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Foreword



There is something indefinably moving in the relationship an author has with her first book to see print. Perhaps because it finally provides the incontrovertible evidence needed to convince skeptical friends, relatives and acquaintances that your claim of vocation is no idle boast. Or perhaps it is the aura that hangs over all dreams made flesh…

Jephte’s Daughter was my first published novel. I wrote it in a rush over a year’s time, little realizing in the innocence and passion of bringing to life the tragedy of a local ultra-Orthodox girl, what a storm of controversy would greet it’s birth. In bringing to the attention of the public the whole subject of domestic abuse in Chassidic circles, as well as the rich inner life of ultra-Orthodox women-a subject hardly touched in American Jewish literature of the time-many felt was an unwelcome intrusion into that very private community.

While I appreciated those feelings, I could not agree with them. Literature is the way mankind speaks to each other and to itself. To put any society off-limits to literary exploration, is to deny not only the society’s worth as a source of powerful truths to others, but also to surrender to a self-serving censorship which denies society members the ability to view themselves honestly, and with a clearer perspective towards improvement.

While the decision to explore a world I admire, and love and know so well was not without its pangs of conscience and pitfalls, I am happy to say that today, twelve years later with the re-publication of Jephte’s Daughter, the Jewish world has grown to accommodate its reality. The growth of shelters for battered Orthodox Jewish women, guidelines for Orthodox Rabbis in handling domestic abuse, and outspoken Orthodox women’s organizations are proof to me that words are tools for the betterment of the human condition. The writer not only has the right, but the obligation to shine the light of inquiry on that world they know best, whatever the personal price.

Naomi Ragen
 Jerusalem, 2001








And Jephte vowed a vow unto God, and he said: “If You will give the Ammonites completely into my hands then whatever comes forth from the door when I return in peace I shall sacrifice to God.”

…And when Jephte neared home, behold his daughter, his only child, for he had no other son nor daughter, came out to greet him with dancing and with drums. And when he saw her, he ripped his clothes and said: “Alas, my daughter, you’ve undone me and now you are undone. For I have opened my mouth unto the Lord and cannot take it back.”

—Judges, 11: 31–35

Dear children, do not be afraid of life. How good is life once you have done something good, once you have been true to the truth within you.

—Aliosha,
 The Brothers Karamazov
 FYODOR MIKHAILOVICH DOSTOYEVSKY







Jephte’s Daughter






Prologue



“But where are the women?” the correspondent of the Australian Daily Star, newly arrived in Jerusalem to cover the war in Lebanon, asked plaintively. He was a big, nervous man with close-cropped hair and a red face that the burning, late June heat in Ben Gurion Airport bathed in sweat, giving him the look of sautéing meat.

An Israeli reporter in the press section, which had been thoughtfully roped off from the restless, vaguely threatening ocean of milling Hassidim in long beards and sidecurls, looked at his colleague in amusement and pity. He, too, had no idea why no women were there. In fact, he knew less about the mysterious, sequestered lives of the wives and daughters of these men than the Australian did about aborigines. What was the point? They were dull, pale creatures, covered up from head to toe winter and summer, zealously successful in ridding themselves of any taint of womanly allure or feminine promise. He would never have guessed the real answer, which lay in thousands of years of Jewish law, custom, and history as well as in the prejudices of insular little villages in Poland and Lithuania, things of which the Israeli, being a secular Jew, was totally ignorant.

So he answered with dishonest bravado: “Home with the babies, of course.”

Puzzled by the cliché, the questioner nevertheless latched on to his colleague gratefully, with a renewed vigor of interrogation that was essential if he was to make acceptable feature material for Australian readers—tired of the blood and gore of recent war stories—from the arrival of one incredibly wealthy Abraham Ha-Levi from California.

“Are these guys your pope and College of Cardinals, then?” he pressed on. The Israeli laughed too loudly and slapped the Australian on the back. He turned and repeated the remark in Hebrew to some other local reporters, and the laughter exploded from the sweating, bored men in welcome relief. The Hassidim glanced at the group, their eyes narrowing in resentment and contempt at the total ignorance such levity revealed. For most of them, this day and hour was one they would remember all their lives. They would savor each detail and it would become the stuff of lore, passed down from generation to generation in loving, cherished wholeness, embellished finally into myth and allegory.

One of the Israelis put a comradely arm around the Australian, taking pity on him: “Habibi, let me explain it to you. We’ve got Reform Jews, who eat pig and see nothing wrong with it. Conservative Jews, who eat pig and feel guilty about it. Orthodox Jews, who don’t eat pig. And these fellows, who won’t drive ten miles near a pig farm. Do you think we could decide on a pope?”

Ironically, the foreign reporter had really not been that far off the mark. For the somber, expectant men around him really were an elite, the golden diadem of rabbinical scholars and judges, heads of the most prestigious Talmudical academies of Jerusalem. They stood in their heavy black overcoats and wide-brimmed hats—in pious disdain of the unbearable heat—as if waiting in a synagogue on Yom Kippur for the holiest of holy prayers, Kol Nidre, to begin. They waited impatiently, whispering rumors, trying not to look at the tourists, especially the women. They regarded a TV camera crew, jockeying for a position, with outright hostility. Their women and hundreds, even thousands, of Hassidim throughout the world waited at home for a personal word that the miracle, the resurrection, had indeed taken place.

Until just recently, most of them had believed that the Ha-Levi dynasty, founded in 1780 by the saintly Israel Ben Dov Ha-Levi, had perished under Hitler’s murderers and lunatics. And then, two months before, the electrifying news had begun to circulate in the narrow alleyways of Jerusalem and Brooklyn that Abraham Ha-Levi, the youngest of Rabbi Yerachmiel’s four sons, was alive and well in America.

“But tell me, mate, what’s the story here? Who is the guy? Why’s he come? What’s going to happen now?” the Australian pressed, getting a little desperate.

The Israeli, in the briefest of summer shorts and a shirt open to mid-chest, scratched his bare head. He had been sent to cover the spectacle but was as much a puzzled outsider to its meaning as was his questioner, something no Israeli would ever admit. He was rescued from his embarrassment by a sudden, startling change in the crowd, which surged, wave-like, pressing closer to the gates leading out of the air terminal.

Abraham Ha-Levi stepped out of the door leading to the long walkway, hardly aware of the well-wishers and the curious who stared at him from all sides. He walked with a proud straight back, a princely lift of his elegant, graying head, accepting the obeisance like an exiled king. No smile crossed his lined, aristocratic face as he looked over the welcomers, but he nodded slowly, pensively, accepting their possession of him. He took out a monogrammed linen handkerchief and wiped the rivulets of sweat that ran with surprising suddenness down his forehead.

A sea of black-coated men encircled him, bursting out in tears, dance, and song. A few came up close and kissed the corner of his black coat. They shouted blessings and wept. “Praise be to God!” went up, drowning out the noise of the taxis. Tourists reached for their cameras, thrilled at their luck. The reporters smiled, contented. What the hell, with a few good photos, it would fill up space, like pictures of monkeys in refrigerators, or endless expanses of thighs.

One of the faithful motioned toward a taxi, but the last surviving son of Yerachmiel Ha-Levi, sole heir to a two-hundred-year-old Hassidic dynasty long mourned, lifted his hand in a small gesture of disdain and suddenly there was a moment of awed silence as a silver Rolls-Royce pulled up at the curb. As he entered the vehicle, a young boy began to sing psalms in a voice of heart-piercing sweetness and clarity that rose like smoky incense above the heads of the crowd, bringing a moment of silence. Then a shout of joy went up, reverberating into the nearby orange groves. The princely carriage was the final proof that this indeed was a true Ha-Levi. As it pulled away from the curb, the crowd watched, somehow dissatisfied, and began to quietly disperse.

“Christ! Now what the bloody hell was that all about?” the Australian wailed, looking around him frantically for answers.








Part One























Chapter one



Founded in 1780 by Israel Ha-Levi, the most distinguished student of the Baal Shem-Tov himself, the Ha-Levis lived lives of incredible luxury and opulence in Hassidic courts that mirrored those of real royalty. Until that time, such ease had been considered scandalous, tantamount to apostasy. Jews who wished to reach spiritual heights felt they needed to punish themselves into spiritual fitness by denying the needs of their bodies altogether. The more one tortures the body, they reasoned, the higher the soul soars.

And so they slept on hard benches and rested their heads upon rocks. They put stones in their shoes, disrobed and rolled in the snow, then immersed themselves in ice-cold ritual baths.

For some, even this was too soft—they knocked a hole in the ice of a lake. Some fasted all week and ate only on the Sabbath. The body was the lowly, fleshly casement of the soul that was to be given no quarter.

But Israel Ha-Levi, an intense and sensitive young boy, heard a different message. If man is made in the image of God, he reasoned, one must honor that image by exalting every aspect of existence, living each moment as befits the servant of the King of Kings. And he had blazed the way, being the first and only Hassid to live in splendor. Supported by his faithful, he had traveled in a silver carriage and had sat on a gold throne as he dispensed advice to the thousands who flocked to his rabbinic court. When rival Hassidic groups complained that he had given in to his Evil Inclination, his reply was cryptic and unrepentant: “Satan is in everything the Hassidim do,” he admonished, “but he does not know that beneath this opulence lies a holy kernel.” From then on, despite their own bitter poverty, his disciples had seen to it that their rebbes, all direct male descendants of Israel Ha-Levi, had lived in unmatched riches as a way of serving God.

