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This book is dedicated to Mr. Tuvia Main, of beloved memory, and Mrs. Yehudit Main.

Mr. Main, this book is dedicated in your beloved memory. Your life of quiet, selfless kindness showed me what it means to do for others with humility and grace. From the countless times you helped without being asked, to the way you welcomed people into your home, to the way you rushed me across town when I was ill, you modeled goodness as a way of life. The values you lived by left such an impact on me that I hope this dedication conveys what it meant to be a recipient of your kindness.

Mrs. Main, your unwavering support, open heart, and compassionate listening have meant more to me than words can express. You stood beside me without judgment, always ready with understanding, encouragement, and humor. The love and generosity you and Mr. Main shared with me as well as so many others remain in both my mind and heart, never to be forgotten.

May all that you do, and the legacy of Mr. Main’s kindness, continue to spread, burning like a brushfire of good deeds. This book is thereby dedicated to your light and love in this world.
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The apartment always felt the smallest when her mother was in a good mood.

Tonight, it was practically shrinking.

Molly Kahn stood in the doorway of the tiny galley kitchen, watching her mother whirl between the living room mirror and the bedroom like a dreidel with her hairbrush in one hand and a half-unzipped dress in the other, muttering to herself in uneven bursts of excitement.

“Where is my lipstick? The pink one... Molly, did you see it? I just had it. Why is everything disappearing today?”

Her voice was bright, breathless, and fast. A very familiar fast.

Molly ran a hand through her mass of pale-brown curls, ringlets so long and springy they brushed past her shoulder blades, and then she stepped carefully over a pile of laundry her mother had dropped in the hallway. “I think I saw it on the dresser.”

Cheryl Kahn popped into the doorway like she’d been summoned by magic. Her own dark curls, much darker than Molly’s, frizzed around her face in a wild halo. Her dark brown eyes gleamed with a jittery excitement that made Molly’s stomach clench.

“Oh! You’re right, you’re right,” Cheryl said, flinging her arms around Molly in a quick, impulsive hug that smelled like hairspray and nervous sweat. Then she rushed back toward the bedroom. “I’m just a little flustered. It’s the first date I’ve had in months, and he seems perfect.”

Perfect. Molly bit back a sigh.

“What’s his name again?” she asked, following her mother down the hall.

“Patrick.” Cheryl grabbed the lipstick from the dresser triumphantly. “He’s a police officer. Isn’t that wonderful? It doesn’t get any better than that.”

Molly leaned her shoulder against the doorframe, watching as her mother smeared on the lipstick with a shaky hand. The words, it doesn’t get any better than that, sat in Molly’s chest like a barbell. They had felt that way since the first time she heard them, when Mom came in yesterday buzzing like she’d drunk three cups of coffee.

“What do you know about him?” Molly asked. She tried to keep her voice light, but Cheryl’s moods were a tightrope: push her even a little and she snapped, but leave her too much space and she’d float into fantasies she couldn't come down from. Molly lived in the space between, tiptoeing carefully, forever trying to keep them both from falling.

“I know he’s kind,” Cheryl said, “and responsible. He goes to church a lot, so he must be a man with good values.” She dabbed her lips, then smiled proudly at herself in the mirror. “He messaged me on one of my dating apps saying he’d been praying to the Lord to meet someone honest and open-hearted. Isn’t that sweet?”

Molly felt her stomach tighten again. Great.

Molly hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “Ummm, Mom? Does he... know we’re Jewish?”

Cheryl waved a hand, her bracelets clinking. “Oh, Molly, who cares about what religion someone is? It’s not that big of a deal. People don’t even care about things like that anymore.” She said it lightly, but there was an edge of impatience in her voice. That was Molly’s cue to back off. 

“Did he say anything else? Like what he’s looking for? Or maybe where he’s taking you tonight?” Molly kept her tone slow and calm.

Cheryl waved a hand. “Oh, we’re getting dinner somewhere nice, he said. He told me he needs a woman with values. Like a family-oriented type. I told him that’s perfect since I’m raising a daughter. You should have seen how happy he looked when I told him that. It already feels so right.”

Molly blinked. “Mom, you barely know this guy.”

Cheryl turned sharply, her eyes wide and bright. “Molly, don’t start with me. I need this, don’t you understand that? We need this. I need a good man and someone stable. What’s more stable than a policeman who prays?”

Molly did understand. All too well.

Her mother had been cycling upward for two weeks now, sleeping four hours a night, reorganizing the kitchen at 2 a.m., making extravagant plans she’d abandon the next day. And tonight, with the date looming, she was practically electric.

Her psychiatrist had put her on lamotrigine, a mood stabilizer she was supposed to take every day, but Molly had found half the pills in the bathroom trash just two days ago.

If she said anything, Cheryl would deny it. She always denied it when she was riding a high.

“Okay,” Molly said softly. “I just... want you to be safe.”

