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THE BRIDGE
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CROSSING THE RIVER NEDD AS HE DEPARTED KRIMSK, the rebbe had the visionary experience of treading in the footsteps of Napoleon. Looking down at the water, he saw a cloud reflected as a pyramid and knew that Napoleon had crossed the river like a modern, steadfast pharaoh. The knowledge that he was emulating mighty pharaoh gave the rebbe confidence that he was traveling in the correct direction, for he understood that Israel’s post-Temple exile had not gone far enough. To ensure that it would, the Krimsker Rebbe, Yaakov Moshe Finebaum, wanted to imitate the Shekinah, the glory of God’s presence, by burying himself in the depths of exile and thus spreading the messianic redemption. On the throbbing steamship that crossed the Atlantic Ocean to the demonic Other Side, presentiments of diaspora impurity encouraged him.

A glance at the map told the rebbe that the city in which previous Krimsker immigrants had settled—and promised help—was the correct place. St. Louis, buried in the middle of the continent, sat astride a river. These  similarities with the old home comforted him and held the promise of a new Krimsk. In contrast to the simple Nedd, the new river had such an astonishing name, the Mississippi. On the train west, the rebbe eagerly anticipated crossing the Mississippi, in the belief that this initial encounter would inspire the same prophetic talents that his departure from Krimsk had.

Repeated inquiries elicited the response from the conductor that the train was on schedule and would approach the river at sunset. To the rebbe’s surprise, they did not get off the train. The train itself began to climb onto a massive masonry and iron bridge, which carried it across the river. And the river? Yaakov Moshe rushed to the window, leaning close to the pane, to examine the Mississippi in mystic intimacy, but the Eads Bridge was so high that he could barely see the barges floating impossibly far below. The river, like an ocean, stretched away as far as the eye could see. The rebbe ran across the car to the window on the opposite side, and the Mississippi stretched away even farther and grander. Suddenly he realized that the seemingly small chains of barges lost on its mammoth surface could hold all of Krimsk, Krimichak, and the pond in between. Seeing his terrified amazement, the conductor came over to announce with unbounded American pride that the American Mississippi River is greater than the Nile in ancient Egypt.

The rebbe turned back to the unbelievable sight. In the interim the setting sun had shifted slightly, and the great majestic Mississippi reflected the red dying rays; the rebbe gazed upon a boundless stream of blood like pharaoh’s lesser Nile during the ferocious first plague. Yaakov Moshe turned away from the window and fell into his coach seat.

Reb Zelig, clutching the Torah, leaned toward him to ask if they should recite the blessing upon seeing a wonder of nature. The rebbe leaned forward and kissed the holy scroll’s blue velvet cover, which was the color of real life-giving water and not the bloody life-depleting crimson that drained a continent through the empty void beneath. With tears in his eyes, he turned to the sexton and said, “In America there is no Sabbath, only magic,” but Reb Zelig could not hear him because the bridge echoed and reechoed the metallic clatter of the wheels, mocking any attempts at speech.






ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI 1920

SHABBOS 
(THE SABBATH)

 

The Sabbath is one-sixtieth of the World to Come; 
a dream is one-sixtieth of prophecy.

 

There is no dream that does not contain some nonsense.

—Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Brachot






SAINTS AND REBBES
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IN 1764 FRENCH FUR TRADERS FOUNDED THE CITY OF St. Louis. Wishing to win the favor of the French king, Louis XV, the founders named the new settlement after the king’s patron saint, Louis IX, better known as Saint Louis, who had been dead for almost five hundred years.

Louis IX himself was an inspired if somewhat unsuccessful traveler who launched the Seventh Crusade but never arrived in the Holy Land because he was captured in Egypt. His greatest success consisted in getting himself ransomed and returning alive to France. Undeterred by this failure, he undertook the Eighth Crusade, in which he managed to escape capture but not death. In legend he fared much better, becoming Saint Louis, after whom the city was named.

The Krimsker Rebbe felt no affinity for Saint Louis, although he might well have; both men were ascetic, deeply revered, righteous spiritual leaders who were more respected than emulated. And of course both found themselves in the snares of Egyptian bondage; Saint Louis’s had  been real but finite, whereas the rebbe’s was metaphoric but ongoing. The rebbe was aware that greed had prompted the city’s founders to evoke the memory of Saint Louis. That was understandable, for the rebbe knew that after the French Revolution none other than Napoleon—who had played such a symbolic role in the rebbe’s departure from Krimsk—needing money to finance his European wars, had sold the lands included in the Louisiana Purchase to the United States. For the Krimsker Rebbe, however, as for Saint Louis before him, money was an evil, but so obvious an evil as to be a crashing bore.

