of beautiful princesses and knights slaying dragons—emerged from the pantry like one of the cackling witches from those stories, holding aloft a trencher of congealed white fat and the gnawed remains of pig bones. But one look at my stricken face moved her. She thrust the pan into her husband’s hands and ran off. I listened as her footsteps grew softer and let out one piteous cry of utter desperation.


Someone took up the meatiest of the pigs’ feet and brandished it before my face, then touched it to my lips. The rest of the men closed in, eager to watch my humiliation. Struggling and gasping, I wrenched my head to one side. Someone grabbed my hair and forced my face back around. I could tell there would be no escape and felt overwhelmed by the agony of Jeanne’s betrayal and of my own defeat.


“Can someone serve me?” quavered a voice from behind the men. An old woman stood by the door, a cane clutched in one gnarled hand. She peered at the men uncertainly. “What is happening here?”


“It is nothing, madame,” Andre said, releasing my arm. The huddle of townsmen miraculously broke apart, much like boys being chastised by the town priest. The merchants filed out of the small, confined space. I scrambled away and ran from the shop. I felt as though the legions of the evil eye were snapping at my heels. I ran and ran through the dirt-paved streets into the woods surrounding the town, in time with the chorus in my head: “Tell no one. Tell no one.” It wasn’t until I was nearly halfway home that I stopped. Wheezing and panting, I leaned over a ditch, retching over the still-sweet taste of the pork that lingered viciously on my lips.
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Of an ungrateful guest it is written: Therefore, men fear him:
he has no regard for any who are wise of heart.


—THE TALMUD


PAPA ACCEPTED A NEW STUDENT—a young man named Nicholas Donin of La Rochelle. He was a striking figure: narrow body intense and wiry, piercing blue eyes, and unruly black hair, which he swept back impatiently.


The day he arrived, I was on my hands and knees scrubbing the stone walkway. He strolled into our narrow vestibule as though he already belonged, leaving the door open wide behind him and dropping his heavy chest of belongings on the hard-packed floor with a thud.


“Sir Morel? I am Nicholas Donin of La Rochelle. I come to you for only a month—when I plan to move on to Rabbi Yechiel of Paris. I hope you will permit me to study with you until then.”


My father, who had emerged from the classroom to greet the newcomer, looked him up and down, the expression on his face unusually stern. “We are crowded, young man, and we were not expecting you. If you plan to leave here so soon, why not simply go straight to Rabbi Yechiel?”


“Rabbi Yechiel himself suggested I come here first, for he has no room at all until next month. And were you and he not scholars together in Paris?”


“Yes, we studied together under the great Judah Sir Leon. But—”


“Please, I will be no trouble to you. Don’t turn me away!”


I glanced up, alarmed by the young man’s vibrant tones. His eyes glittered strangely.


“I will speak frankly, Donin—I have heard of you and that you do bring trouble wherever you go. Why should I want you here?”


I looked from the stranger to my father, astonished. I had never before heard him speak so discourteously to a prospective student. My glance moved back to Nicholas Donin, who, rather than looking abashed, seemed almost proud of the accusation.


“My reputation, oh, my reputation! I assure you, Rabbi, I am not the malcontent I have been painted! And does it not behoove you to judge me on my merits, rather than by what is said of me?”


My father looked at me, his lips pursing at my surprised stare. He turned back to Donin. “Rabbi Huna teaches that once a person commits a misdeed for the second time, then it becomes permissible in his mind. It is to be hoped that this is not true in your case.”


A tight smile showed on Donin’s face. “I sometimes compare myself to Rabbi Elazar ben Durdia, especially in the Talmudic tractate Avodah Zara 17a. Like him, I realize my past behavior is considered sinful by others, but unlike him, I hope to find peace in this world rather than the next.”


“Indeed, a strong soap will clean a garment; repentance will clean a soul,” Papa quoted. “Shira, please show my new student to the room where Moshe of Amiens and his friends are boarding. Donin, you’ll be bedded down with three other boys—I tell you, we are crowded here. And my house will remain a peaceful one!”