Cheryl deflated for half a second, a flicker of fear crossing her face. Then she pasted on a smile. “I am safe. He’s a cop, Molly, remember??”

Molly didn’t argue. She definitely knew better. She crossed the small bedroom and began picking up the discarded clothes Cheryl had stepped over a dozen times already. Folding shirts, straightening corners... she focused on the only things that were in her power to fix, trying to make the room calm even when her mother wasn’t.

The apartment, a cramped two-bedroom in a brick building that smelled like old carpet and cigarette smoke threading through the vents, rattled with the sound of the neighbor’s TV. A familiar soundtrack. At the end of the day it was home, in all its patchwork pieces.

They didn’t have much. Her mom’s Medicaid covered appointments that she sometimes bothered showing up for. A Section 8 voucher that made rent barely possible. A father who’d left before Molly’s first birthday, unable to handle Cheryl’s mood swings and hospitalizations. And a synagogue down the street where a Chabad Rabbi, Rabbi Lauferman and his family, would sometimes invite them for Shabbat dinner on Friday night. Those dinners were the only times Molly saw her mother breathe differently, like someone had opened a window in her mind.

Sometimes Molly wondered where she would be without those dinners.

Sometimes she wondered where she’d be without having to be the stable one.

Cheryl slipped her feet into low heels, then turned to Molly and asked, almost shyly, “How do I look?”

Molly swallowed. “Beautiful.”

And she did. Beautiful and fragile, like glass someone had breathed on too hard.

Cheryl beamed, some of her tension smoothing. “I’ll text you when I’m on my way home.”

“Please,” Molly said.

Her mother kissed her cheek, grabbed her purse, and hurried to the door, but stopped dead with her hand on the knob. She gasped, spinning around. “My earrings! Molly, I forgot the gold hoops. I can’t go without them, I’ll look like a hag.”

Before Molly could point out that what she said was untrue, Cheryl had already pivoted and was sprinting back toward the bedroom, her heels clicking a frantic rhythm on the hardwood.

Molly exhaled slowly, sinking onto the couch. She wrapped her arms around a pillow and stared at the blank TV screen, listening to the muffled sounds of drawers slamming in the back. She wondered, more like hoped, that tonight would be okay. That this Patrick would be kind. That her mother wouldn’t mistake attention for devotion, or charm for everlasting love.

That her world wouldn’t drop out from under her feet again like some amusement park ride.

But deep down, Molly had already learned something important:

Whenever her mother said “you don’t get any better than that,” things were about to get worse.

Suddenly, three quick raps rattled the door. 

Molly had barely settled into the quiet when Cheryl’s heels clattered frantically down the hallway.

“Molly!” her mother’s voice pitched high. “Get the door! Oh my G-d, get the door!”

Molly startled upright. “I got it Mom, I got it.” She hurried toward the entrance before Cheryl could spin herself into another frantic loop. Her mother was darting around the apartment again, adjusting the strap of her purse, checking her reflection in the dark TV screen, buzzing like a worker bee.

The three knocks repeated against the wood.

Molly cracked the door open just enough to look through.

Officer Patrick Chieda of the Philly PD was thirty-nine, according to his messages to her mom. He stood in the hallway, his shoulders nearly brushing both sides of the frame. Instead of waiting for an invitation, he leaned one hand high against the doorpost while his eyes slowly traveled over Molly. His smile widened as his gaze drifted from her face down to her shoes and back up again. “Good evening,” he said. His warm voice didn’t match his expression. “You must be Molly.”

He extended a hand. Molly hesitated, something in her skin prickled at the way he stared at her. Refusing felt like making a scene she couldn't justify, so she placed her hand in his.

His grip closed around hers slowly, like the body of a snake. He didn’t let go.

Molly tried to pull back with a polite smile, but his hand stayed where it was, waiting for her to stop trying. Only when her discomfort flickered visibly across her face did he release her slowly.

She swallowed. “Um. Hi.”

Patrick’s smile didn’t move, but something in his eyes sharpened. Hazel, warm in the center, ringed with a strange yellowish edge that made them look lit from inside.

“May I come in?” he asked, even though he had already stepped forward.

Molly opened the door wider, and Patrick stepped past her as if the threshold didn’t exist. He kept his chin level, his eyes sweeping the corners of the ceiling and the shadows in the hallway as he moved. He came to a stop in the middle of the living room and slowly pivoted, his broad frame cutting the small room in half.

He wore a crisp button-down in a deep navy that made his eyes look brighter, sleeves rolled to his forearms, paired with fitted charcoal slacks and polished shoes. 

He paused in the living room, his eyes tracing the path of the worn carpet before settling on the scuffed coffee table. Through the wall, the neighbor’s TV droned on, filling the silence.

Then he sat down, right in the middle of their couch, spreading an arm along the back, perfectly comfortable.