The Rolls, large and ostentatious, was almost impossible to navigate through the narrow streets of Meah Shearim, where even people walked single file. The chauffeur/bodyguard (for the Ha-Levis still had their violent detractors among rival Hassidic groups) cursed the traffic and the unwieldy vehicle, and wondered at the insanity of shipping such a thing halfway around the world for only a week’s use.

But looking slyly in the mirror at his employer, he could not help being filled with a grudging respect and envy for the man, who exuded elegance and wealth. He studied the man’s large, inscrutable eyes, the craftiness of his thin, hard lips. Yet his forehead was high and intelligent, almost brooding, giving him a look of sadness. This, of course, did not interest the driver, who feasted his eyes on the beautiful dark cloth of Ha-Levi’s immaculately cut suit. But it was beyond his narrow experience to have guessed that the garment was made from wool grown on Ha-Levi’s own large sheep farms in California, flown to London for processing, and finally custom cut on Savile Row by a tailor whose full-time job was to do nothing else but create dark, perfect suits for Abraham Ha-Levi.


Suddenly, he caught the slight, authoritative movement of his employer’s hand motioning him to pull over, although they were nowhere near their destination. Understanding instinctively that this was not a man one questioned, he did so, despite the cars behind him that honked frantically, their way completely blocked.

Unhurried, Ha-Levi got out of the car and walked through the doors of a large, noisy yeshivah. He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing in the dust and worn paper of the massive Talmudical texts and listened to the singsong of young voices filled with the excited sense of discovery as they delved into the meaning of the text, source of all Jewish learning.

For a frightening half second he thought he was going to cry.

The face of his dead father, the voices of his dead brothers, flashed through his mind. He knew, and had always known, that the genes of genius that had made the halls of the yeshivah their victorious battleground had skipped him. Instead, he was heir to a perverse talent for something his family would not only have deemed unnecessary, but scorned: a talent for making money.

Of all the Ha-Levis that had ever lived, he was the only one who had financed his opulent life-style through the honest work of his own hands. In a way it was a cruel irony. God had blessed him with riches, cursing him. Because of his success, the scholarship of his family would be forgotten forever. Only the memory of the money would remain. Surely the fact that only he, the least scholarly and most rebellious of all, had been the only Ha-Levi to survive, was a divine message that the faithful service of the Ha-Levi family was no longer pleasing to Him.

He had never wanted his part in that service. He did not want people flocking to him for decisions about how to find God, how to heal the sick, who to marry or divorce. He was not the type, as his father and brothers had been, to get involved in people’s lives. He sighed, thinking sadly what little difference it made what he wanted.

He returned to his car and was driven without further detours to his final destination, the greatest yeshivah in Jerusalem: Ohel Moshe, the Tent of Moses. On the wide steps hundreds of Hassidim waited to see him, to touch the corner of his garment. Pushing through the crowds, he was shown into the study hall and then taken up the stairs to a small office. Behind the desk sat a small, wrinkled man, almost shrunken looking, with a dark suit and a white beard and sidecurls. He was the great scholar and recognized leader of Jerusalem’s great rabbinic council, chief judge of the rabbinic beit din. He was a man who at the age of three had already memorized long tracts of the Talmud, and by the age of five had posed questions of such breathtaking precision and insight to the chief rabbi of the community that the sage had stood up before him and proclaimed him a “Light of the Generation.” Rabbi Magnes was silent, barely looking up from the large, open volume of Talmud on his desk. He waved his hand slightly, indicating he was waiting for Ha-Levi to begin speaking.

“Kavod harav,” Ha-Levi began, so unnerved by the offhand reception he rushed headlong into the reason for his visit, with no softening words of introduction. “I am looking for a son-in-law. A man who will be the greatest scholar of the next generation, who can receive the mantle of the Ha-Levi dynasty. I am a man of wealth and influence. I can offer a life of every material convenience. And, of course, no amount of charity would be too much for me to give in my gratitude for your help. Perhaps a new study hall?” He hesitated. The old man had not reacted. What could he say to impress the quiet, penetrating eyes that peered out at him beneath those heavy brows of white hair?

The rabbi looked up with an ironic smile and slowly, painfully, pulled himself up from his chair and walked to the window. Ha-Levi cracked his knuckles impatiently, unaccustomed to the slow pace of men who live for the next world. He saw the rabbi staring at the huge car that had attracted the attention of dozens of yeshivah students in the street below. Finally, Rabbi Magnes turned to him sharply: “You have come to the wrong place, your car has made a wrong turn.” He sat down again and dismissed him with a wave. “The shuk is down the street. Go there if you want to make a purchase.”

Ha-Levi’s face went white with the insult, but his business sense soon asserted itself; anger had no place in negotiations. “If kavod harav can find me such a one,” he repeated patiently, respectful but just a tiny bit patronizing, the way one spoke to an aging parent bordering on senility, “one in whom he sees the seeds of greatness, an illui who will light the world with his understanding and his scholarship, I promise he will have every material need satisfied so that he may spend all of his life concentrating on his studies with no thought to a livelihood. He will have a wife whose piety and brilliance will match his own. And,” he added, most delicately, “my daughter, Batsheva, is a girl of great beauty. California is such a dangerous place for such a girl. She must marry now, so that she may leave America forever before she is tainted by it. There is only so much I can do to protect her.”

“You speak only of what you want,” Rabbi Magnes said probingly, his dark eyes—piercing in their clarity and vision—examining the man before him. “You know that the Torah forbids one to force a child to marry against her will. The choice must be hers.”

Abraham Ha-Levi took the rebuff with unaccustomed humility, noting with satisfaction that at least Rabbi Magnes had sat down again. Good. This was the right approach then. “She is a dutiful child who understands her responsibilities.”

“Her responsibilities? Ah,” the sage said with deceptive mildness, cocking his head to one side with a look of studied confusion. And then with stunning suddenness, he brought his fist crashing down upon his desk. “And what of your responsibilities? Where have you been for the last forty years?”

Ha-Levi went limp, crumpling in his chair like a puppet suddenly gone loose and ragged, bereft of the solid, guiding hand inside it. He fumbled, searching for his handkerchief, and wiped the heavy sweat from his brow. It was not only the day’s journey that had finally caught up with him, he realized, draining him of all strength, all pretense. It was life itself. Today was a day of judgment and the prosecutor sat before him much as his father had so many years ago. He felt again like that frightened, guilty child. “Please, please. Forgive me,” he said in a hoarse whisper, unable to meet the stern, judging eyes. “I am a tormented soul who has come to you for kindness. They are all gone, you see. Every one of worth—my father and brothers, brilliant scholars, all dead, murdered. I am the only one left.”

He lifted haunted, tortured eyes and faced the man before him. “The most ignorant and least worthy of them all. How could I stand in their place? So I hid, I ran away, hoping no one would find me.” He straightened his shoulders. “But even a criminal may repent. I have come then, to fulfill my responsibilities. My daughter, my Batsheva, I have watched over her so carefully. She is so innocent and good. Please, try to understand. My father’s sainted name must be rebuilt through her. She is the only one who can bring from the ashes a new generation of worthy namesakes.” For the first time he saw a gleam of pity and understanding in the stern eyes that bored into him so deeply.

“Does your daughter wish to leave America, her family? Has she ever been to Jerusalem?”

Ha-Levi flushed. The truth was she didn’t know anything about this at all. But what did it matter, he thought impatiently. She will do her duty as I must do mine. She will rejoice in her responsibilities because she is the remnant, she is the Ha-Levis’ new beginning, the repository of genes of generations of scholars and tzaddikim and she knows it. To the rabbi he answered: “She understands the Fifth Commandment well. But of course the boy must be an unquestioned genius and very pious. He must be worthy of her and of my name.”

“Genius. Oy!” The sage slapped his desk with an impatient hand. “And what other qualities do you seek?” he asked evenly. Was there a spark of amusement in those razor-sharp eyes?

“I seek strict adherence to the Law, a trembling fear of God, and extreme diligence in studies.”

“That is all?” the rabbi asked, raising his brows slightly. Ha-Levi shrank. What had he left out? “Ah, yes of course. Kindness, gentleness.”

Rabbi Magnes nodded, his heavy brows contracted as if in pain. “I can do no more for you than Eliezer, Abraham’s servant, did for him in seeking a bride for Isaac. I will seek a bridegroom, but God must provide him.” Then the great sage sighed and looked toward heaven. The Fifth Commandment was honor thy father and mother.








Chapter two



“Let’s talk a little bit about midos,” Rabbi Silverman said mildly, stroking his white beard. A collective groan went up around the room, rising deep from the throats of all twenty girls.

“Not midos!”

“It’s too hot to improve our characters!”

“It’s too late, we’ll be graduating next week!”