With that, he turned sharply on his heel, his quick footsteps toward the classroom echoing in the empty hallway. Donin and I watched him disappear into the room and then turned toward each other.


“This way, Monsieur Donin,” I murmured, rising from my knees.


I led the new student up three rickety flights of stairs to the tiny room with its one enormous bed of straw ticking and single window. “You are the servant of the house?” he asked.


Even if he thought I was a servant, he should not have spoken to me. At the age of ten, I was old enough to be treated as a young woman, not as a child. I wondered how old he was. I thought he must be about fifteen or sixteen.


“No,” I answered brusquely, staring at the straw-strewn floor. “I am the daughter of the house.”


He looked at my dirty, wet skirt and the black curls that I could feel were straggling into my work-flushed face and grinned in apology. “I did not think Sir Morel was so poor that his daughter had to scrub the steps,” he said. “My mother in La Rochelle always kept several servants.”


“You are fortunate to come from a wealthy family,” I said.


“We lived in a large stone house near the quays of the city,” he bragged. “My father was a merchant.”


“Was?” I knew better than to stay there talking to him. But something about his audacity pleased me.


The smug expression on his face disappeared. “He was lost at sea a few years ago. All our fortune was invested in the ship.”


“So you are poor as well,” I commented, starting to sidle out of the room. I did not want my father to discover me talking to a young man.


“The rabbis allowed my mother to remarry,” he mused. “I don’t like her new husband.”


He stowed his chest next to the others in the corner, squared his shoulders as if girding himself for battle, and, with an outrageous wink at me, marched down to the study hall.


We ate all our meals in the room behind the classroom, a space that ran the length of the house. It resembled the study with its long tables and benches, which were necessary so that the entire school could eat at a single sitting, but a doorway and several windows looked out upon our garden, making it a pleasant place. The kitchen fireplace had been built with its hearth opening on two sides of the chimney, so its great blaze heated both the kitchen and the hall throughout the year. My father gave himself the home owner’s privilege of sitting in front of the fire in the winter and moving away from it in the summer. Wherever he sat, I sat next to him.


So I had a good view of Donin at that first evening meal, watching him surreptitiously as he passionately built an argument about the day’s Torah lesson. He interrupted the others as they tried to show him where certain Talmudic passages might contradict his interpretation. He waved his arms vehemently and he called the other students numbskulls and dogs when they offered those passages, challenging their premises as flawed.


“You favor the words of men over the words of ha-Shem, of God, and that itself is the worst of all sins,” he proclaimed when they tried to show him that the lesson could be understood in more than one way.


The others looked at one another askance, but at one piercing glance from my father they subsided, shrugging.


After dinner I found my father alone in the classroom, pacing up and down. He called to me and I entered.


“Yes, Papa?” I leaned against one of the tables toward the front of the room.


“You thought I was harsh toward Nicholas Donin when he arrived today, didn’t you?”


I nodded, even though I hated to agree with him. “I did. And you are always so kind to everyone. I was surprised.”


“There’s good reason for my unease. Donin has already studied at several other academies in Germany and France. Everywhere he goes, he causes trouble. Rav Solomon ben Abraham of Montpellier wrote to warn many of us rabbis about him.”


Papa paused, deep in thought. I was used to his reveries and let him ponder uninterrupted. I know now how unusual it is for a parent to speak about such subjects with a ten-year-old daughter. Reflecting upon it from the distance of so many years, I have to conclude that my father’s confiding in me stemmed from loneliness. He could not talk openly to his students and there were no grown-ups in the house with whom he might discuss such topics. His correspondence with other rabbis, as satisfying as it was, was spaced out by weeks or even months and confined to momentous rather than day-to-day concerns.