What interested the Krimsker Rebbe were the American Indians. Although the Native Americans were new to the white Europeans, they were the old part of the New World. And the New World to the Indians wasn’t very new at all; for them, only their white visitors from the Old World were new. So the rebbe sought the Old World connection at the heart of the New World. The rebbe, after all, understood that there is nothing new under the sun. Some Indians worshiped the sun, some the moon, and all revered the mighty Mississippi, the Father of Waters, a sort of liquid patron saint, just as in ancient Egypt the enslavers of Israel had worshiped the sun and the River Nile. So if there is nothing new under the sun, what is old under the sun could prove a great mystery, a veritable happy hunting ground for the Krimsker Rebbe. And the rebbe knew that both hunting and mysteries are often evil and almost always dangerous.






CHAPTER ONE
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THE WHITE-BEARDED OLD MAN OPENED THE FORD’S back door and with surprising ease hoisted a large trunk into the automobile. Remarkably erect and robust for his seventy years, he was not even sweating in the warm morning sunlight. As a concession to the St. Louis climate and this morning’s physical task, he had removed his suit jacket but not his hat. He would like to have taken that off, too, but he was slightly embarrassed to appear on a public street in a skullcap. The tree-shaded suburban neighborhood knew him as the Krimsker Rebbe’s sexton, and it wouldn’t have mattered to the Germans, Irish, and Italians, who inhabited the numerous duplexes and occasional apartment house and were really very fine neighbors, friendly, polite, and respectful. It mattered to Reb Zelig, however, because this was America, and whenever he could avoid calling attention to the difference, he preferred to do so. He had shortened his side curls and had tucked them behind his ears; he wore a modern short suit jacket and broad-brimmed felt hat. Outside the neighborhood they often mistook him  for an old-fashioned farmer. That is, when he was alone. The Krimsker Rebbe himself wasn’t embarrassed to go anywhere in a skullcap—he didn’t tuck his long side curls behind any ear either—and his long frock coat trailed ostentatiously behind him like a Civil War relic.

When they had suddenly left Krimsk in 1903, Reb Zelig never had expected to understand the Krimsker Rebbe, and the rebbe did not disappoint him. But Reb Zelig had been puzzled more than usual recently when the rebbe insisted that he, Reb Zelig, must say the mourner’s kaddish for the deposed and executed Tsar Nicholas II. Reb Zelig mentioned to the rebbe that they were no longer in Russia, and Nicholas had been deposed before his death. The rebbe flicked his wrist impatiently and said, “Nu, you can ask a better question. Ask why a goy like you should say kaddish for a Jew. Ask me, and I’ll tell you the answer. You killed him, and there’s no one else to say kaddish for him, so you might as well do it.”

In Krimsk, Reb Zelig would have assumed that the rebbe was referring to great kabbalistic secrets and mysteries. But such esoteric lore, essential as it was in the Russian village of Krimsk, seemed so very alien in St. Louis. Reb Zelig even wondered if the rebbe knew what he was talking about. Still, Reb Zelig had dutifully begun to say the memorial prayer, informing inquisitive congregants that the rebbe had told him to do so for the victims of the Bolshevik Revolution, who had no one left to say it in their memory, a story that was pretty much true as far as it went. Occasionally Reb Zelig wondered what the rebbe had really meant, but even in America he wasn’t about to take that much liberty with his rebbe as to ask him directly.

Most of the time the rebbe seemed aware of his surroundings—even when he went around the Osage Indian reservation with his phylacteries on his head and arm as if he were in the beis midrash back in Krimsk. Once Reb Zelig had asked the rebbe why he found the Indians so fascinating.

“Here,” the rebbe said, pointing to the Osage encampment, “and only here lies the secret to America. Here and nowhere else.” It all seemed a little strange to Reb Zelig, but he was only a sexton, not given to unraveling great secrets. Not given to killing people either, much less former tsars. Some day maybe the rebbe would explain that to him, too.

But tomorrow morning it would be the Osage Indians who were perplexed; tomorrow would be the Sabbath, and no Jew wore his phylacteries on the Sabbath. The Indians had never seen the rebbe on a Sabbath. In fact, Reb Zelig himself was slightly perplexed that they were about to drive down to the reservation. The rebbe had always insisted on returning home to St. Louis for the Sabbath, no matter how far or how fast Reb Zelig had to drive. Perhaps there was a very special ceremony that the rebbe wanted to observe. Reb Zelig would find out soon enough, but now that he had the automobile loaded, he had better put on his jacket and tell the rebbe that they could get started. They had a long journey and wanted to arrive well before sunset, when the Sabbath would begin.