Molly hovered near the doorway.

“Why don’t you sit down?” Patrick asked, patting the cushion beside him. “You can keep me company.”

“I’m okay, but thanks.” She kept her voice polite.

He didn’t take the hint. His gaze slid over her again. “How old are you, Molly?”

“Sixteen.”

He nodded slowly. “You go to Lila Case, right?”

She stiffened. “Yeah.”

“What grade?”

“Junior.”

Patrick held her in a look that made Molly’s skin crawl. She edged backward. “Um... I should probably start studying. I have a math test tomorrow.”

Patrick chuckled softly, shaking his head. “You’ve got plenty of time to study. It’s a little rude to leave a guest all by himself, don’t you think?”

Molly forced a tight smile. “I’m not—I’m not trying to be rude, I just—”

He tilted his head, his smile deepening. “The Bible teaches us, ‘Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.’”

Molly stared at him, unsure what he expected her to say.

“That’s from Hebrews,” he added lightly.

“Patrick!” Cheryl’s voice cut through the room.

She rushed in from the bedroom, breathless and glowing. Her curls had finally settled into some kind of shape, her lipstick perfect except for the faint smudge at the corner where she’d overcorrected. She wore a soft blue wrap dress that hit just below her knees, the fabric pulling a little crooked at the waist, as if she’d tied it in a hurry. The dress fit beautifully even though the overall appearance was a little chaotic. “Hi!” she said, nearly tripping on her excitement. “Finally, we get to meet in person!”

Patrick stood, smoothing his shirt. “Cheryl. You look...” He let his gaze run over her in a slow sweep Molly didn’t like. “Stunning.”

Cheryl flushed, delighted.

“I was just getting to know your daughter,” Patrick said warmly. “You’re very lucky. She’s a beautiful girl. Beautiful like her mother.”

The compliment hit Cheryl like a shot of helium. She practically floated.

Molly felt her stomach twist.

Patrick stepped closer to Cheryl, offering his arm. “Are you ready?”

“Oh—yes! Just—yes.” Cheryl giggled, flustered in the way she got when she was over-the-moon and anxious all at once.

Before they walked out, Patrick turned back to Molly. He laid a hand on her shoulder, his thumb brushing just a bit too close to her collarbone. Molly jerked back without meaning to.

He smiled.

“It was very nice to meet you, Molly,” he said softly. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing a lot more of you.”

Her pulse thudded uneasily.

Then he opened the door, guiding Cheryl out with the same smooth, practiced touch he’d used on Molly’s hand.

“Be careful!” Molly called, because she honestly wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say.

The door clicked shut behind them.

And the silence that followed filled the room with a scream. 
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By the third Friday in a row, Patrick no longer knocked.

Molly noticed it when the lock turned from the outside, followed by the soft click of the door opening.

He asked for a copy of the key the week before, smiling when he did, saying it was just in case, for safety. Cheryl hadn’t hesitated. She’d handed it over like candy, rearranging her life to make room for him.

“I brought roast chicken, vegetables, and brown rice for dinner,” Patrick called, already inside.

He set the containers down on the counter. “Daniel ate only clean food. ‘But Daniel purposed in his heart that he would not defile himself with the king’s meat.’ Discipline strengthens the spirit. We must follow the Lord in all things. That’s from Daniel 1:8.”

We, Molly thought from the couch.

Cheryl hurried out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “You didn’t have to do that Patrick,” she said, bright and breathless. “You’re really spoiling us.”

Patrick smiled. “A man who wants to lead a household should feed it.”

Molly’s stomach twisted.

Patrick caught her looking and tipped his head toward her. “Good evening, Molly.”

“Hi,” she said, flat.

“And what do we say?” he prompted.

She stared at the TV. “Hi, Officer Patrick.”

His smile sharpened with satisfaction. “That’s right.”

Cheryl laughed, a little too high, eager to smooth over the tension. “She’s just being stubborn. Teenagers, you know. It has to be their way or the highway.”

Patrick’s hand rested briefly on Cheryl’s lower back, brushing over her waist. “Structure is good for young women. The Lord loves order.”

He turned back to Molly. “You still haven’t come to services with us.”

Molly stiffened. “I told you. I’m Jewish.”

Patrick waved her response away like smoke. “Christ was a Jew.”

Cheryl nodded quickly like a puppy. “That’s true, Molly.”

“And the Jews are The Lord’s chosen people,” Patrick continued smoothly. “Christianity is the fulfillment, not the replacement. You don’t have to stop being Jewish to accept the truth.”

Molly looked at her mother. “Mom—”

Cheryl smiled at her, glowing with certainty. “Patrick says faith doesn’t have to be so... divided. G-d is bigger than labels.”

Patrick’s eyes stayed on Molly. “The resistance you feel? That’s conviction. Satan doesn’t like to lose his territory.”