He continued pacing as he thought aloud, almost as though he had forgotten I was in the room. I couldn’t have understood completely, for his ideas were well beyond my grasp. But I was flattered to think I did.


“Of course, one must consider the source. Rav Solomon of Montpellier was censured for inviting Christians to help him suppress Maimonides’s followers. He wrote the Franciscan friars and asked them to punish those who abide by the Spanish rabbi’s teachings. I saw a copy of his request to the monks: ‘You are destroying your heretics, help us to destroy our heretics!’”


I knew my father admired the late Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon, who was known to us as Maimonides. But the Spanish sage’s unorthodox writings—and his audacious claim that one could read Torah and the code he had written without having to use the Talmud to help interpret what the Torah said—had created dissent in the Jewish world. Many rabbis were so upset that they banned his work. I had watched not long ago as Papa put Maimonides’s books away in a chest, buried beneath some clothing.


“I think,” I said slowly, running the tips of my fingers along the edge of the table I leaned against, “we shouldn’t listen to what this rabbi from Montpellier writes.”


My father was walking six steps up and six steps back, which, with his lengthy stride, took him from one end of the room to the other. He made two circuits before responding, “Oh, if Solomon were the only one who said these things about Donin . . . Yet, the boy was right—I should judge him on his merits and not on scandalous reports spread about him. We shall see, I suppose!”


“He was not polite at dinner, though,” I said, turning to examine the other side of the argument, as my early Talmudic training had taught me to do.


Papa stopped short, chuckled briefly, and shrugged. “No, he was not. Well, I will try to temper Donin’s enthusiasms before he goes to study with my dear friend Yechiel. At least his passion and fire speak well of his eagerness to learn, do they not?”


I agreed, but neither of us was convinced. And in the middle of the night, our concerns were proven to be well founded. After the lights were extinguished and the house settled down to sleep, a low rumbling emanated from Nicholas Donin’s room, a muttering that grew louder and louder, as if a thunderstorm of argument had broken within the house. The room I shared with Mina was directly underneath Donin’s room, and I heard shouts about Maimonides and about the Talmud and the Torah—Donin screeching on one hand and the other three boys screaming on the other. To my alarm, I heard the clout of a fist smacking flesh, followed by a series of muffled thumps, as though someone was being dragged from bed across the rushes strewn on the wood floor.


My father slept in the room three doors down from mine. I heard his door opening and closing and his hobnailed boots—probably jammed onto bare feet—thudding up the stairs. With a crash, he flung the door open. I sat up in bed, uncertain whether I should go to help him, and heard him cry out: “What! What is it I see here? Get off him, get off! Moshe, Aberlin, Yitzik! Unhand him! Now!”


There was the sound of scuffling, as if my father had grabbed a couple of the assailants by their shoulders and pried them apart. Other footsteps reverberated in the hallway. I could picture the narrow corridor filling with overexcited young men. Modesty forbade me from stirring from the safety of my room, so I sat listening intently, a blanket clutched at my neck, Mina sniveling in fear beside me.


“Be still!” exploded my father’s roar above the agitated hubbub of his students. “Students, talmidim—there will be silence here!”


The boys ceased their clamor. The ragged sound of pained breathing penetrated through the ceiling. Mina, grabbing some of the blanket back, cried, “What’s going on?”


“Quiet!” I hissed, jabbing her side with my elbow. “Let me listen.”


“I want to know what is happening here,” my father demanded, his voice carrying through the house as though he were addressing the congregation from the pulpit. “How is it possible that I enter one of my bedrooms to find you three acting like, like . . . why, like thugs? Thrashing your schoolmate, a newcomer to our seminary, someone you are required to treat as a sacred guest! You, Aberlin, you are the oldest. Answer me!”


“We were driven to it, Rav Shmuel!” Aberlin replied stiffly, using the formal title of “Rav” to address my father. “This, this—reprobate refused to be silent and let us sleep. He insisted on telling us dreadful ideas—blasphemies about the Talmud!”