CHAPTER TWO
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REB ZELIG WENT TO HIS ROOM BEHIND THE BEIS midrash, put on his suit jacket, and then went up the back stairs to knock on the kitchen door of the rebbe’s apartment. The rebbetzin opened it.

“Reb Zelig, have a safe trip and good Sabbath,” she said.

“Thank you. May you, too, have a good Sabbath,” he answered.

“The rebbe is in the study. He’s expecting you.”

Reb Zelig nodded and walked down the hall to the study. Although the door was open, he knocked and waited for the rebbe’s permission to enter. None came, and he knocked louder. Still he received no response. Thinking the rebbe might have gone to some other room, Reb Zelig called, “The rebbe should be informed that it is time for us to leave.” He turned completely around, hoping to hear an answer from one of the bedrooms or the living room, but to his disappointment, he was greeted by silence in all directions.

He knocked again and entered the dark study. The curtains had been drawn together in preparation for the rebbe’s departure; although no one else used the room, whenever he left on any overnight journey, it was ceremoniously closed.

Perhaps, Reb Zelig thought, the rebbe has already gone downstairs and is waiting for me in the automobile. That happened occasionally when the rebbe was impatient to go somewhere. Reb Zelig did wonder why the rebbe had left the study door open. As he turned to close the door behind him on his way out, he noticed with some astonishment that the rebbe was sitting motionless on a chair in the corner, leaning forward with his hands resting on his knees. No doubt the rebbe had closed the curtains himself and then simply sat down. The strange, disquieting, and disrespectful image that came to Reb Zelig was of a large bullfrog crouching motionless in the shadows beside a pool. The sexton flushed in shame at his irreverent imagination. To overcome his embarrassment, he pushed the door open and rushed over to the rebbe.

“Rebbe, it’s time we were leaving!” he burst out altogether too loudly.

He received no answer. Although it was gloomy in the corner farthest from the door, Reb Zelig knew that the rebbe’s open, obtusely glazed eyes were not even blinking.

“Rebbe,” the sexton pleaded frantically, just as childless women importuned the Krimsker Rebbe for a blessing to become fruitful, “Rebbe, we have to get started.”

The rebbe said nothing.

In frustration, Reb Zelig paced to the door and back before trying again.

“The car is loaded. We have all the food we need. I checked myself to be certain that we have the necessary Sabbath loaves and wine. We’re all ready.”

When he received no response, Reb Zelig pulled the thick, heavy, suffocating curtains open. The brilliant full-morning sunlight flooded the room, blinding Reb Zelig and causing a momentary stabbing pain in his head. His eyes closed reflexively; kneading them with his knuckles, he turned away from the window before attempting to open them again. When he did so, he blinked several times and saw that the rebbe remained in the same position, lost in reverie. In the bright light he looked faintly ridiculous. The rebbe’s pupils had contracted to mere pinpoints like a cat’s; the intractable, stubborn rebbe had adjusted without surrendering an inch. He had not even blinked. The disturbed sexton grabbed the wide lapels of the rebbe’s frock coat and forcefully shook them.

“We’re all ready. There’s nothing to keep us here,” Reb Zelig said roughly.

The shaking proved successful. The rebbe was staring at Reb Zelig with all the dismay and contempt that he had for ruffians. The sexton stopped as suddenly as he had begun. The rebbe’s lapels remained crumpled, floating as high as his chin.

“There’s nothing to keep us here,” Reb Zelig repeated quietly.

He smoothed the rebbe’s lapels as he spoke.

“The river,” the rebbe said matter-of-factly.

“What river?”

“The mighty Mississippi.”

“We don’t even cross the Mississippi,” Reb Zelig said, slightly bewildered.

“What color is it?”

“How should I know? The color it always is, I guess. What color should it be?”

“The color the Creator gave it,” answered the rebbe, and he suddenly stood up.

Reb Zelig examined the rebbe closely and concluded that he had returned to normal and it was time they were on their way. He reached to close the curtains.

“No, leave them open. We’re staying home for the Sabbath,” the rebbe said.

“We are?”

“Yes.”

“But, rebbe, the automobile is loaded.”