Molly’s skin prickled. “I’m not resisting anything or praying to Satan. I just don’t want to pray in a church. I pray in a synagogue.”

Suddenly, the apartment went silent. The quiet was so thick it pressed against Molly’s skin, sliding along her spine and coiling around her bones like a python about to strike.

Patrick set his keys down on the counter, one by one, each click loud in the silence. “Obedience is a discipline,” he said calmly. “Especially for children.”

“I’m not a child. I’m sixteen, Patrick,” Molly replied.

Cheryl laughed too loudly. “Don’t worry about her, she’s just set in her ways.”

Patrick stepped closer. His gaze roamed over her like a predator marking territory. “You call me Officer Patrick,” he said quietly. “You listen when I speak. And you show respect in my presence.”

Molly’s heart hammered. “I haven’t been disrespectful.”

He smiled that same almost-smirk. “We have plenty of time to work on it.”

From the kitchen, the neighbor’s TV thumped through the wall again. A door slammed from an apartment above them.

Cheryl reached for Patrick’s arm. “Let it go Patrick, she’ll come around eventually,” she said gently. “She just needs time.”

Patrick kissed her temple. “Everyone does.”

Molly watched them, frozen. Her instincts screamed like they had weeks ago.

Patrick hadn’t just come into their home. He wasn’t merely visiting.

He was taking over. 

Her fingers twitched toward her phone. She couldn’t stop Patrick from taking over her mother or their apartment, but maybe, just maybe, she could carve out a little space of her own.

Molly picked up her phone, thumb hovering over the keyboard for a moment before typing a text to Rabbi Lauferman’s wife, Chaya.

Hi Chaya, I’m sorry to bother you so late on a Friday. I was wondering if it would be okay for me to come over for Shabbat dinner tonight?

A moment later, her phone pinged.

Oh, Molly! I’m so happy you reached out. Of course! Bring your mother too, we’ll be honored to have you both.

Molly stared at the message, reading it twice. Her chest felt tight with a strange mix of relief and apprehension. She thought of Patrick lounging in her apartment, talking about obedience and discipline, smirking as he leaned over her mother.

My mom can’t come tonight, she typed, fingers hovering before sending.

Chaya: No problem. We’ll see you at 7:15 then. 

Molly exhaled. Relief, like a small balloon, filled her chest. She put her phone down and moved to the bathroom, stripping off her jeans and t-shirt. Water ran warm over her skin as she showered, scrubbing the tension from her shoulders, trying to shake the image of Patrick’s eyes from her mind.

She wrapped herself in a towel, drying her hair before brushing it into its natural long, springy curls. Each ringlet caught the bathroom light as she twisted sections around her fingers, coaxing them into their defined, bouncing shape. She worked methodically, so her hair would fall in soft curls around her shoulders, the light brown catching faint golden highlights.

In her closet, she chose a soft navy skirt that fell neatly to her knees, paired with a pale cream blouse. The blouse was modest, with a higher neckline that covered the collarbone and long sleeves, the fabric smooth and simple. She buttoned it carefully, tucking it into the waistband of her skirt, smoothing it down.

By 6:40, Molly slipped into her shoes, grabbed a small handbag, and checked herself in the mirror. Her reflection showed a composed girl that appeared calm and polite on the outside, but on the inside her heart was racing as if on a track in Daytona Beach. She tapped out a quick text to her mother letting her know she was headed out and would be back by 10:30, then set the phone to silent, tucking it into the handbag. Handbag in hand, she opened the door, stepping out into the evening air.

The city smelled faintly of roasted chestnuts from a street vendor and car exhaust. She walked briskly, her curls bouncing with each step, her skirt swaying gently, until the familiar brick house of the Laufermans came into view. Light spilled from the windows, warm and welcoming, a stark contrast to the tension she’d left behind.

Molly paused for a moment on the front steps, exhaling deeply. The evening promised comfort, normalcy, a reminder that not every world she lived in had creepy, religious freak cops in it. Then she knocked on the door. 

It swung open almost immediately, revealing a boy with short, dark brown hair under a black velvet kipah and a mischievous grin. “Molly!” he said, holding the door wide. “You can come in.”

Laughter and voices tumbled out, someone calling from the kitchen, quick footsteps racing past, a plastic truck sent careening across the floor. Molly stepped inside, lifting her foot to avoid it as the door shut behind her, the noise settling around her, warm and familiar.

“Mom!” the boy called, “Molly’s here!”

Molly followed him into the kitchen. Chaya Lauferman emerged from behind the counter, her black sheitel or wig, perfectly in place, and dark eyes bright as they landed on Molly. Comfortably rounded, she wiped her hands on a dish towel and came forward, filling the narrow space between counter and table as she did. Her smile crinkled the corners of her eyes before she opened her arms, and when Molly stepped into them, she felt an immediate aura of calm.