“Yes, and he would not be dissuaded from saying how Maimonides has been vilified by the Jews of Ashkenaz, Rabbi! He finds much to praise in the heretic!”


“Moshe, I did not ask you to speak—but never mind that. Nicholas, you assured me upon entering my home that you were not the malcontent you had been painted as. What say you?”


I leaned forward to catch what was being said. “Shira,” Mina sniveled again, “what’s going on?”


“Shush! How can I hear when you talk?” I muttered.


Mina turned her back to me and curled into a ball. I threw more of the blanket over her, covering her hair and most of her face.


There was the sound of someone moving forward and being thrust back again. “Stop, Moshe! Do not touch him!” my father cried again. “We will listen to Donin’s side of this pathetic tussle!”


“Rabbi,” came Donin’s voice, rasping in his throat. At the sound of how badly he was hurt, I felt my toes curling up under the blankets. “I thought only to illuminate these students with my ideas—”


“Heretic!” cried Aberlin. “Reprobate!”


“—for are we not enjoined to discuss and debate our ideas with one another?” asked Donin, hoarsely. “But I apologize for waking the house. That was not my intention.”


“Hah! Do not listen to him, Rav Shmuel—he is—”


“What he is, Moshe, is new to our yeshiva and our ways. You three must—now!—apologize for treating him so harshly, and then you, Donin, must have your wounds tended and sleep in my room for the rest of the night. Tomorrow we can talk this out more thoroughly. And you—all of you standing about uselessly in the hallway there—return to your beds! Now!”


There was some jostling and whispers above in the rooms, but my father stalked up and down the hallways until silence reigned. I waited for Papa to call me to help him, but he obviously decided that Donin’s wounds were not severe enough to need a woman’s care. Finally, the house settled down for the rest of the night. But peace was not to be long lasting.
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I worked behind the house one windy afternoon, hanging clothes, when Nicholas Donin, his head bent against the steely, hard-driving breeze, stepped around the building. Seeing me, he stopped.


“Are you ready to continue our debate?” he asked, his eyes fixed steadily on my face. I felt familiar warmth rise to my cheeks.


I looked around cautiously but it was the middle of the day. Anyone who might have disapproved of our private conversation was busy elsewhere. Donin should have been learning himself. But his fellow students, tired of his constant arguments that the Talmud was a sinful waste of time and that all time should be given over to study of the Torah and only the Torah, had banished him from their table. When Donin studied at all now, he sat apart from the group, shoulders hunched protectively over his books as though he expected blows to rain down upon him from behind. He ate with the others, but the wall of silence erected by the other students could not have been more isolating if he were incarcerated in the dungeon of William’s great keep.


He fought against this outcast state. Just two nights ago at dinner, he had swiveled in his seat to face my father and declared, “It is not fitting that you permit your students to ignore me in this way, Rabbi. They could learn much from me—if they would only heed my words. And their childish behavior hurts me.”


My father took a long moment to contemplate the spoonful of pottage he was raising to his lips, then placed it in his mouth and swallowed. The clamor from the other students died down as they elbowed and hissed one another into silence. I too paused, waiting for his reply. Papa’s answer almost boomed, reverberating in the unusual hush.


“Yet you do not heed what they have to say to you, Donin. Debate requires respect on both sides. You are willing only that they should defer to your words—and you show them, quite clearly, that you hold their ideas in no esteem whatsoever.”


“That is not true!” Donin shouted, smacking a fist down on the table, making the wooden platters on the long board jump and rattle. “I listen to them, even when—as they always do—they spout utter nonsense!”


“Do you hear yourself?” my father replied as he pulled himself upright in his chair. “Do you hear how you sound, how you disrupt a meal that should be eaten in tranquility? No, Donin, no—until you learn to control your rush to irritation and the wrath you direct at all who oppose you, I will not force my students to engage in debate with you.”