“Unload it. We have to be here for the Sabbath. You may go now,” the rebbe said quietly but curtly.

“We shall pray as usual then?”

“How else should we pray?” the rebbe mused aloud.

Reb Zelig didn’t answer as he left the room. Why couldn’t the rebbe make up his mind? He went down the hall to the kitchen.

“Are you leaving now?” the rebbetzin asked.

“No, we’re not going,” Reb Zelig said quietly.

The rebbetzin heard his annoyance.

“Oh, you’re not?” she asked, hoping to draw him out. She knew that the rebbe would never tell her.

“No. If you need some things to prepare the three Sabbath meals, make a list, and as soon as I unload the car, I’ll pick them up,” he answered.

“Yes, thank you. I appreciate that. You don’t know either, do you?” she asked.

“No. I wonder if he does,” Reb Zelig ventured irreverently.

“Oh, you can be sure he does,” the rebbetzin announced with finality.

Reb Zelig went to his room to take off his jacket before returning the large steamer trunk to the house. He could feel that the morning had grown considerably warmer.

The rebbetzin’s faith in the rebbe continued to amaze Reb Zelig, but then she didn’t have to go about finding a quorum of ten congregants for the Sabbath prayers this evening. On an average Friday night they barely managed a minyan, and since they had been planning on spending the Sabbath with the Osage Indians, Reb Zelig had notified their few regular congregants to attend services elsewhere. Now what was Reb Zelig to do?

He supposed that he would have to call up those who had telephones, but even if he could contact them, what if they had made plans that they couldn’t change? This wasn’t Krimsk, where the rebbe’s wish was everyone’s command. He would drive around to a few others after he did the rebbetzin’s shopping, but he wasn’t very hopeful about their praying “as usual” this Sabbath. At least they would eat as usual, but why couldn’t the rebbe go through with the Sabbath as planned? Friday morning! What a time to go changing Sabbath arrangements! And the rebbe had done so at the very last moment when he had suddenly sat down in the corner, collapsing into a near trance. The rebbetzin claimed that the rebbe knew what he was doing. Reb Zelig certainly hoped so.

Well, one thing Reb Zelig did know: it was getting hotter by the minute, and the longer he waited to unload the automobile, the more difficult it would be.

Reb Zelig carefully draped his suit coat over the back of a chair to keep it from getting wrinkled and immediately felt a twinge of conscience over what he had done to the rebbe’s lapels. After all these years, that he should do a thing like that! What was happening to him? He had been the calmest man in Krimsk. But why did the rebbe say those things about him? That wasn’t right. And what was this crazy business about the river? But enough of this; he’d better get to work.

And then Reb Zelig did a very strange thing. He took off his broad-brimmed felt hat. He had worked outside in the street on much hotter days than this without removing his hat. Suddenly feeling both defiant and determined without quite knowing why, he wanted to unload the automobile in his skullcap and side curls. Let the whole world flow by like a river—what did he care? He wasn’t a murderer, was he?






CHAPTER THREE
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MATTI STERNWEISS LIFTED HIS HEAD OFF THE PILLOW and rubbed his eyes with relief and embarrassment that the tenacious horrors he had just witnessed had been only a nightmare, after all. He let his head fall back onto the pillow, then—lest he doze off into such terrors again—pushed the sweat-soaked sheet off his body with a determined thrust of his stubby, muscular arm and sat up. He stretched his legs over the side of the bed and watched his naked soles contact the cool linoleum floor. As if reassuring himself that he was now on hard, firm ground, he lightly traced small circles with the balls of his feet. A bitter, ugly taste lodged in the bottom of his throat, as if the dream had melted, depositing the choking residue of death. For a moment Matti thought he might throw up, but mastering the impulse, he decided to rinse his mouth. On his way to the bathroom, Matti saw a morning breeze rustle the filmy white curtain and glanced out the window, half expecting to see a flaming shiny metal airplane falling from the sky. To his relief, however, all he saw were the  stately, patient sycamores with their shaggy bark and large shady leaves bordering the quiet street.

The actual crash had occurred over a thousand miles away in Morristown, New Jersey, a place even Matti had never passed through in all his baseball travels, and he had seen more than his fair share of small towns. Several days earlier in New Jersey, at precisely eight in the morning, people on the ground had heard a motor backfiring in the sky and had looked up to see the New York–to–Chicago mail plane flying very low. The all-metal monoplane suddenly tilted forward and, spewing flames, plunged toward the earth.