“Anything but that!”

Rabbi Silverman looked with dismay at the listless group of young women fidgeting behind outgrown wooden desks. The future hope of the Jewish people. He shook his head. It was hot and through the open windows the muted sounds of bustling traffic, children’s laughter, and the collective footsteps of busy, working people on the dry, dusty pavement invaded the classroom. They would soon be, if they had not already been, taken in hand by maiden aunts or professional matchmakers. Their minds were already out of the classroom, out of Brooklyn, far away into the summer of their eighteenth year. Yet there was still so much to teach them, so much they needed to know.

Only a few would continue their studies to become teachers, while a few others might learn shorthand and typing and work for a religious businessman until the right man came along. They were being trained mostly to be good Jewish women, wives and mothers. Obedient, chaste, charitable, and pious. Only once in a while did he come across one that made it worthwhile to be a teacher; someone bright and curious, who had not yet been browbeaten into total unquestioning acceptance. He sought her in the back of the classroom, but she was one of the dreamers, looking out of the window.

“We will start with humility and pride,” he said with determination. “According to Mesillat Yesharim, why can’t a person regard himself as superior to others?”

The girls who had no idea slumped low in their seats while those with no interest continued to look at their long hair, pulling off the split ends. They were all from strict Hassidic or Orthodox homes, yet they were not a homogeneous group. Some were the plump, dark daughters of butchers and rabbis, dressed in homemade blouses with wrist-length sleeves in dull, opaque colors and mid-calf skirts with sensible low-heeled shoes. Then there were the daughters of accountants and doctors, with lipstick and cheeks redder than God-given, dressed in the latest colorful styles Abraham & Straus department store could supply, their sleeves barely touching their elbows, their skirts barely covering their knees. Even the strictest girls had pushed their sleeves up to their elbows and fanned their faces with their notebooks.

A few hands were raised dutifully. There were always some whose virtue remained intact, no matter the temptation.

“Chava?”

“A person shouldn’t pride himself on his natural qualities because they are all God-given. Should a bird pride itself on flying?” she said in a prissy singsong, her round, smug face flushed with pleasure.

“Correct, correct. If only you didn’t take so much pride in giving the right answer,” he said dryly. The class sat up and laughed. Better.

“Chaika.”

“If a person considers himself in relation to others, then he might feel superior. He has to look at himself subjectively, in terms of how much more he has to accomplish.”

“Very true. When the great sage Yochanon Ben Zakkai was dying, he quaked with fear. ‘There are two paths before me,’ he told his students, ‘one to heaven and one to hell, and I don’t know which one I’ll travel on.’ Now, why did he feel this way, this great man? He felt that perhaps he had not made the most of his God-given potential. God created this world as a test so that we might enjoy His goodness in the World to Come—” A hand raised urgently, waving, insistent. He nodded, pleased to have drawn her attention away from the window. He wiped beads of sweat from his forehead. “Go on, Batsheva.” She never let anything pass without a fight. She was a hard student, but a rewarding one, unlike any girl he had ever taught. If there was a heirarchy in the class, she was certainly on top.

Luminously beautiful (he was not blind after all!), incredibly wealthy, bright. Her problem was that she knew this gave her a certain invulnerability toward criticism. Even her clothes. Such bright colors, such different cuts. Always modest, technically. But they made her stand out, which her unusual height did anyway. She was five-foot-eight in a class where the tallest girl was five-foot-four. Girls were not supposed to stand out, but to fade away with maidenly modesty into the background.

“Go ahead, ask, Batsheva.” He nodded encouragingly when she hesitated.


“Then why does Beit Hillel teach that it would have been better if the world had never been created at all?”

“Well, we have the possibility in this world of overcoming tests and rising to the highest heights, way above the angels. But we also have the ability to fall to the depths of Gehennom.”

“Adam ate the apple. Wouldn’t it have been better for him not to have been created than to fail the test and fall to hell?” she persisted. She had a passionate voice, an urgency and sincerity in everything she did.

“It’s probably true that for most people it would have been better for them not to have been born at all and confronted with evil. But the test does give the possibility of wonderful achievements. What other creature has this choice and can rise so high? Animals do what their bodies tell them. Angels are pure spirit. Only man has that terrible struggle between flesh and spirit, that wonderful ability to rise so high—” That sounded rather good, he congratulated himself. He watched her knit her brows a little in thought and his heart sank. “Still not satisfied?”

“But how could God create a world when He knows most people will still fail?”

The atmosphere in the class suddenly changed, becoming charged with the rare oxygen of challenge. Girls were not taught to challenge. They were taught that most things were beyond their understanding and that they should blindly follow tradition. They were taught that the authors of scholarly books were not mere men, as we know them, but that their scholarship and piety put them on a level of unquestioning infallibility, which was filtered down into the male rabbi/teacher of the moment. The girls watched Batsheva with a mixture of horror and awe, the way they would have watched an aerialist in a circus performing without a net.

Rabbi Silverman, patient man, teacher of girls, was not used to vigorous questions, to challenges where his ready answers were not accepted. “It is such a great blessing to be able to reach spiritual heights, that it was worth it,” he repeated somewhat lamely. “Now let’s go on to something else.”

“But,” Batsheva persisted, “what was the point—?”

“Batsheva,” he said, a little more loudly than necessary, “we need to go on.”

She slumped forward in her seat, tapping a sharp pencil in rhythm on the desk. The question of existence was occupying her lately, along with her need for a new spring wardrobe and a haircut. She was at the age when her mind pondered everything—from the meaning of the universe to the cause for certain pimples—with equal interest and urgency. Partly she was interested in Rabbi Silverman’s explanation, and partly she enjoyed exercising her privilege of baiting him. The other girls, most of whom lived within a few blocks of the school, had parents who were called in regularly if a girl acted up. Being a boarding student allowed her to do pretty much as she pleased, even though on occasion (like the time Rabbi Fuchs found the copy of Women in Love hidden in the Hebrew grammar text during class) they resorted to long-distance phone calls. But her father usually backed her up anyway.

He was in favor of scholarship and when she had explained Women in Love was a classic, even though it was written by D. H. Lawrence, who had also written Lady Chatterley’s Lover, he had told the school that his daughter was getting special tutoring in English and not to worry.

School was ending. The air was thick with the heat of promise. She slipped her hand discreetly inside her collar and caressed a downy shoulder. She was a woman. She had carried that secret around with her quietly for some months, almost bursting with it, not knowing what would happen, but positive it was a bomb, or fireworks, ready to go off. She looked at the girls around her with affection, and a little contempt. Most of them would be married by this time next year, to short local boys who wore black-rimmed glasses and black felt hats. They would work to support their husbands, allowing them to study all day in the yeshivah until the children came. Then their husbands would find work as rebbes in Brooklyn yeshivahs, or join the family business. They would never leave Brooklyn, except, perhaps, for the Bronx or Queens. She felt her eyes moisten with sadness. They would never see California.

She, too, would marry. But not so soon. She had so much to do, to learn. And the man she married would be…she shivered. She could not imagine. But special, so special.

Batsheva Ha-Levi. She was the one exception to the rule. Her intelligence, her beauty, her sweetness of character (her father’s money) would save her from their fate.

 

There had never been a time in her life when Batsheva Ha-Levi hadn’t felt herself special—not necessarily better—but simply irreconcilably different from everyone else, even those who shared her religion and friendship. It was a feeling that grew strong within her long before she understood anything about wealth or beauty or any of those things that set one human being apart from others as an object of envy or admiration in any society. Perhaps it stemmed from her mother’s unconditional, solicitous love; her father’s assumption that she was not like other daughters, other girls. Or perhaps it was simply a condition unavoidable to any American-born, Orthodox Jewish girl living within and yet totally outside of the culture and norms of the country of her birth.

In the bustling New York neighborhood where she had spent the greater part of her childhood, Orthodox Jews were a significant minority. There were synagogues and shteibels on every street; Orthodox day schools and yeshivoth; strictly kosher bakeries, pizza shops, and butchers whose storefronts boasted signs in Hebrew. There, she and her friends felt at home building little wooden booths on Succoth, dancing with the Torah through the streets on Simchat Torah. As for those who passed by and looked at them queerly, who were they but foreigners?

But the older she got, the more she realized how artificial her world was. She was on an island, in a little golden ghetto. The great floodwaters of the outside world, which her parents and teachers fought so vigilantly to keep at bay by forbidding television, allowing only Disney movies, and carefully monitoring her every waking hour, trickled in anyway through a thousand tiny cracks.

As young as three or four, Batsheva saw Santa Claus on every street corner and begged passionately to be allowed to sit on his knee. She saw shop windows filled with delicious chocolate Easter eggs and yellow marshmallow bunnies and cried miserably to have a taste. She saw little girls in their white communion dresses, with perfect little hats and gloves, and pleaded in frustrated longing to be just like them.

But the way a child gets used to his mother’s cooking, no matter how bland or incredibly spicy it might be, so that nothing else can quite satisfy his hunger and give him the same feeling of well-being, so Batsheva accepted the life of her parents as the norm against which all things must be measured. By the age of five, used to her parents’ steadfast denials, she learned to look at all these things the way a tourist might look at the wares of an exotic and alien race somewhere far away from home: with curiosity and admiration, but with a lack of desire to actually take anything home.