Donin pushed back his seat, scraping it on the floor. He rose and rushed outside, stumbling against the students in his path. My father sat with his eyes fixed on his plate. Donin left the door wide open. One of the younger students crept up and shut it so it clicked into place. There was absolute silence as the dozens of boys at the table eyed my father’s face. After a moment, Papa let out a pent-up breath and picked up his spoon once more, continuing to eat, his face a serene mask. When the students realized their teacher would not chide them for their part in isolating Donin, they abused the malcontent with loud shouts of laughter.


Now, as I hung the laundry behind the house, Donin sought me out. It was not our first conversation. A day or two after Donin had come to our yeshiva, one of my father’s students asked a question about womanly modesty and women studying. This led one of the older men to whisper about how I used to take a seat in the classroom before I was banished. For a day or two afterward, students pointed in my direction and cupped their fingers to mutter about me. Donin listened to the snippets of gossip and deduced I knew enough to discuss the subjects that excited him. He needed a more receptive audience than my father and his students. And I? Truthfully, I was grateful when he first approached me.


After all, I had been relegated to a kind of servitude in my own home. On many mornings I deeply, silently, resented the prayer I had been taught to utter in childhood: “Blessed are You for having made me according to Your will.” These words resounded in the recesses of my brain, a refrain that followed me through the day. All my days were full, exhaustingly so, and while my father told me every task I performed was given me as a way to worship God through His commandments, the dull ache inside me did not lessen.


My father and his students had a different morning prayer: “Blessed are You for not having made me a woman.” Smug expressions flitted across many of the boys’ faces when they murmured the familiar words. I would watch thin lipped as they finished their prayers, trooped in to eat the food I prepared, and retired to the classroom for a full day of study. The door would close with a snap behind their retreating backs and I would turn to face the soiled table, the remnants of breakfast piled high, the midday meal scant hours away. So was it any wonder that Donin’s conversation tempted and intrigued me?


“Why do you scorn the Talmud, Nicholas? Maimonides, your great hero, spent years studying and writing about it. Think of his Yad Hachazakah—a book that made the Talmud easier to understand,” I exclaimed, watching him lean against the trunk of a tree. As much as I relished our conversations, I hoped to distract Donin from areas of scholarship I knew nothing about. Now shut out from daily learning, I often felt myself floundering during our discussions. Donin was always quick to pounce upon my ignorance.


“Maimonides wrote his Code and made the Talmud unnecessary.” He shrugged. “He had the brains to realize that the Torah, given to us directly by God, is all we need to study. We don’t need the Talmud to interpret God’s word for us. God’s word should be enough.”


I kept pinning up the sheets, struggling a little with their sodden weight. Donin stood by idly, his back against the tree, arms crossed loosely over his chest. He fixed his eyes on my flushed face. I grew even redder under his intent gaze. Silence built between us. Finally, I asked a question I’d been pondering for many days. It was wonderful to have someone to ask, even if I half feared his answer.


“So all those rabbis, starting from our exile in Babylon to today—scholars who wrote about the meaning of the unwritten Torah, the Torah she b’al peh, creating the Talmud—they were wrong?”


He nodded, his expression both scornful and amused. “Studying their arguments in the Talmud means we devote less time to Torah, plain and simple, Shira. Nothing is a more fundamental sin.”


I thought his answer was callous and cruel. How many lives did Donin dismiss with his nod?


“According to you and you alone, Nicholas Donin,” I exclaimed, dropping a heavy sheet in annoyance and confusion.


I stooped to pick it up. He bent to help me. We rose at the same time, our eyes level, our hands full of damp cloth. I swallowed hard. His brilliant blue eyes shocked me with their intensity. My breath came fast and shallow. What was it about him that excited me so? I hurriedly straightened, taking the sheet from his hands, turning from him to hang it over the line.