At first the onlookers thought the aviators were parachuting to safety from the “blazing meteor” (that was how the newspaper described it). But when they counted three, then four, then five white objects sailing out of the monoplane, they realized that the pilots were saving the mail at the risk of their lives. The plane itself crashed in a tremendous explosion that sent a ball of fire cascading higher than the treetops. When local farmers arrived, they couldn’t even extricate the bodies, which the terrific impact had thrust deep into the mangled mass of metal.

Just thinking about it was enough to make Matti’s skin crawl. He hurried into the bathroom and stuck his head under the faucet, gargled with cold water, then brushed his teeth—not so much to clean them as to leave a pleasant taste in his mouth, but Matti knew that was only a temporary screen. Underneath, the inescapable, heavy bile sat inside him like a frog that had temporarily dunked its head under water but sooner or later was sure to come up.

Closing his eyes to dry his face, Matti suddenly  remembered the other fire, the one he had kindled in Krimsk as a boy on that fateful Tisha B’Av night that led to the Krimsker Rebbe’s departure for America. He had been in the witch Grannie Zara’s cottage when crazy Faigie Soffer had screamed so loud that the entire neighboring Polish village of Krimichak must have heard her. Refusing his pleas that they leave, she insisted on their destroying Grannie Zara’s beloved cat Zloty. Matti had managed to coax the great cat with the overly large paw into the cupboard along with the other cats and set it ablaze. As the villagers approached, Matti and Faigie had fled into the night. Matti also recalled the strange harmony of the interior of Grannie Zara’s home: everything was in perfect order, measured and precise. The cottage, of course, burned with the cats, and the unsettling harmony was reduced to shapeless ashes. And now, Lieutenant Max Miller’s harmony of flight had been destroyed by the motor’s backfiring, and he had plunged to his fiery death. Matti shook his head at the terrible irony: just like that—a few backfires—and the aviators’ glistening heavenly chariot suddenly became their sealed and charred metal coffin. The hurtling plane had even succeeded in burying itself several feet deep in the ground!

Matti looked into the mirror; wet strands of hair matted his forehead. Still in his pajamas, he reached for a comb. Instead of arranging his hair, however, he sat on the edge of the tub. Comb in hand, he mulled over the fatal accident once again. Lieutenant Max Miller, the finest mail pilot of them all, had just completed six full years of flying without a serious accident—twice as long as Matti had been a catcher for the St. Louis Browns baseball club, and Matti thought that he had learned everything there was to  learn! After six flawless years, what could have gone wrong so suddenly as to have entombed Lieutenant Max Miller in his own plane?

Matti had never been one to dwell on someone else’s tragedy. Certainly he had never chewed things over and over until they were tasteless. He had always decided what he wanted to do, and then done it. Of course, Matti was aware that some things had changed recently. He had never been in love before. There had been girls, but he had never felt the way he did now about Miss Penny Pinkham, and he had never been on the verge of fixing a baseball game either.

Matti had never been superstitious—not even back in Krimsk, where superstition had been a way of life. What others considered auguries and omens were just so much nonsense to him. Why shouldn’t they be? He had gone over things carefully—analyzing everything—and had concluded that he should do it. In fact, he had decided that this Friday afternoon’s game against the Detroit Tigers was the one to fix. But now this crazy dream had shaken him. No, he didn’t think he was falling prey to superstition or guilt; he had thought it all through, but he was shaken, and only a fool wouldn’t take that into account. Matti was no fool. Tomorrow there would be another game that would be almost as good as today’s, and by then Matti would be his old self, all mastery and intelligence, a model of concentration.

His mother called, asking if he was all right. “Fine, Ma, I’m fine. I’ll be out in a minute.” He stood up and combed his hair and then flushed the toilet although he hadn’t used it. Old ladies always listened for such sounds.

Back in his room he dressed quickly, but as he reached  for his wallet, the breeze rustled the curtains again, and he knew that this wasn’t the day to put his plan into action. He couldn’t think about today’s game because the breeze suddenly wafted him back to New Jersey and the farmers who couldn’t remove Max Miller from the all-metal plane. There was nothing for them to do but to pick up the mail.

Some of the sacks had burst when they hit the ground, and the letters had been scattered across a field. The farmers wandered about, gathered them together, and turned them over to the postal authorities. The newspaper said that a surprising number of the letters were for people in the Midwest and had been sent all the way from Europe.