Thus, while Santa Claus remained appealing, along with the beautifully decorated trees and the sparkling heap of presents, the idea of such things suddenly appearing in her living room next to her father’s bookcase of Talmuds and her mother’s silver candlesticks seemed as ludicrous and frightening as Santa Claus suddenly putting on a yarmulke and talking Yiddish.


By age six, she had learned to pass judgment on everything, tagging it as something that belonged either to “our way” or to “their way,” a process of selection that became as natural and automatic to her as breathing. “Their way” was Friday-night car rides and drive-in movies; “our way” was the hushed, candlelit quiet of a contemplative and joyous Sabbath dinner. “Their way” was Saturday-morning cartoons, washing the car, going to the beach; “our way” was putting on beautiful clothes, going to the synagogue, reading and talking.

The Sabbath was in many ways a day of “don’ts”: don’t turn on the lights, don’t turn on the radio, don’t use the car, don’t draw (even with your finger on a moist window), don’t tear or cut, don’t handle money (that meant no bus rides, no movies, no eating out); don’t cook, wash, or clean; don’t answer the phone…the list went on and on. And while many of her friends freely admitted they found the Sabbath day something of a tedious bore, Batsheva never did.

Sitting at her father’s side in the men’s section of the synagogue long after most girls her age had been banished behind the grillwork partition with the women, she found magic in the emotion-filled chanting of prayers, in the sudden emergence of the holy Torah scroll covered in velvet and gold braid and a silver shield. She loved watching the way the light bounced off the tinkling silver bells that decorated its wooden handles, the incredible reverence in the hands of the men as they lifted it up before the congregation. The sudden unveiling of the stiff, yellowish parchment inscribed by hand with the ancient and sacred words of God never failed to raise a field of goosebumps down her arms and to lift the little hairs at the back of her neck. And while the other women and girls had to content themselves with kissing their fingertips and pointing them in the direction of the Torah, she, lifted in her father’s strong arms, was able to reach out and actually, thrillingly, touch the scrolls themselves as they passed around the men’s section, cradled securely in the arms of the synagogue’s most respected men.

Some of her earliest and happiest memories involved Sabbath afternoons. Sitting in her father’s lap, the back of her head pressed into his shoulder, she never tired of listening to his patient retelling of the stories of the Torah, which were as beloved and familiar to her, as firmly entrenched in the life of her imagination, as Cinderella, Snow White, and the Three Pigs were for other children. Rachel and Leah, Sarah and Abraham, were as close and real to her as her parents, her friends.

Her favorite story was Akedat Yitzchak, the near-sacrifice of Isaac. The shivers would run down her spine imagining kind old Abraham, who had waited so long for a child, holding his cherished son’s hand and leading him away to be sacrificed because God had asked him to. She imagined the old man’s terrible sadness and fear and yet his brave steps forward. She imagined the boy’s trusting eyes fixed upon his father, his faith never wavering even as he laid himself flat upon the rock and waited. And because she knew it would all end well because God was good and hated cruelty of any kind, and that father and child would get all the credit without actually sacrificing anything, the story always made her happy.

She loved those instances in the Bible where people took flying leaps of faith headlong into the fearsome unknown and God was always there, like a good father, His arms outstretched to catch them: the children of Israel plunging headfirst into the swollen waters of the Red Sea; Daniel in the lion’s den; Moses defying Pharaoh. Not only did they all come through unscathed, but they were also showered with rewards. All you had to do was believe.

And as she listened to her father, trusting implicitly in every word he said with every ounce of her mind and heart, she sometimes forgot that these were God’s words and not her father’s, imagining that he and God were one, teaching her how to be wise and good, directing her steps and keeping her from all harm.

Most of all, she loved the Sabbath day because as long as she could remember, it had been her day with her father. No matter what he did all week or how much work was left still to be done, by Friday at sundown he put it all behind him, crossing some invisible border from one world into another. In the Sabbath world, there was no such thing as bank overdrafts, unsatisfied customers, lazy workmen, unscrupulous subcontractors. The phone would ring unheeded. He never, under any circumstances, spoke a harsh or saddening word on the Sabbath. For a man who hardly had time to talk to his family during the week, he suddenly had all the time in the world, and he gave it generously to her and her mother.

The Sabbath was a rare day of freedom for her mother, too. In those days of her early childhood, before the wealth had come, bringing with it a house full of servants, she had seen only her mother’s back most of the time: leaning over the stove or sink, bent low to make the beds and wash the floors. But on the Sabbath her mother was even forced to leave the dishes unwashed until after sundown.

Her mother took on a special beauty as she sat wearing her girlish print dresses and little hats in the synagogue. She loved the special timbre of her mother’s voice as she joined her father in singing Shabbat zemirot, and the way her skin glowed in the light of the Sabbath candles. She loved to watch the way her mother’s eyes lit up when her father said the kiddush over wine and how her lips trembled as she sipped the sweet liquid from the silver cup he held for her. It was only then she saw clearly the beautiful, hidden current that flowed so strongly between her parents. It was like static electricity erupting into visible golden sparks on a cold winter’s night. Those moments, and when she saw her father reach over and gently squeeze her mother’s hand, were the only times that she thought of her mother as a person with a separate existence, rather than an appendage to her and her father, simply “Ima.”

It was difficult not to take her mother for granted. She was always there, hovering at their elbows at mealtime lest they not take enough to eat or take too much and injure their health. She carefully doled out the portions, making sure he and Batsheva got the most succulent slices of roast beef, the tenderest morsels of chicken. And only when her father decisively put down his fork and knife and announced: “I’m not eating another bite until you sit down,” did her mother finally take her place by the table, taking whatever was least desirable and leaving the rest for them as second helpings. Batsheva, looking at her father, very early adopted his attitude of helpless exasperation with her mother’s rather silly self-sacrifice. It was only many years later that she understood it for what it was: the misdirected outpouring of a simple heart overflowing with boundless love.

Mrs Fruma Ha-Levi had been the baby of the family, the youngest of a second marriage. Her mother, like the woman who had mothered her older half-sister, had died young, weakened by inhaling steaming pots of boiling laundry and beating endless city dust from rose-patterned pillows, finally killed by the poisons in the rank tenement air.

One of Fruma’s earliest memories was that of her sister looking down at her with contempt, finding new specks of dust where she had been entrusted with polishing, streaks of moisture on plates given her to dry. It had taken years for her to see her sister honestly; not as a bully but a frightened girl just a few years older than herself, with a household and small child thrust into her young, unready hands. Her sister had hardened simply to keep from dissolving. It had taken great courage.

But time somehow hadn’t made her any kinder to herself. She remained convinced she was hopelessly incompetent, impossibly deficient. Sometimes she would admit grudgingly that she had always been a good student. Her teachers, especially the kind old rabbis who had taught her to read Hebrew and say the daily prayers, had praised her for learning so quickly. In rare moments of insight, she was even willing to admit that it was not lack of intelligence but rather lack of confidence, a timidity, that made her seem and feel simple, even stupid. She lived in constant dread that her husband and child would see her with her sister’s eyes.

As a young girl she had dreamt few dreams, made few plans. Only once she had envisioned herself walking through the desert in a beautiful flowing gown like the queen of Sheba, gaining comfort from the dream’s impracticality. It was so far removed from reality it gave her nothing to strive for, to fail at. Her father, a butcher, had been a grim and humorless man who had taken out his frustrations over losing two wives and being left with only daughters by hacking away at meat with unnecessary vigor. She had never been pious enough for him. Never obedient enough. Never clever enough. His eyes registered a chronic disappointment when they looked at her, saying: “Never mind. You wouldn’t understand.”

And so the first time she had looked up over the bloodstained counter in the butcher shop and her eyes had met those of Abraham Ha-Levi, she had felt herself the poor girl in a fairy tale face-to-face with the handsome prince who embodied her only hope. And even though he had courted her and married her—with no ulterior motive she could ever see—still, the feeling had remained that his attraction and love was undeserved good fortune capable of vanishing any moment in a puff of smoke.

Her husband was in many ways like a wonderful father. He never criticized, but always smoothed things over, accepting her shortcomings, never pushing her beyond herself. In the early days of their marriage, the house had been a shambles, the result of having promised herself, never again, as long as she lived, to dust, polish, or dry a thing when out from under her sister’s thumb. And he had accepted the chaos, as he had accepted her cooking, night after night of over-cooked, if not downright burnt, meatballs and dry stew. After a hard day’s work, he had patiently dusted off the shelves, washed the morning and afternoon dishes, done the laundry, until finally his love had broken her down, the way her father’s and sister’s criticism never could.

She had taken up her dustcloth, her mop and broom the way an artist takes up his paints and brushes, in joy and determination. She had bought every cookbook, studying them as if for a degree, practicing endlessly to perfect the most savory kugels, the lightest cakes, the most succulent gefilte fish. Her reward had been his few words of praise and the knowledge that she, for all her shortcomings, was able to take care of him and make his life easier. She never dreamt of being an equal partner to him—he was beyond her from the first, a brilliant, handsome man who had impossibly fallen in love with her. Whatever position she held in his life, as long as it enabled her to be near him, to care for him, was good enough.