“Oh, Molly, I am so happy you reached out like you did,” Chaya said, hugging her gently. “It’s always such a pleasure to see you.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Lauferman,” Molly said softly, stepping back.

Chaya guided her to a chair near the kitchen table. “Please, call me Chaya. How’s school going?” she asked, her tone warm.

Molly shrugged slightly. “It’s... okay. Lots of homework.”

“Just okay?” Chaya teased gently. “You’re always working so hard.”

Molly gave a small smile. “Yeah. I guess I’m trying to.”

Chaya nodded, eyes lingering on her as if trying to read something behind the calm veneer. She picked up a small bowl of chopped vegetables from the counter and began setting them on the table. “You’ve been handling everything at home so well. It’s nice to have you here.”

Before Molly could answer, the front door clicked again, and Rabbi Pinchus Lauferman entered. Rabbi Lauferman was a slim man of about five-seven. He wore a crisp white shirt, black pants, and a kapota, a long black coat traditionally worn by Chabad men on Shabbat and Jewish holidays. A black fedora rested on his head, the front brim slanted slightly down. His short, neatly rolled brown beard framed his face, and the blue of his twinkling eyes caught the light of the kitchen. 

“Good Shabbos everyone!” he said cheerfully. “Shalom Alechem! The malachim (angels) are here to greet us.” His voice carried the subtle humor and sincerity that made even the most distracted listener lean in.

Even the youngest children paused, frozen mid-step, captivated. Rabbi Lauferman glanced at Molly and nodded once, before turning back to the room. By the time he let out a soft laugh at one of his own small jokes, a comparison between Jonah’s patience in the belly of the whale and waiting for dinner, Molly realized she was leaning in, drawn into a world that, for a few minutes, had no Patrick, no tension, but warmth and rhythm.

“Are we ready to make Kiddush?” he asked, smiling broadly. 

“Absolutely!” Chaya said, glancing at Molly. “Come on everyone. Let’s go to the table for Shalom Alechem.”

“Shalom Alechem Malachei HaSharet,” Rabbi Lauferman sang, the words carrying through the room as the children echoed them. Molly lifted her own voice, joining in as she felt the tightness inside of her ease and the smells of roasted chicken and kugel promised a reprieve from the storm waiting back at home.

Molly followed the singing children through the narrow hallway into the dining room, the smells of roasted chicken and spices wrapping around her like a cuddly sweater. The table was set neatly with a white tablecloth stretched tight, silverware catching the overhead light, and at the head, Chaya’s freshly baked challahs braided golden and glossy.

Rabbi Lauferman lifted a silver kiddush cup filled to the brim with wine. As he recited the blessing, the room seemed to come alive around him. He poured carefully into smaller cups, passing them down the table, and Molly accepted one, the cool metal soothing in her hand. 

“Everyone, wash your hands,” Chaya called out gently after taking a sip of wine. Molly had done this ritual before, al netilat yadim: washing hands in a ceremonial cup before eating the challah. She followed along, letting the water cascade over her fingers while Rabbi Lauferman guided the youngest, careful not to spill a drop. Between the washing and the blessing, the room fell into a silence.

“Don’t speak until you’ve had a bite of the challah,” Rabbi Lauferman reminded Ariel, his youngest with a smile.

Rabbi Lauferman uncovered the challah and recited the blessing, “Baruch atah Hashem, Elokeinu melech ha’olam, hamotzei lechem min ha’aretz.” He cut into the loaf, dipped the first piece into the small dish of salt, and took a bite before dipping the remaining pieces and placing them into the waiting basket. Molly accepted a piece when it reached her, the grains of salt rough against her fingers before she tasted them. The crust gave way with a quiet crackle, the bread warm and faintly sweet, the salt sharp, cutting through the sweetness as her own life had lately.

“Fresh from the oven,” Chaya said softly, her hand brushing the braid. “I hope it came out okay.”

“The challah always comes out perfectly,” Molly said honestly. “It literally tastes amazing.”

The first course was gefilte fish topped with carrots. Molly pushed it gently aside with a polite smile. She was vehemently against eating anything that swam. Next came the chicken soup, golden and rich, with hand-rolled matzo balls floating like little clouds. 

The main course followed: roasted chicken, potato kugel with a crisp top and soft center, a medley of sautéed green beans and carrots, and a crisp green salad glistening with some oil, salt, and freshly squeezed lemon. Molly felt her shoulders relax with each bite. Dessert, a chocolate mousse cake Chaya had baked that morning, rounded out the meal, and the sweet aroma lingered long after the first forkful.