Matti suddenly wondered whether one of them might not be for him, from Krimsk. At that he smiled. Who in the world would write to him from Krimsk? Krimsk was mercifully far, far away; even Matti’s widowed mother didn’t correspond with anyone back in Krimsk. Most of Krimsk had immigrated to St. Louis soon after the rebbe arrived. In St. Louis, however, the Krimsker community had not remained very close. The rebbe would have been the natural magnet to hold the group together, but he was such a prickly individualist that only a handful of older Krimskers bothered to attend his synagogue. Much of the time the rebbe seemed to be more interested in the American Indians than in his own Jewish coreligionists.

Matti and his mother had not been to his synagogue in years, although Matti supposed that the rebbe still remembered him. Not that Matti attended any synagogue very regularly; on the High Holidays he accompanied his mother to a more American synagogue, and that was all. No, he couldn’t even remember the last time they had been to the  Krimsker Rebbe. Occasionally the rebbe’s sexton, Reb Zelig, drove by, and they exchanged a perfunctory nod of acknowledgment. Matti even thought that once he had caught sight of Reb Zelig in the stands at the ballpark, but that was several years ago, and although the man had looked like Reb Zelig, Matti was never sure. After all, why would Reb Zelig watch the St. Louis Browns? Even if he wanted to, Reb Zelig wouldn’t have time; he conducted some sort of used clothing business to support the rebbe’s synagogue. In St. Louis, as in Krimsk, the rebbe’s financial probity was legendary; the Krimsker Rebbe refused to accept donations. And look where it got him in America. Matti imagined that his house of worship must look like an oriental bazaar, with various items of apparel draping the empty seats.

Thank heavens, baseball had absolutely nothing to do with Europe. Baseball was the American game. Matti felt certain that poor Max Miller must have been a real baseball fan. He was some kind of hero, throwing out the letters like that. Matti was sure that no one in Europe would have done such a thing. The brave young aviator’s death seemed like such an American tragedy. Matti loved America, and as much as he bothered with theological thoughts anymore, he believed that God had blessed America—but apparently not quite enough for Lieutenant Max Miller. That troubled Matti; the talented pilot seemed to have been so deserving of success.

Matti was also sure that in Krimsk they had never even seen an airplane. Why did they need one? Who gave a damn about Krimsk anyhow? He had better start concentrating on catching today’s game, or the St. Louis Browns would lose it honestly to Ty Cobb and the Detroit Tigers without Matti’s making a cent.






CHAPTER FOUR
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AFTER HIS SEXTON HAD LEFT, YAAKOV MOSHE FINEBAUM, the Krimsker Rebbe, returned to his seat in the corner and concentrated, but he could not recapture the image that had stunned him so suddenly: the Mississippi River as he had seen it on his arrival seventeen years earlier, flowing red with blood.

He turned to look out the window into the yard and saw the ripening apples pulling the pliant branches toward the earth. The grass was full after the summer’s growth, and the tall, spindly weeds poked higher than the fence bordering the alley. He opened the window, and the full, rich morning heat of late summer carried the aroma of growth coming to fruition. The Krimsker Rebbe felt welling within himself the stimulation and fear of awesome expectancy. This was definitely not the Sabbath on which to leave town.






CHAPTER FIVE
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AT NINE O’CLOCK BORUCH LEVI RUDMAN PULLED UP in his new Hupmobile in front of “his” synagogue, that is, the one he had purchased for Rabbi Max. Since his return several weeks ago from Krimsk, he had been attending the seven o’clock morning service. This morning, however, he had slept late, a very unusual occurrence, which made Boruch Levi very uncomfortable.

By this hour he should already have been down on the levee at his enormously successful junkyard and rag shop. After all, he had been away for most of the summer, and he had some catching up to do, but he wanted to consult privately with Rabbi Max about Isidore Weinbach’s memorial tea party this coming Sunday afternoon, honoring Wein-bach’s father on the anniversary of his death.

The idea of a memorial party in a formal rose garden with tea in china cups—with saucers yet—and sandwiches trimmed of their crusts was absurd, and Boruch Levi was as embarrassed as anyone else to be involved in such a ridiculous perversion of tradition. At authentic memorial  repasts, at Shabbos kiddush immediately following the morning service or at the “Third Meal,” eaten between the Sabbath afternoon prayers and the Saturday night service, Jews sucked salty herring off the rigid, symmetrical bones and drank strong whiskey from short, thick glasses as had their fathers and grandfathers before them for generations. But Isidore, formerly Yitzhak Weinbach of Krimsk, no longer entered a synagogue, and worse, he and his wife had adopted a complete tradition of rose gardens, an aesthetic that excluded herring and whiskey. Since they no longer observed the traditional dietary laws, they could not serve the kosher Jews of Krimsk anything more substantial. Sometimes Boruch Levi wondered why the real estate mogul even bothered with the silly event, but he supposed that a father was a father and memory remained memory even with the weak crust trimmed from tasteless goyish white bread.