When Batsheva was born, after the years of heartbreaking childlessness, she looked at her from the first as a tiny version of the man she loved, a being superior to her in every way. She left discipline and instruction completely in his hands. And when her husband and her daughter disagreed, she stepped back and watched in helplessness and wonder, the way a simple jury member might contemplate the clash of two brilliant and learned lawyers.

Because of this attitude, Fruma Ha-Levi exasperated her daughter in other ways as well. For example, for as long as Batsheva could remember, there had been Sunday-afternoon outings that her mother consistently refused to join. “You two go,” her mother would urge, making a little shooing motion with her hands. “What do I understand about such things? Go, go. Enjoy yourselves.”

Thus, while her friends spent their Sundays with their parents at the Bronx Zoo or Brooklyn Botanic Gardens, she and her father would explore the Metropolitan Museum, the Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim and Whitney, as well as fine little uptown and SoHo galleries.

At first, Batsheva had held on to her mother’s hand and tugged her, but later she came to accept her refusal as inevitable and even desirable. She had her father all to herself for a few precious hours. With him as her guide, she explored a whole world her friends knew and cared nothing about. He did not lecture her, but she learned from his silent pauses and lingering attention, his expressions of skepticism or total admiration, how to appreciate the finest in art, sculpture, and photography; what was really a masterpiece and what was merely novel and pretentious. She learned to follow his footsteps carefully.

Her friends were sensible, practical girls who admired tangible things. To them, a fine mohair sweater or a pair of calfskin gloves were beautiful. Even a pretty oil painting might capture their imagination as they envisioned it over the couch, matching the rug.

By the age of nine, Batsheva already perceived the unbridgeable gap between herself and almost everyone she knew. For all her senses were constantly honed and the world around her was a completely different place from the one her friends saw. They would never even notice the light hitting an old door, dissecting it into a symmetry of shapes, which brought the sting of wondrous tears to her eyes.

And the more she learned to admire the skilled hand, the wise eye of the artists and photographers she loved, the more she began to perceive the world as a giant canvas and God as the greatest artist of all. So that later, when she finally learned about Darwin, the idea was as absurd and incomprehensible to her as the suggestion that the Mona Lisa had come about because a few cans of paint had accidentally tipped over and dripped their colors onto a chance canvas.


And with every beautiful thing she saw for the first time, her love for Him grew—filling her with an ache of gratitude for simply being alive and bearing witness. It was a love that had nothing to do with pleasing parents and teachers, that owed nothing to periodic school brainwashings and rabbis’ speeches. It was secret and independent, and it informed the core of her being.

Often she longed for a sister or a brother who would understand. Or at least a cousin. But as an only child of a mother and father whose relatives were all dead, she had no one but her parents. And really, not even both of them since only her father understood her completely. Her mother, in giving her love and approval so unconditionally, had relinquished her role as teacher. In many ways, she was her father’s “creation,” the product of his instruction. However, her mother’s love gave her enormous confidence and independence. There was simply nothing she could ever do to lose it. She sensed early that this was not the case with her father.

She perceived, however, in the growing gap between her and her friends, that her father had actually given her the dispensation to go her own way. Once, perversely, she had written a composition describing the beauty of an altarpiece she had seen at the Metropolitan. Not surprisingly, a shocked Rebbitzen Finegold had ripped it to shreds: “Anything used for idol worship cannot be beautiful,” the woman had said severely. When Batsheva related the story to her father, she forced a few tears but not enough to blur her seeing quite clearly—and with triumphant satisfaction—his dismissive wave of the hand, as if dealing with an insect too insignificant to squash. By age ten, tired of battling, he had switched her to a different elementary school: “One where they will teach you more than Bible stories and how to make challah dough,” he told her dryly.

There she met an American-born crowd of American-born parents who felt traditional religious girls’ schools were too heavy on morality, self-sacrifice, and modesty and too light on social studies, English, and math. They were parents who expected their daughters to learn trigonometry and pass the Regents; parents who longed for sons who would be Talmud scholars and doctors, and daughters who would go to Brooklyn College and become rabbis’ wives and teachers in the public school system. The teachers were Israelis who spoke crisp modern Hebrew, saying “To-rah,” not “Toy-reh” “galut,” not “gah-lus,” in sharp distinction to the Old World, European rabbi-teachers of the school she had left.

And although she felt a palpable lessening of pressure to dress, behave, and think in certain limited ways, she still felt left out. She began to resent her father’s silent insistence that she was different and begged to be taken to amusement parks and playgrounds, insisting that her mother come along as well. But then, after tramping around in the grass, a few stomach-turning hurtles down the roller-coaster, she became bored and listless and eager to return to the old pattern of her Sundays, finally accepting the irrevocable fact that, like Eve in the garden of Eden, her eyes had been opened and there was no turning back.

 

When she was thirteen years old, she looked through the grillwork partition in the synagogue and discovered boys. Actually, the boy. Despite her very sheltered life, and her ignorance about the mechanics of love, when she found him, she felt the thrills, the budding sexual joy, as deeply as any girl who ever screamed for Elvis. She sat back, glad for the first time for the partition that kept her face suffused in shadows, allowing herself to study him the same way she had noticed women like her mother studying his father, the rabbi: with serious pleasure.

The rabbi had three sons. The youngest was the best looking—with black hair and blue eyes and flashing white teeth. Looking back on it later, she could not understand why she hadn’t paid more attention to him. Perhaps it was the genuine friendliness of his manner, which seemed callow, even brotherly. Ah, but it was not a brother she wanted. Although she did not attend coed synagogue youth groups, her friends who did described with despair the jolly platonic kidding with boys that was their meager substitute for romance. All the girls she knew were besieged, enfolded, asphyxiated by brotherly love.

The middle son had no looks at all. But his imperfections—the long, pale face, the rounded shoulders, the weak body, and especially, the prominent, black-framed glasses—were just those things that made men attractive to many Orthodox girls, the way leather jackets and college-letter sweaters attracted other girls. They were proof of long, relentless hours spent hunched over, studying the Talmud in sunless yeshivah halls.

For religious girls, whose final status was to be determined solely by their husbands’ achievements, marrying such a scholar, who might himself rise to head a yeshivah, meant reaching the highest rung of all. And although the girls in Batsheva’s world might in a pinch have considered a doctor, lawyer, or CPA who learned Talmud on evenings and weekends, they would do so only after a recognition of failure.

The way other girls trained to be nurses, Batsheva and her friends endured minor fast days, praying with parched lips to raise their spiritual level to be worthy of such men. They endured hardships to be worthy of receiving a life of even greater hardship. For they knew that if they succeeded, it would mean years of supporting a husband as he slaved through long days of explicating endless Talmudical minutiae. They imagined working at two jobs to earn a living, happily taking the burden of earning a living off his shoulders.

Their reward, as they saw it, would be to sit by him in the evening, after the six or seven little ones were in bed, to be regaled with brilliant discussions on intricate points of law. Their home would become a meeting place for the wise, and with his help and inspiration, they too would scale new spiritual heights.

However, although his clear blue eyes and deep tan were a silent reproach, Batsheva never wavered in her love for the rabbi’s eldest son. For aside from his elegant tall body, his black wavy hair and confident manner, that which set him apart, lending him a glamour and renown that reached far beyond their little community, was that he sang. He had, in fact, composed several songs incorporating the words of Hebrew liturgical poetry. The tunes were slow, mournful ditties that picked up speed by the second chorus and ended on a note of rousing hysteria. A few even had echoes of Baez and Dylan.

At one point, it was rumored, he had formed his own band, a group that combined biblical verses with a bazouki beat. Some even said they had seen him and his band on a late-night talk show on a local television station. They called themselves The Singing Scholars. But the rabbi soon put an end to that: He forbade him to appear on television again and severely limited his live appearances. Batsheva understood the reasoning: Anything unrelated to Torah learning was a waste, a sin. But it made her wonder, for the first time, in her heart of hearts, if the rabbi knew what he was doing.

She wanted him to be a star. She longed for it, feeling his success would leaven her days, which were heavy with memorizing the constitutional amendments and long passages from the Book of Kings.

More and more, she felt the onus of proving her worthiness weigh on her. Would he want a college girl? Or would he shun one who had ventured so far into secular knowledge, endangering her purity? But then, would he look down upon a mere Hebrew Teachers’ Seminary graduate as an unsuitable partner to his own brilliance? The ideas went around and around in her head, giving her no peace. It was, she decided finally, bright intellect he sought. A woman who could quote effortlessly from the Bible and Code of Jewish Law. Someone who could pitch a heavy conflict between Rashi and Maimonides with the best of them. And so she slaved through the short bitter winter, allowing her unfounded convictions on his beliefs, desires, and preferences to shape her future, convinced she was molding herself for him in the end.