He stayed too close to me. His voice dropped to a murmur, but its fervor was unmistakable. “Yes, Shira, according to me. I have long felt it my destiny to be among the great philosophers of our people. I will bring the wayward Jews back to a truer understanding of what is good and pure in our religion. We have muddied the Written Law, our direct inheritance from ha-shem, with our own interpretations and codifications. It is not important what man thinks He meant—it is only important what He said!”


I backed away, placing the laundry basket between us. “I know you believe this,” I said slowly, relaying the words I had practiced late at night. Lying next to Mina while she slept, I found my thoughts turning to Nicholas Donin. To stop myself from dwelling on his blue eyes, his hair, his narrow frame, I would force myself to think about how to defeat him in argument.


I continued, “You drive people away by insulting them. After the Temple was destroyed, we needed more than Torah could give us. The Talmud is the best of Jewish wisdom. We—that is, my father, his students, Jews all over the world—study it every single day. And you, you come and insist—with no care for the pain you inflict by doing so—that they are wrong and have always been wrong.”


“Always the same argument. Can you not think for yourself, Shira?” he exclaimed. He turned away, shaking his head. I felt myself shriveling inside. He walked away, calling over his shoulder, “Every word you utter could be coming directly from your father’s mouth!”


His words echoed in my head all afternoon. Where else would my ideas about religion and life come from? When I was with Nicholas Donin, I felt as though I were perched on a dangerous precipice—as though if I were to embrace his way of thinking, I might be propelled blindly, headlong, down a bottomless abyss. It frightened me, in a heart-pounding, pulse-racing, exhilarating way.
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I walked into the kitchen to find Mina crying again.


“Mina? What’s wrong now?”


She pointed, silently, to the spiderweb in a corner of the kitchen, illuminated by a dusty sunbeam shining sluggishly through a window. She huddled down to sob against the wooden board of the table. Her tears sprinkled the unwashed dinner dishes.


“Mina? It’s a spiderweb. There are dozens of them in the house. Why does this spiderweb make you weep?”


Between sobs and hiccups, she explained that the web, shining as it was, was an omen that someone she cared about would be ensnared by evil forces before the sun set.


I tried, first by gentle words and then with mounting exasperation, to address her superstitions. “Leave foolish thoughts to the Christians, Mina. The Talmud calls such beliefs ‘the ways of the Amorites.’ Remember, you are protected from such spells by the prayers written out by scribes, both in the mezzuzot that hang on every doorpost in the house and in the amulet you’ve worn since childhood.”


But my calm words could not sway her from her horror and fears. When my father called me to take an early evening walk, I was not sorry to leave Mina to her misery.


We walked away from the thatched houses of the town, strolling along the banks of the Ante River, where I could see children playing in the flax fields beyond just as I remembered doing with my own friends. Having turned eleven, I felt much older than the lighthearted, shrieking children. It was early autumn and the air was spiced by the bounty of the harvest. The villeins were busy gathering the last grapes from the vines, their baskets loaded with plump fruit. Within the week, they would begin to press the wine and sow the fields, turning them to prepare for next year’s growing season. We Jews had survived another year’s Days of Awe, and the world seemed brisk and fresh and new, as it always did after the High Holy Days. The sky was a deep, luminescent blue, the entire world hushed and waiting for the sun to drop beneath the horizon so stars could reclaim the velvety sky.


“Tell me, child, what do you think of my new student?” Papa asked after we had walked silently but companionably together for several minutes. I could feel his narrowed eyes on my face.


“Nicholas Donin? He is very different from the other young men.”


Papa shrugged, his mouth twisting in a wry grimace. “Yes, very different. Heed me, child. His ideas are suspect—perhaps even heresy. I listen to the boy politely, even when he is rude and aggressive. After all, he will leave us soon enough. I do my best to correct his misguided thoughts, for, believe me, Shira, that is all they are. But I know how Rabbi Yechiel feels about elevating Torah over Talmud.” Papa shrugged again, reaching up to pull back a tree branch blocking our path. I sidled past and he let it snap back into place. “I pity that young man if he continues on insisting upon his controversial notions. He will not find my dear friend Yechiel as patient as I have been.”