Ever since Boruch Levi’s recent triumphal summer visit to Krimsk, the American brand of remembrance seemed all the more embarrassing, even a mockery of the parent it was intended to honor, but ever-loyal Boruch Levi—even more so after Krimsk—willingly organized the annual event and would continue to do so as long as Isidore Weinbach could resist his wife’s impulse to grace the rose garden with those truly trayf abominations that sat upon the great oak table of her dining room.

Although he had long ago paid back the money he had borrowed, Boruch Levi felt himself indebted to Isidore Weinbach. The debt went beyond mere money back to that final astounding Tisha B’Av in Krimsk. On their way into Krimsk to commit mayhem, the riotous peasant mob  had torched the large unused synagogue known as the Angel of Death. As if possessed, the Krimsker Rebbe had dashed into the flaming inferno to save the holy Torah and moments later had emerged spinning like a top with a fiery figure who clutched the sacred scroll to his chest as if it were a child. Believing the smoldering figure to be the devil himself, the Polish peasants fled back to their neighboring town of Krimichak. The “devil” turned out to be a young itinerant student radical, agitating against the Russian tsar, and the rebbe had rewarded him on the spot with his own daughter’s hand in marriage. The rebbe had also announced that Reb Zelig, the Angel of Death’s custodian, was to become his personal sexton, and—most amazing of all—he was to accompany the rebbe and the surviving Torah scroll to America!

Within weeks, the Krimsker Rebbe had realized every one of these goals. Marrying his daughter to a perfect stranger was even more astonishing because she had been betrothed to Yitzhak Weinbach, even then a great financial success as a match manufacturer. Yitzhak had protested, but to no avail; it was as if the rebbe had been possessed on that fateful day. If Yitzhak had felt betrayed in love, Boruch Levi had felt betrayed in guidance: the previous night, when Boruch Levi had sought permission to emigrate to America, the rebbe had been horrified at the suggestion and had explained to Boruch Levi that “even the stones in America are trayf.” Boruch Levi, having lost all faith, had sought help in emigrating from the rebbe’s other victim, Yitzhak Weinbach. Yitzhak accompanied Boruch Levi to America, aiding him generously and continuing to serve as his financial patron in his first St. Louis years. Even after  Weinbach launched his own spectacular career, he remained in touch with Boruch Levi and never made him feel that he was the slightest imposition.

Boruch Levi had never forgotten that help, and he, too, along with the rest of the Krimsk community, took pride in Isidore’s staggering commercial success. Although Weinbach had arrived in America with a tidy sum, within ten years he had become a millionaire. How else could he have become president of a bank?

Almost all of those leaving Krimsk had gravitated to St. Louis, because that was where the earlier arrivals had settled. They were from such a small town that New York had seemed too big; somehow they had managed to filter through to the Midwest. Until recently Boruch Levi had thought there was something almost magical about his New World home, St. Louis. Founded in a great bend on the western side of the Mississippi River, the city had extended to the West like a great seashell or fan, whose parallel structural lines led directly to the generative source of the river. All of the city’s great thoroughfares came together downtown by the river because that is where they started. The city’s geography enabled a man to see where he had come from and where he was headed.

Boruch Levi, along with many others from Krimsk, had personified the progressive urban development. His junk shop was still on the levee by the river, but now he lived in the city’s West End in a graceful neighborhood between Delmar Boulevard and the open expanse of Forest Park. Each day as he drove through the city, he enjoyed every moment of the lengthy commute, for he felt it demonstrated the linear magnitude of his success. Downtown he would  detour from his direct line to drive by Yitzhak Weinbach’s bank. Ever loyal, Boruch Levi wanted to assure himself that everything was all right at his friend’s bank. And now, as an act of allegiance, Boruch Levi was on his way to arrange for Yitzhak Weinbach’s memorial garden party, where kaddish would be said for Yitzhak’s late father, may he rest in peace.

Rabbi Max never entered banks, and that gave Boruch Levi pause; he had come to the spacious brick synagogue building to ask the self-styled “poor man’s rabbi” to lead the afternoon memorial service and to deliver some spiritually uplifting words in Isidore Weinbach’s formal rose garden.