Walking out of the synagogue when he was near, she didn’t even dare to glance in his direction, her heart beating so loud she held her palms over it to lessen the sound. But when she was safely home, she kicked herself for being a coward and searched for any excuse to walk past the rabbi’s house, terrified yet aching with desire to catch a glimpse of him through the windows or on the porch. She practiced for hours in front of mirrors just how to faintly turn her head, allowing just a ghost of a smile, should he actually notice her. And when she did see him, how she floated on his image, agonizing over how she had looked to him, until she began to hate her imperfections, to loathe the poor material she had to work with to form (oh, hopeless dream!) a package able to tempt him who was perfection.

Sometimes her reward was not actually seeing him, but hearing the music of his guitar drift out from the living room into the street. He had a high voice, a disappointment, although she would never admit it to herself. His face and his body demanded his father’s sonorous alto, yet he had inherited his mother’s rather nasal whine.

And then, one Sabbath morning, as she sat in worshipful concentration, she looked up and noticed the faces of other girls pressed into the partition, their gaze rapt, their heads turned in the same unmistakable direction as her own. Looking at them, some of them high-school girls with lipstick, and others even younger than herself, all their youthful hope and desperate longing so clearly and pathetically revealed, she began to see herself more clearly. The ache did not go away, nor did the longing. But its sharpness dulled. Soon after, her parents moved her to California. By the time she returned to New York to enter the Bais Sarah High School, he was already engaged. The girl, she had it on the best of word, was a beautiful redhead, barely seventeen, who hadn’t even graduated from high school.

 

Her last week in high school passed like a dream—the hugs from her friends and the people she boarded with; the giggles and promises to write reminiscent of a send-off to home from summer camp. Only when she said good-bye to her old teacher did she feel some door pitifully and joyfully clang shut. She had learned all he could teach her, but there was still that ocean out there she wanted to know. But when the plane lifted off, taking her home to California, she felt the heavy sadness, the seriousness of Brooklyn and Bais Sarah lift from her shoulders. Like a bird fleeing the winter and winging its way south, she already felt the warmth of the sun dispelling all unpleasant thoughts. I will sleep and swim in the pool, she told herself, and read and read and read…

 

Batsheva leaned back into the hot fragrant grass and wiped the tears from her eyes. “Anna, Anna,” she cried. “Why?” But she knew why. Life with Karenin, his cold hands all over her body. She shuddered. And to be severed from one’s child forever. But still, to throw oneself under a train? Heavy metal tearing one’s flesh apart, crushing one’s skull? But after death there was heaven, peace. Still, it was a mortal sin to take one’s life. Perhaps Anna knew this but felt she had lived enough. What was life really, without Vronsky, without passion? Of course she only knew about passion from books: Marjorie Morningstar, Women in Love, Lady Chatterley’s Lover (no one must ever find that book, hidden between her atlas and a heavy history text).

She slipped her hands up the long sleeves of her silk nightgown, rubbing her smooth young flesh sensuously. She knew no men other than her father and the rabbis in school who had taught her Torah, Prophets, Talmud, and Mishnah. She enjoyed studying, but for a long time she had not been able to concentrate on such things. She had persevered because she was unable to confess to her father that she was no scholar, but simply a teenage girl who needed a man’s arms around her, his lips on hers. Yet she was revolted by the thought of any man touching her.

How shocked her father would be if he could look inside his neat, obedient little girl and see the bubbling turmoil of confusion. How strange it was. One day she had been playing with dolls, and the next…She was ashamed and stimulated by her feelings, and tired of denying them. How would it be, she wondered, to have a man’s body on hers? Would it hurt? None of the books said that it did, except Marjorie Morningstar admitted, “Shock shock, then terrible humiliation.” But she couldn’t quite believe that could be true.

The coming together of a man and woman was a holy thing, after all. God had chosen this way of replenishing the earth. God did everything so elegantly, with such an exquisite attention to detail. She knew this from studying the flowers in the garden and watching the morning sky, all mauve and pink and orange. So beautiful. But God had looked at all this, His ideas, His wonderful sense of color and design put into action, and had said merely that it was good. Not great. Not fantastic. Just good. But when He had looked at man and woman together, He had said it was “very good.” So you could just imagine.

But that was her problem—she couldn’t imagine, and the Bible—source of all truth, to be relied upon where other books were not—was very vague on details. “He came in unto her.” Ruth uncovered Boaz’s feet on the threshing floor. Between the lines, though, hadn’t Leah and Rachel fought over their time with Jacob, trading things to get an extra night? So it must be very…Would he crush you with his weight—ugh, fat men were awful! Even if one shouldn’t judge by outside appearances, if souls were unconnected to the appearance of the body, still, one wouldn’t ever want to get into bed with a fat man. You’d have to be on a very high spiritual level to do that.

As she thought, the wind picked up strands of her black silken hair and blew them across her face. Someone standing above her looking down would have stopped breathing for a moment, she was so very young and lovely. The light dappling her head turned her hair a bluish black, like a raven’s. It was her one great, evil vanity, she thought. It was down to her waist and it took her hours to comb it and to pin it up primly every morning. But now, alone in the house except for the servants, she let it hang down in a thick silken scarf, caressing her back and hips.

She was sure about her hair, but not her face. It bothered her that she did not have the picture-perfect features of a cheerleader. Her nose was nicely pointed and small. But her eyes were odd, remarkable, such a strange color—so light blue they were almost white. A magical color, Elizabeth had assured her, that people stared at and got lost in. But maybe she was just being kind. Elizabeth was awfully kind.

Elizabeth was really beautiful. Shining strawberry-blond curls, large googly green eyes. Very womanly. Sexy. Like Marilyn Monroe. She was her idol, her mentor.

She lifted her hand to her cheek and felt the heat of the California sun turning the skin a soft glowing pink. She pointed and stretched her long slim legs and toes so that her nightgown fell down around her hips, exposing her legs. They were so pretty, she thought, the slim ankles, the slightly rounded calves. Her waist was sweet too.

She sat up, hugging herself. She was so pretty, any man would surely love her. An ache began inside her, a familiar unquenchable longing. She jumped up and ran toward the grotto and the kidney-shaped pool with its Greek columns and fountains, ran as if she were being chased by demons, and jumped headfirst into the water.

When she came up, subdued and ashamed, she looked around carefully. Ima would have a fit. She would get a lecture on maidenly modesty, “kavod bas melech penima—the honor of a king’s daughter is within.” Whatever you wanted to do—that’s what they told you—parents, teachers. Don’t go out into the street yourself. Don’t expose yourself through revealing clothes. Don’t dance, don’t sing, don’t…bring attention to yourself. But she wanted everyone to look at her, didn’t they understand! She was eighteen, and ravishing, and without a lover! Oh, Vronsky, Vronksy, she whispered passionately, then giggled, rushing to the pool dressing room. The wet silk clung to her like a second skin.

“A wet T-shirt contest at the holy Ha-Levis’! My dear child, you have made my day. In fact, you’ve made my life!”

“Elizabeth!” A blush spread to Batsheva’s face and she crossed her arms to cover her breasts. Then, seeing the other girl’s face break into a wide grin, she giggled. “I forgot about our lesson.”

“You break my heart, dear infant.” Twenty-two years of age, Elizabeth loved to play the role of wise older woman. She couldn’t help it with Batsheva. Even though there was only a few years’ difference between them, the girl was such an innocent she seemed like a little kid. Bubble boy, she called her privately, brought up in a golden cocoon, wrapped in cotton wool.

“I’m so glad you’re here. I need to talk to you desperately.”

Always melodrama, Elizabeth thought. And for a kid who wasn’t allowed to watch soap operas. “Anna Karenina. Why, why did she do it?”

“Russians are given to dramatic gestures of vodka-soaked intelligence,” she said mildly, leaning back the full length of the lounge chair and sliding her open notebook over her eyes to shield them from the sun. I’m even beginning to sound like him, she thought. A Graham MacLeish clone. A tan, that was what she needed. An all-over, no-suit-marks tan by 9 P.M.

“Seriously, Elizabeth,” Batsheva laid an urgent, earnest hand on the older girl’s relaxed arm, “don’t you think she had no other choice? I mean, it was either Vronsky and no child or Karenin and his cold, old hands. But it was such a terrible, mortal sin.”

Desperate. Mortal sin. Novels had not improved her vocabulary in the proper direction, Elizabeth decided. Oh well. She peered at her sideways through slit-opened eyes. Why, there were tears in her eyes, the little dope! Reluctantly, she moved herself into a less comfortable and more serious position.

“Oh, it was much worse than a sin, which can be delicious, my child. It was plain dumb. If women killed themselves over every missing link of the male gender they screwed, there would be no continuation of the human race as we know it.” Oops, forgot where I was. Screw is not an acceptable word in the Ha-Levis’ home. They had no television. Batsheva went to very select movies that Ha-Levi Elder personally screened before she was allowed to see them. She had never even been to the theater or a ballet. The school she went to was about the same as St Mary’s, except it was full of rabbi-teachers, instead of nuns.