Throughout the meal, Rabbi Lauferman guided conversation, weaving in Torah lessons effortlessly. Tonight, he spoke about the week’s Torah portion known as the Parsha, recounting Joseph’s time in Egypt. “Joseph’s brothers tried to tell him who he should be,” Rabbi Lauferman said, his voice soft but certain. “They could sell him, lie about him, even lock him away, but Joseph never stopped choosing how to act.” He paused, letting the words settle. “Sometimes the world will push you one way, tell you what’s right, even make you afraid, but only you can decide your path. And if you do, even in small ways, you open the door to something better.” Molly listened, her chest easing as if the sweet of the challah had lingered in her veins, and she felt a small thread of calm weaving through the chaos in her mind.

By the end of the meal, after Birkat Hamazon, which is the Grace After Meals, the children were giggling, chairs scraping softly on the hardwood, and Chaya turned to Molly, a gentle smile on her face. “Molly, would you like to stay the night?” she asked.

Molly shook her head quickly, grateful. “Thank you, Chaya, but I already told my mom I’d be back by 10:30.”

Rabbi Lauferman stood, brushing his hands on his sleeve. “A few of my boys and I will walk you home then. It’s a nice evening, and it’s better you don’t walk alone at this time of night.”

Molly waved him off, cheeks warming. “It’s okay, really. I’ll be fine on my own.”

He raised his eyebrows and smiled, shaking his head. “Respectfully, we insist on walking. We just want you to be safe Molly.”

Molly hesitated. “I don’t want to impose—”

“It’s not an imposition at all,” he interrupted jovially, as if he could read her hesitation like an open book. “We’re glad to walk you home.”

The group spilled out into the evening air, the city quiet around them, the walk filled with light chatter. Molly tried to feel calm, but her instincts tightened again as they reached her building.

Patrick stood at the curb, his dark navy jacket sharp under the streetlight. A service pistol rested in a holster at his side, the metal glinting faintly. He straightened as they approached.

“Well, well, well,” he said smoothly, his voice low and controlled. “Molly, you should have come with us to church.”

Molly froze, stomach tightening. She took a small step back.

Rabbi Lauferman’s eyes met Patrick’s, calm but guarded. He stepped forward and extended a hand. “Good evening, sir. I’m Rabbi Lauferman.”

Patrick glanced at the hand, then down at Molly, and scowled. “Officer Chieda,” he said, dismissing the gesture. “And she should have been with me and her mother at a prayer service tonight.”

Rabbi Lauferman held his gaze. “Officer Chieda, I respect your faith, and it’s admirable that you practice as you do. But Molly is a Jew, and her place of prayer is not in a church.”

Patrick’s expression darkened, his hand brushing the holster at his side. “Look Rabbi, you may lead your congregation, but outside the temple you need to mind your own fucking business. Molly answers to me, not you. She’ll follow my rules.”

Rabbi Lauferman’s lips formed in a firm line. “That’s a rather interesting dialect to represent a church with. Either way, you’re not Molly’s parent,” he continued. “You do not decide her faith, her movements, or where she is required to be. And you will not use the Bible, your badge, or anything else to frighten her into compliance.”

Patrick straightened, his eyes narrowing at the Rabbi’s no-nonsense tone. “You don’t know what’s best for her.”

Rabbi Lauferman met his stare without blinking. “I know bullying when I see it,” he said evenly. “Which happens to be very much the opposite of what is best for her.”

A tense beat passed. Patrick’s hand twitched near the pistol before dropping away.

“You think you can disrespect me like that and walk away a free man?” Patrick muttered.

“Choose your next steps carefully, Officer Chieda,” Rabbi Lauferman said calmly. “In uniform or not, your behavior creates a record. Molly is going home now. In peace.”

Without another glance at Patrick, he turned and nodded to the boys beside him, and they moved together with Molly toward the apartment building.

Patrick’s hand continued to hover near the pistol before relaxing. He glared one last time. “I’m not finished,” he whispered.

Molly exhaled, relief mingling with lingering fear, as Rabbi Lauferman and his sons guided her up the steps.

Once they reached her door, the Rabbi paused.
“The Torah teaches us, ‘lo tirah mipachad pit’om, do not fear sudden terror,’” he said gently. “It doesn’t mean fear won’t come. It means it doesn’t have to decide how you live your life.”
He inclined his head toward her.

“You’re doing nothing wrong by being a Jew,” he said simply. “Remember that.”

Her heart still hammered, but this time, she wasn’t alone and she felt that someone was truly watching out for her, someone who would not be intimidated.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Monday dragged through the last period at Philadelphia’s Lila Case High School. World History was finally winding down. Mr. Fisher tapped the laptop, displaying the last slide: a black-and-white photo of a hidden school in occupied Europe during World War II.

“Even in the darkest times,” he said, his voice carrying over the low hum of the classroom, “people found ways to hold onto their faith, their culture, and their own sense of right. And just because someone wears a uniform, or claims authority, doesn’t mean they get to dictate your life. Courage often means standing firm, when others try to control you.”

He glanced around the room, letting the words settle. “Alright, that’s it for today. Close your Chromebooks, and have a good afternoon.”