“Have you told him this?”


“I have. But, with the fervor of youth, Donin refuses to listen.”


We walked along silently for a few minutes more. I huddled deep into my wool shawl, feeling suddenly chilled. The early evening air and the pungent aroma of fresh grapes wafting from the fields mixed with a heaviness in my chest. Nicholas Donin would not easily tolerate the disappointment my father predicted he would suffer. Donin was certain he would force the great scholar of Paris to embrace his way of thinking. Then and only then, he had told me, would fools like my father’s students credit the absolute truth of what he had to say. But even if Rabbi Yechiel refused to acknowledge his ideas, I knew the young scholar would persist in his arguments, no matter what the consequence might be. There was something immutable about the fires possessing Nicholas Donin, the unstoppable force of a man who felt himself predestined to alter the course of Jewish thinking.


My father took me gently by the elbow and led me to a large, flat rock near the riverbank. We sat. I smiled, happy to have him all to myself this evening. It was a rare day when I could tempt him from his books, and even rarer when he left them of his own accord. But his face did not reflect my enjoyment.


“Nicholas Donin has requested your hand in marriage,” he said.


My knees and legs began to quiver. Many of my friends were already plighted to their future husbands. I knew my prospects contained marriage and, hopefully, a large family. Yet until right then, the idea of a match at my age had seemed like something that happened to everyone else. The thought of someday marrying this fiery, combative, wildly fervent young man was not, I must admit, completely disagreeable. But just one glance at Papa’s furrowed brow showed how differently he felt.


“What did you say to him, Papa?”


“What would you have had me say to him, Shira?”


I took a long minute to consider, my eyes fixed on the flowing river. My father studied my expression and his own darkened further. “Could you really care for this man?” he asked, his voice dripping distaste. “I would have expected better of you.”


“Did I say that?” I retorted. I could feel the telltale blush rising up my neck and into my cheeks, a flush of fury and pent-up feelings that I did not completely understand.


“You haven’t said anything yet.” To think he could look at me so coldly!


“It’s clear what you said to him, though! You told him no.” My conflicting emotions—my fascination with Nicholas and his new ideas, my love for my father and my duty to him—bubbled together in a massive stew. My head throbbed in confusion.


“I want what is best for you, child.” Worry overshadowed the anger on my father’s face. He seemed honestly perplexed at my outburst. I noticed he didn’t know what to do with his hands, moving them from his lap to his face to behind his back. Their frantic movement touched me, gentling my heart toward him.


I drew a deep breath. I had been brought up to be compliant. No matter what my own feelings might be, I told myself, my father knew better than I whether Nicholas Donin was indeed worthy in thought and deed. I recalled the commandment to honor one’s parents.


“I know you want the best for me,” I said, every word a separate beat, my eyes lowered. I tried to display a meek and placid countenance despite the heat in my cheeks.


Papa saw my effort and his troubled face cleared. He clasped both my hands.


“My dearest child. Your poor mother of blessed memory would have rejoiced that you have grown into such an obedient daughter. I did not say no,” he stated, and my eyes flew to his face, “at least, not at first. I told Donin that I did not want you to leave home yet. You are a child still, I said. When he pressed the point, claiming you could be betrothed and wait until you were older for the marriage rite, I told him I didn’t think the two of you were well suited.”


My head drooped. Papa put a hand under my chin and raised my face so that he could look directly into my eyes. “You are not happy, Shira? Despite thinking I know what is best for you—and I do—you would wish me to give Donin permission to marry you?”


“Nicholas Donin talks to me about matters I care about, about Torah and Talmud. I cannot tell you how much I miss that, Papa. I am so tired of cleaning and cooking, always more cleaning and cooking. I feel empty inside, as if nothing I do or think is important.”