They certainly had gone far afield from the original topics of study: diagramming sentences, pluperfect subjunctives. She had begun tutoring the girl on the finer points of grammar as a way of earning food money. She had been an English literature freshman at UCLA and Batsheva a ninth grader. Without realizing it at first, the lessons had gotten off the track and they had wound up learning literature: D. H. Lawrence, E. M. Forster, Joseph Conrad, Virginia Woolf, Henry James…anybody the snobbish, wonderful, exquisite Professor MacLeish had pronounced worth reading. Blond Viking with the Oxford accent.

And always, the tutoring sessions had gone beyond the books and they had wound up discussing philosophy, boys, makeup, Elizabeth’s latest live-in. Sometimes she felt the girl was living vicariously through her. Talk about strict parents! Compared to old man Ha-Levi, Elizabeth’s old man, with his belt and his drinking and his 12 P.M. curfews, looked like Robert Young. She felt sorry for the poor kid.

To be fair though, the guy had always been nice to her, even though she knew he disapproved of her close relationship with Batsheva and the books that she gave the girl to read. Why he hadn’t fired her (thank the Lord, because the money was paying for room and board: He was a generous man) was a mystery to his credit. But he gave her, rationally or irrationally, the willies. Bearded patriarch in his thousand-dollar funeral suits. Jews. She didn’t understand them, didn’t feel fully comfortable with them. There weren’t any Jews in Cortland, California, pear center of the nation. Just good Methodists and Presbyterians. Even Episcopalians were considered strange.

She had gotten to know many at UCLA. A few times she had even been the shiksa at boys’ homes, enduring their parents’ fake cordiality. Don’t steal my precious boy, designing Gentile! It was a role she could do without. But most of them had been nothing like the Ha-Levis. It was hard to believe they practiced the same religion. There had been ham sandwiches for dinner with a glass of milk. Golf games on Saturday mornings. One day a year in the synagogue for Yom Kippur.

It wasn’t that the Ha-Levis were stricter, “orthodox.” They lived a whole different life that went far beyond food and weekends. Every single minute they were awake, there was some other rule they had to keep. They had blessings to recite over everything that went into their mouth. And there was precious little that could go in: Meat had to be from a kosher butcher, even the milk had to come from cows that were specially watched. They prayed three times a day, at least the old man did. Batsheva every morning. It was as if the house itself were some kind of a tabernacle and every movement was part of a religious ceremony. Wake up, wash your fingertips in ritual water three times each. Say morning prayers. Blessings over breakfast, before and after. Kiss the prayer box hanging on the doorpost as you leave the room or enter it…You didn’t visit God when you needed something. You carried Him around with you every moment of the day. And He was heavy.

“Don’t you ever feel like you’re trapped? Don’t you ever feel that you’d like to run away with the chauffeur and have a Big Mac at McDonald’s with French fries and a Thick Shake?” she had asked Batsheva early on in their relationship, with reckless disregard for getting the ax if the old man overheard.

“You don’t understand, Elizabeth. It’s not my parents who are asking me to do this. It’s God. Jews have been chosen to be holy. In what they eat, how they dress, how they behave…”

“You really believe that, huh?”

In answer, Batsheva had brought out some photographs of a snake she had taken at the San Diego Zoo. Very nice shots. Child had a great eye.

“You see those diamonds—how perfectly they’re shaped, how beautiful the pattern is? There has to be a God, don’t you see?”

Faith, clear-eyed and unquestioning. Blessing or curse?

Remembering, she sat up and looked at Batsheva, narrowing her green eyes—the clear, appraising eyes of a smart country girl come to the big city.

There was something truly fine about Batsheva, Elizabeth thought with just a touch of envy. A delicacy of feeling that made her sympathize with everyone. She was the type who would have become a Mother Teresa, washing off lepers’ hands. There was something really sincerely undesigning and young about her, and not just a veneer to please parents and teachers. She was clean in mind, body, and spirit like a young athlete.


She had also been young like that. Pear Princess in Cortland. Summer prom dresses. Let Bats out of her bubble and into the real world to claw after love, money, friends, and we’d see how far her innocence lasts. She admitted to herself that she loved city life with all the honest greediness of a child in a candy store. Like a tame lion thrown back into the wild, she had made some dangerous escapes and learned some hard lessons about the price of living in the jungle.

At first she had been attracted to men with chiseled features and square jaws wearing raw-silk business suits. But as soon as she got close to them her heart would slow down, her eyes narrow and clear, her nose sniffing out bullshit the way only a country girl’s can. She was too smart and too sincere herself to settle for facades. Her mother’s honest Methodism: “Rather a sincere insult than a false compliment.” Yes, Mama.

She was looking for someone better than the rough, slow-talking boys she had grown up with, and with her instinct she realized these men were not nearly as good. They were like cardboard cutouts. Their needs were basic and predictable. They saw people as disposable, to be used up for their ideas or bodies or connections and then discarded. Oh, they made lots of noise about openness and freedom, but essentially that was it. The women were like that, too.

She had been careful not to be used, but had experimented with using. She had gotten a rich boy to help her find, furnish, and move into an apartment with hints about his sharing it and then had dumped him as soon as the work was over. Other men had helped her in math and science, or gotten her part-time jobs. Her full-breasted figure gave a misleading clue to strangers. It made her seem soft and yielding and simple when in truth she was just the opposite.

She found her meetings with Batsheva a welcome respite from all that. In a way, the girl was like her younger self, the self that still believed in people. A refreshing escape from the real world. She looked at the girl so innocent of her beauty. Voluptuous innocence. It would be so easy for her to go the same way. Thank goodness old Abraham was keeping her under lock and key. Maybe he was not so crazy after all.

“Shameless hussy! Go put some holy clothes on your holy behind so we can do some work. If Daddy sees you like this, he’s sure to chalk it up to my corrupting influence and order thirty lashes.”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about him like that. He’s not so bad.” Her voice had a stiffness in it, a formality.

Uh-oh, as usual, took it too far. Honor thy father and mother. “Sorry.” She clapped two hands over her mouth. “As usual, verbal diarrhea.” She was talking too much. Pure nerves. But it was done. The letter was sitting there, along with faculty announcements and late papers, awaiting his pleasure. White envelope, neat, businesslike. A formal proposal.


Dear Prof. MacLeish,

Four years ago you told me that the university frowned on student-teacher lovers. I wanted to let you know that I am graduating in two days and am therefore no longer a student.

I will wait for you tonight at nine at Fat Henry’s in a corner booth. I will wait a long time.

Sincerely,
 Elizabeth



“You haven’t answered me. Why did she?”

Elizabeth ran exasperated fingers through her hair. “She?”

“Anna!”

“Seriously, if you want my opinion, she did the right thing. Life is just a game. When you lose too many points and back yourself into a corner, the smart thing is just to bow out gracefully. She left with some self-respect. A life with Karenin would have frozen off anybody’s tits. And Vronsky was, in the final analysis, a total ass. They were all using her. It made perfect sense and took courage for her to take control of her life again.”

“By killing herself? Oh, Elizabeth, those cold heavy wheels crushing her face…”

“Messy, but effective.”

“Would you ever do such a thing? I mean, if…”

Sitting in the dark, nursing a drink, fending off the losers hour after hour, watching the door open and close, but it never being him. Going home alone. A stone fell into her stomach, crushing the butterflies. “No. I…don’t think so.” Her face was serious for a moment, losing some of its gay cynicism. “Too much of a coward, I guess. Now, no more delay tactics. To work.”

“All right, but I have to sneak up to get dressed. Wait for me in Aba’s study.”

She had been in the Ha-Levi house countless times, but it had never ceased to amaze her. Unworthy envy, bury your green head, she told herself, looking at the polished brass, the gleaming grand piano. It always reminded her that no matter how far she went, she would always be a country girl, her eyes wide with wonder at the rich people’s banquet. She didn’t like to be reminded.

 

She wasn’t in a good mood when Batsheva came back. The lesson was on Wordsworth. Time and remembrance at Tintern Abbey. You had to be in the right state of mind for old Wordsworth.

“Wordsworth is turning to past experiences as a relief from present stress. For Wordsworth, nature, landscape, is a spiritual restoration,” she read without much interest from her notes. She could almost hear MacLeish’s deep, melodic voice. Impressive as hell. “Nature is the anchor, guard, and guide of all my moral being.”


“I love the Romantics. Wordsworth, Coleridge. They’d understand my snake. They could see God in the diamonds.”

“In a way you’re right. The translucence of the eternal through and in the temporal. What I like about them is this idea of the continuum. Like a rainbow. They believed we are all one great chain of being, interconnected with each other, with nature, and that you have to break the boundaries of the ego and establish a connection with the universe. They believed that we choose what we shall see and hear and what we make of it. They believed that there is an organic, creative principle at work in man, in society, in nature, and God and poetry. It’s a world that’s constantly in flux, a world of becoming, not being.”

“I’m not sure I follow you.”

“Look, the minute you say, ‘I am Batsheva Ha-Levi, religious girl who likes hamburgers and tall men with glasses,’ you are setting limits. This is what I am and what I will always be. The Romantics believed that was the death principle, dejection. But if you say, ‘I am Batsheva and each moment whatever form my life is to take is slowly unfolding within me and will continue to do so,’ when you don’t set any limits but work with this creative principle, you have joy.”