Molly slung her backpack over her shoulder and glanced at the clock. She sighed in relief. Almost done.

Alicia Belmonte, taller than Molly by a few inches, joined her at the door. She wore a loose pastel shirt tucked into jeans, sneakers scuffed from end-of-year chaos, and long braids swung behind her. Alicia’s dark skin glowed in the late-afternoon sunlight filtering through the hallway windows.

“Do you have summer plans yet?” Alicia asked, bouncing slightly on the balls of her feet as they walked. “I got a job at Maclent flipping burgers and fries, but hey, it’s something.”

Molly nodded, trying not to sound envious. “Nice. That’s... something.”

“What about you? Are you still thinking about checking in at the dance studio?” Alicia asked, tilting her head.

Molly smiled faintly. “Yeah. Mrs. Bartell’s been amazing. You know my mom can’t exactly handle tuition right now, but she said I could stay if I helped out the studio.” She paused, a hint of pride in her voice. “And now I even teach a class as part of the deal. I mean, she’s really cool, she told me I had talent and didn’t want me to stop.”

Alicia whistled softly. “That’s incredible. You’re really keeping at it, huh?”

Molly shrugged, a small smile tugging at her lips. “It’s one of the only things that makes me forget the shit at home.”

There was a pause as the two navigated the crowded hallway. Alicia leaned closer, lowering her voice. “So... how’s it going with, you know, your mom’s boyfriend?”

Molly let out a short, humorless breath. “Don’t you mean Officer Patrick?”

Alicia laughed, loud and genuine, the sound echoing down the hall. “I knew it! The crazy man made me call him that when I stopped by your apartment that one day. I was like, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

Molly rolled her eyes, letting herself laugh too. “Nope. He’s definitely not kidding. Neither am I when I tell you his real identity is Officer Dickless.” 

Alicia burst into laughter. “That’s definitely a much better fit.” 

They drifted toward the front doors as the hallway thinned, lockers slamming shut around them.

Alicia bumped Molly lightly with her shoulder. “Hey, if you don’t feel like going straight home, you could come over for dinner. My mom’s making spaghetti. They for sure wouldn’t mind.”

Molly hesitated for half a second, the offer spreading a comforting warmth inside of her.

“That’s really nice,” she said, meaning it. “But I’ve got dance practice after school. I need to go home and change.”

Alicia nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense.” She gave Molly a quick grin. “Text me later though, alright?”

Molly grinned. “You know it.”

They split at the front steps, Alicia heading toward the pickup lane, Molly toward the bus loop. The ride home was loud and cramped, the usual end-of-day chaos buzzing around her, but she barely registered it. She watched the familiar streets slide past the window, her reflection faintly superimposed over row houses and corner stores.

When the bus finally hissed to a stop near her block, Molly hopped down and slung her backpack higher on her shoulder. The apartment building loomed ahead, its brick exterior dull and uninviting. She climbed the steps, unlocked the door, and stepped inside.

The apartment was quiet.

Just as she shut the door behind her, her phone buzzed in her hand.

Molly frowned, glancing down at the screen. An unfamiliar number.

Hi Molly, I hope you had a good day at school. I’m picking your mother up tomorrow night at 6:45 for House Church.

Molly let out a breath through her nose and rolled her eyes, irritation flaring hot and immediate. Of course. She didn’t need long to figure out how he’d gotten her number. Her mom must have given it to him, probably without thinking twice.

Her phone buzzed once again.

I expect you to come with us.

Her mouth went still as she stared at the screen.

A third message followed, almost instantly.

Ephesians 6:1 — “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.”
Your mother and I agree this is where you should be. Be ready at 6:45 tomorrow.
Her stomach twisted. Now her schedule, her choices, and her religion were being folded into his plans,  creased and pressed like a paper fan. The mere thought of it made her skin prickle.

Molly locked her phone without replying and shoved it into her backpack. She dropped the bag by the wall, kicked off her shoes, and headed for her room to change.

Dance practice couldn’t come fast enough.

The studio smelled faintly of rosin and sweat, the familiar comfort of it settling Molly’s nerves as soon as she stepped onto the floor. The mirrors along the wall caught her reflection, the black leotard, the mass of her curls pulled back, her shoulders loose.

Tap class moved fast tonight.

They ran the combination again, shoes striking the floor in tight unison. Molly stayed slightly ahead of the count, letting the rhythm live in her ankles. Shuffle-hop-step, and pullback, landing clean on the balls of her feet. The sound snapped sharp, exactly where she wanted it.

Mrs. Bartell clapped once. “Good. Again. Add the wings.”

Molly pushed off, calves burning as she snapped her feet outward midair, wings clean, heels brushing in that brief suspended moment before gravity took over. She landed light, rolled through the next phrase, crossed into over-the-tops, letting the sound travel without losing control.