Papa’s eyes widened. “Child, child. I had no idea you felt so misused. Your cooking and cleaning are important. They make it possible for my students and me to study Torah and Talmud freely and without encumbrance. The Talmud itself tells us there is no duty more indispensable for a Jewish woman.”


My chin trembled. “But there is only Mina to talk to during the week and she is always jumping at shadows. I fear if I spend so much time with her, someday I might become as foolish as she. I only get to see my friends in the synagogue these days, the neighbors all treat me as a child, you won’t let me study, your students ignore me, and Nicholas Donin is the only one who believes I can think about more than the laundry and the meals!”


The furrows on Papa’s brow deepened. “I’m afraid I am a better scholar than I am a father. If your mother were alive . . . Do you miss studying with me so very much?”


“Oh, yes!”


He rose and walked to the riverbank, standing silent for a few long minutes, watching the water flow below us. When he turned back, his face had cleared. He extended his hand and helped me to my feet. “Well, we cannot study together in front of my students—you are no longer a child, even if you are not quite yet a woman. But if you can wake early in the mornings, we can study together before anyone else rises—before you have to work so hard to tend to the house. I will find you another maidservant to help you bear the burden, at least a few times a week—unless . . . do you wish me to dismiss Mina?”


Joy rose within me, making me as giddy as though I had imbibed too much Shabbat wine. To study again with my father! For a moment, I rejoiced. Then I considered Mina.


“No, Papa, please let her stay. It is not her fault she is so superstitious. Perhaps I can help her overcome her fears. As for me, if I can study with you in the mornings and have a little more help in the house, it will be enough.”


“So you are no longer tempted at the thought of marrying Nicholas Donin?”


I thought again of those startling blue eyes. Life with Nicholas Donin would be both exhilarating and exhausting. I had to admit that I was captivated by his impassioned claim that, given the chance, he might alter the course of Jewish history. But even I saw how he constantly wore thin the tempers of all who came near him. It was obvious that household peace, shalom bayit, would forever elude whatever home he made his own.


“No, Papa. In any case, he leaves us in a week. Now that we’re to study together, I would rather stay in Falaise with you.”


Papa patted me on the shoulder. “You are a good girl, Shira. I must tell you, I’ve missed studying with you, too. If only you were a boy . . .”


But I would not let my father’s often-voiced longing hurt me, not then.
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. . . and the Lord will blot out his name from under heaven.


—DEUTERONOMY 29:20


NICHOLAS WAS SITTING NEAR THE FIRE in the classroom and looked up as my father and I entered the house. We were walking hand in hand, and I saw how Nicholas’s eyes traveled from my downturned face to my father’s smile. My father didn’t have to say a word. Donin rose, made an exasperated grunt deep in his throat, and pushed past us to retire to his bedroom.


I tossed and turned that night, and Mina complained the next morning that I kept kicking her. I could not stop thinking about Nicholas. He had asked for my hand in marriage, and if I was being truthful, the idea still tempted me. He was so unlike the other scholars! He must really care for me, I thought, and couldn’t help the wave of exaltation that washed over me. To banish these feelings—which even I knew were improper now that I had refused his offer—I made myself think about the next morning. I couldn’t wait for my first lesson with my father. I worried I might not rise early enough and every time I started to doze off, I found myself waking again with a start.


I left the warmth of the bed when I saw a tinge of color lightening the night sky. Yawning, I draped a warm shawl around my shoulders. Mina muttered and pulled the blankets we shared over her body. I crept downstairs, trying to avoid the loose boards that I knew would creak if I trod on them. I didn’t want anyone to wake up.


As I walked toward the kitchen, a hand reached out from the classroom and grabbed hold of my elbow. I gasped.


“Shira,” hissed Nicholas. His fingers were ice cold, as though he had been sitting in wait all night. “I need to speak with you.”


I stood silent, not knowing what to say. His fingers tightened around my arm.


“Let her go,” said my father, who had just come down the stairs himself. “I was going to speak with you today. She does not want to marry you.”
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