“In other words,” Batsheva said, excitedly, “God can have no world without man, because it’s man’s perception that allows the world to exist. There is no good or evil without man, who must define good by rejecting evil.”

Elizabeth’s jaw dropped. “Very nice. You think of that by yourself?”

Batsheva smiled with modest pleasure. “It’s been on my mind, but you can’t talk about this stuff with teachers, especially rabbi-teachers. But let’s stop now,” Batsheva finally begged her.

“I guess you won’t be needing me any longer, now that you’re off to college yourself.”

The thought hadn’t occurred to Batsheva that these lessons would ever end. And it was not at all certain that that was where she was off to. She had idly browsed through college catalogues she had sent away for secretly. Paris, London. She wanted to learn photography. She wanted to learn Torah and Kabbalah, and how to be a holy person. She wanted to have beautiful babies to cuddle and fuss over. To have her own house with beautiful furniture and to be its undisputed mistress. She wanted a life filled with adventure. Her parents had not spoken to her one way or the other concerning the future, and it made her nervous. We shall see, maideleh, her father had said gently, stroking her head when she asked if she could continue her studies in a seminary and the university. But I must apply now, she had pleaded, but he had turned away with an odd silence. Impulsively, she hugged Elizabeth. “Don’t ever let’s stop seeing each other. Promise me you’ll always be a friend, no matter what.”

Elizabeth hesitated. She believed in words, in their power and obligation. She believed it when someone told her they would talk about love again in four years. Believed that he wouldn’t forget. Sweet little dopes, the two of them. Sisters. She hugged her back. “I promise.”

 

I honor and respect my parents like a good, religious Jewish girl, Batsheva thought. But I don’t understand them. She had studied the Torah, the Mishnah. Her father had even paid for special tutors to teach her Talmud, which girls in Bais Sarah were not considered bright enough to learn. Talmud, the reserve of male scholars, rabbis, contained the basis and rationale for the Law, for all they did.

And what she had learned was that the Law advocated a life of spiritual striving, and yet her parents lived surrounded by exorbitant material wealth next to movie moguls and actresses in Beverly Hills. Yet her father was not like them. He was not a materialistic man or a show-off. He treated their possessions the way she had seen rabbis treat ritual objects—silver wine cups, menorahs—using them simply to make their inner lives more beautiful. The material exalted the spiritual, uplifted it. Still, it was an odd life-style, surrounding yourself with objects only to belittle their intrinsic value. She would have preferred a simpler life, a smaller house. Fewer things.

Her mother had not changed with the wealth. She was still a gentle, quiet balabusta. She woke early and puttered around the house, keeping everything running smoothly, keeping the servants in line, or appreciated, as the case might be. Her mother, over-weight and cheerful, liked nice clothes and seemed to rejoice in the many lovely objects that filled the house. Yet Batsheva always sensed that her mother, too, was uncomfortable in the elaborate setting, that she could not really believe the house was hers. Even religion, Batsheva thought, is Aba’s, and Ima partakes in it, like everything else in the house.

She wondered as she dried her hair and patted the soft, thick towel over her sweet naked flesh, where her father was now and what he would bring her when he came home. It was an old game she had played as a little girl when they had been poor tenants in a roach-infested walkup in the Bronx. She would hear his weary, dejected footsteps on the staircase after a day’s back-breaking labor of bricklaying in the New York sunshine and run down the steps into his wide-open arms. Always, no matter how tired or heartbroken he was from the indignity of his descent into a common laborer, his poverty and his aching bones, always, his face would break into a smile of such happiness and pride. She would squirm out of his caress and slip down to his feet, thrusting her eager small fingers into his pockets, and there, always, no matter how little there was to eat or wear for her parents, there would always be a joyous surprise—chocolate, a wind-up toy, a stuffed animal…

Only on Yom Kippur did he catch her hand in his and look at her with such tormented, fanatical eyes she had never forgotten it. She began to be afraid of him. But he had only kissed her fingers, one by one, and said “I am sorry, Sheva. I promise you, with God as my witness, I will never come to you empty-handed. You are my future, the last hope of the Ha-Levis.” She had had no idea what he was talking about.

He seemed sometimes to have a certain demon behind him that whipped him on to more and greater efforts. And as if he had made a pact with the devil, he seemed to succeed at whatever he tried.

First he was made a bricklaying foreman, and then he quit and got his own team together. With the money he saved, he bought his first piece of property, a burned-out apartment house in a Jewish neighborhood. Miraculously he was able to borrow the money and rebuild it with his own crew.

After that, the presents in his pockets began to change. First there were expensive chocolates in beautiful little boxes, and then tiny jewelry cases with gold, turquoise, emeralds, and tiny diamonds for her ears, throat, and arms.

They moved out to an expensive Riverdale apartment house. She had been happiest then, on the crowded block full of new friends, in the packed, noisy synagogues and shteibels where her father would pray on the Sabbath with other Jews in long black coats, fur-trimmed hats, and silk overcoats.

But her father had known no peace. He isolated himself from the other Jews, modern Jews with three-piece suits and hats. He sometimes took her for Sabbath walks and would nod stiffly to his neighbors. Then his business had prospered and he had disappeared for days, even weeks, traveling all over the country, buying property in Texas and California. And soon he was sending her presents instead of bringing them. And finally he had uprooted them to the West Coast.

They had not believed their eyes when he had driven them up to their new home. It was a palace, she thought. A golden palace. A long road wound up a hill and there at the top in white stucco with a red-tiled roof, overlooking the whole valley, was their house. Behind it was a pool the color of lapis, a deep pool with a grotto and a fountain that sprayed water through the mouths of naked babies and fairies.

She had felt like a princess standing there, surveying the valley. She loved to watch the mountains, never tiring of the view because it was never the same. The mountains would rise up in the clear sunlight, turn pink at dawn and golden at sunset. A deep fog would appear in the valley and she would feel as if she were an angel gazing down from heaven.

But if New York had been an island, a ghetto, California was another planet altogether. There were no neighbors they spoke to. No religious girls her own age to be friends with. And even though Pico Boulevard was full of kosher butcher shops and places to eat, it was a drive, not a stroll. There was no feeling of community, of being part of a little world. And on the Sabbath her father invited nine other men and their wives as guests, usually people her parents’ age, setting up his own little synagogue right in their home. The isolation was awful but at times also beautiful and liberating. No one was looking over her shoulder either.

Since moving to California, she had spent the school year in New York, boarding with a religious family and coming home on holidays. The other girls at Bais Sarah had the same boring lives, she thought. They all thought about boys constantly, but the good girls pretended not to, pretended that they didn’t care about looks at all, as long as he was a scholar and they would be able to support him. Bad girls (herself, Faygie, Chaika) bemoaned their manless existence and wondered if all men had to have hairy chests. They were divided over whether they liked it or not. Esau had a lot of hair, Faygie pointed out. And you know how he turned out.


Faygie had it even harder than she, Batsheva thought. Her father was a butcher and she was his advertisement for being strictly kosher. She had to wear sleeves down to her wrists, winter and summer, and frumpy dresses that fell below her calves. But she would always roll up the skirts at the waist when parents and teachers weren’t looking and push up the sleeves. They discussed for hours ways of getting around not wearing lipstick on the Sabbath. The reason you couldn’t was because it would change the shape of the tube. If, however, before the Sabbath you put some on a piece of wax paper, you would be allowed to kiss the paper and get some color on your lips. But since the “good” boys were all hidden away behind the impenetrable walls of their yeshivahs, it was really all a waste of time anyway, they sighed.

But recently Faygie’s father had arranged an “introduction” for her, and they had discussed it in feverish detail.

“What is it like?” Batsheva had begged her.

“My father brought him home and my mother served tea and cake. And first they talked to him and his parents alone. Then they brought me in and I sat across the table from him and our parents kind of walked into the living room and—”

“Left you alone with him!”

“Well, the door was open, but we could talk.”

“What did you talk about?”

“First I have to tell you this.” At the most dramatic junctures of life, Faygie always had to tell you a joke. It was maddening, but it allowed her to keep her sanity, Batsheva supposed.

“A boy is going to meet a girl and he is terrified so he asks his rebbe: ‘What should I talk about?’ So the rebbe says, ‘My son, talk about food, family, and philosophy.’ So he meets this girl and they sit there. He sort of hems and haws. So he finally asks, ‘Do you like blintzes?’ She shakes her head no. So he hems and haws and says, ‘Do you have a brother?’ Again, she shakes her head no. Then he flounders around and remembers—philosophy. ‘If you had a brother, would he like blintzes?’ Seriously, it was pretty boring. He told me what he was learning in Talmud. He talked and talked…”

“And that’s all?” Batsheva had asked in terrible disappointment. But then she had brightened. It wasn’t going to happen to her that way. It was going to be like Ursula and Birkin; like Mellors and Lady Chatterley; like Anna and Vronsky…

A small, invisible organ at the center of her body swore this to her, and she believed it with all of her heart.
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