Boruch Levi would never have had such a preposterous idea before his visit to Krimsk. Who was more extreme and uncompromising than he himself, the King of the Junkmen ? Boruch Levi had worshiped at the altar of obstinacy for years. Furthermore, he didn’t believe that his unaccustomed efforts as peacemaker would succeed, but nonetheless he had this powerful impulse, almost a passion, to bring Isidore Weinbach and Rabbi Max together. In their perversity they seemed to have much in common; their wounds were self-inflicted, and through mutual contact the spiritually impoverished and financially impoverished could enrich each other. As with old bottles, rags, and junk metal, Boruch Levi understood that their potential value could be realized through connecting the appropriate markets.

As Boruch Levi approached the synagogue building, he was surprised to find the front doors wide open an hour and a half after the morning services had ended. The sanctuary was dark and empty, but beyond the open basement door the stairway light was shining invitingly.

Boruch Levi descended to the basement, where to his  dismay he found Rabbi Max funneling wine from a small cask into a motley assortment of bottles. Concentrating intensely on his measurements and struggling to balance the weight of the bulky cask so as not to waste any of his precious creation, the rabbi wasn’t even aware that anyone had entered. Boruch Levi called the rabbi’s name. With no surprise or embarrassment, Rabbi Max glanced up, annoyed at having been disturbed.

“Rabbi Max,” Boruch Levi said, an almost naive hurt in his voice, “you promised me that you wouldn’t ever do this here.”

“Shalom, Boruch Levi. Welcome. Just let me finish with these small bottles. They’re a nuisance, but very popular.”

The rabbi finished, then put down his cask and motioned for Boruch Levi to come to him. The rabbi stood behind a picket fence of bottles, over which they faced each other uneasily. Boruch Levi’s disdain increased as he approached.

“Do you know that the front doors of the building are wide open, and so is the door to the basement, with the light blazing on the stairway to guide the world down to this?” Boruch asked in proprietary disgust.

“There’s nothing to worry about. Your friends the police aren’t like you. They don’t come around very early in the morning. They wait to arrest me on the street,” Rabbi Max answered casually, enjoying his sponsor’s discomfort.

“Who’s talking about the police? Never mind the police. The hell with the police,” Boruch Levi fumed. “What about the Jews? It’s a disgrace. This is supposed to be a synagogue. What if some Jew should come to see you, Rabbi, and find you like this? It’s a disgrace for the Jews.”

Rabbi Max remained calm. “There’s nothing to worry about then,” he said, pointing to the strange collection of bottles in various stages of production. “These,” he repeated with an almost paternal pride, “these are my little hasidim. Faithful, true, and full of life. And like good Jews everywhere, persecuted by the authorities.” Rabbi Max chuckled at his little joke.

Boruch Levi held his tongue at the barb aimed at his hasidic Krimsker background.

“Rabbi, it’s a scandal, and I am ashamed of you.”

Rabbi Max smiled ironically in agreement. Boruch Levi chose to ignore this further taunt.

“You don’t have to carry on like this. You can perform as a rabbi and make an honest living.” Boruch Levi paused to take a breath before he made his suggestion. “I want you to lead the afternoon services in Isidore Weinbach’s rose garden. Sunday is the memorial day of his father’s death, and he wants to say kaddish, the memorial prayer.”

Rabbi Max stood looking at Boruch Levi as if he had suggested that Rabbi Max officiate at J. P. Morgan’s or John D. Rockefeller’s conversion to Judaism.

“Oh you do, do you?” the rabbi asked.

“Yes, I do,” Boruch Levi insisted without giving an inch. “And I think it would be nice if you said a few words either before or after the service. It might be a good idea to mention the roses. God created them, too. It won’t take more than a half hour. That’s all.”

“That’s all?” the rabbi asked, his voice rising as he lost his composure.

“Yes, that’s all. This has to stop. You have to start acting like a mensch.”

The rabbi had maintained some control until Boruch Levi had uttered the last word, “mensch.”

“Like a mensch!” Rabbi Max shouted. “I’ll tell you why I’m doing what I’m doing here on one condition, that you promise not to tell another living soul. Do you agree? Good. I’ll tell you. The night after the Volstead Act became law, I had a dream in which my holy mother, may she rest in peace, appeared to me and begged me to become a bootlegger.”

A maniacal, impish grin spread across the rabbi’s flushed face. Boruch Levi had a momentary desire to wipe it off with a backhand slap, but he thought better of it, turned around, and climbed the steps.
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