For two full minutes, there was nothing but timing and the sound of her tap shoes making a rhythm on the floor. No dealing with her mother’s mood swings and no Patrick encroaching on her life. 

When the music cut, Molly was breathing hard, sweat cooling along her spine. Mrs. Bartell caught her eye in the mirror and nodded once.

That was enough.

***
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It was late when Molly got home. The apartment was dim, the television off.

She dropped her bag by the door and took two steps into the living room before she saw it.

The cross hung crookedly on the wall above the couch.

For a second, her brain refused to make sense of the simple dark wood. Where her mother’s framed ketubah had been leaning against the wall, waiting to be rehung, there was now a nail driven clean through the plaster.

Patrick stood on a chair, adjusting the angle.

“You didn’t respond to my texts,” he said without turning around.

Molly didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Her heart thudded so hard she could almost hear it.

Patrick stepped down and turned to face her. “It showed they were read so you saw them.”

She swallowed, forcing her voice to work. “Where’s my mother?”

“Your mother went to bed early,” he said easily. “She was worn out.”

Molly’s gaze stayed on the cross. “You can’t put that up.”

“It’s a symbol of truth,” he said. “In Corinthians it says the message of the cross is the power of the Lord.”

“No,” Molly said. Her voice steadied as the shock burned off. “I don’t care what it’s a symbol of. We’re Jewish. This is a Jewish home. You don’t hang a cross on our wall.”

Patrick exhaled through his nose. “I told you already that Jesus was Jewish too, Molly. The New Testament didn’t erase that, it fulfilled it. You can’t be complete without accepting the sacrifice that Jesus made. That cross is the truth, whether you’re ready for it or not.”

Her hands curled into fists at her sides.

“That’s your belief,” she said. “My mother and I have different ones. Please take it down.”

Patrick’s expression hardened. “Denying the Son is denying your salvation.”

Molly moved before she could second-guess herself.

She reached up, fingers steady despite the way her pulse roared in her ears, and lifted the cross off the nail. The weight of it surprised her. She turned and held it out to him.

“Please,” she said quietly. “Take it home.”

For a moment, Patrick didn’t move.

Then he stepped closer. Molly could smell his cologne, feel the heat of him in her space. Every instinct in her body screamed to back away.

She stayed exactly where she was.

Molly met his eyes and held them, her legs locked in place.

The room felt suspended, like the breath before a storm breaks.

Patrick’s mouth thinned. He took the cross from her hand.

“Be ready for House Church at 6:45 tomorrow night with your mother,” he said, his voice tight.

He turned, crossed the room, and yanked the door open. It slammed shut behind him, the sound rattling the wall where the cross had been.

Molly stood there long after he was gone, staring at the empty nail.

Only then did her knees start to shake.

She sank onto the couch, hands pressed flat against her thighs as if she could hold herself together by force. Her breath came shallow, a thin hitch catching in her chest. She told herself to stand up, to take the nail out of the wall, to do something. But instead, she reached for her phone, fingers barely feeling like they belonged to her.

She scrolled until she found the name she needed.

Chaya Lauferman.

The call rang once then twice.

“Molly?” Chaya answered, already alert. “Is everything okay?”

Molly opened her mouth, and nothing came out. Her throat closed, heat rushing up behind her eyes. She pressed her knuckles against her lips, trying to quiet the sound that escaped anyway.

“Oh my G-d,” Chaya said immediately. “Molly, what happened?”

“He—” Molly sucked in a breath. “Patrick put a cross up. On our wall. Where my mother’s ketubah was.”

There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line. “What?”

“He was quoting from what I think was the Christian Bible,” Molly rushed on, words tumbling over each other now that they’d started. “He does that all the time and it makes me ill. He told me denying Jesus was denying salvation. I—I took it down and gave it back to him, but—”

“Molly,” Chaya cut in, her voice suddenly very steady, very serious. “Hang on. Don’t go anywhere. I’m getting my husband.”

The line went quiet except for muffled movement. Molly wiped her face with the heel of her hand, embarrassed by the tears she couldn’t seem to stop. She stared at the wall again, at the small, ugly hole Patrick had left behind.

A moment later, Chaya was back. “Okay. I’m putting you on speaker.”

There was a soft click, then a man’s voice.

“Molly,” Rabbi Lauferman said. “Take your time and tell me what happened.”

Molly drew a breath. She told him everything: coming home late, the cross, the way Patrick spoke as if the apartment belonged to him, the crazy religious nonsense, the House Church demand delivered like a threat. As she spoke, her shaking eased, replaced by a tight, aching fear that sat heavy in her bones.

When she finished, there was a brief silence.

“That was very wrong,” Rabbi Lauferman said, without hesitation. “What he did was a violation of your home, our Yiddeshkite, and your safety. That was so brave what you did standing up to him like that. I’m very glad you took the cross down.”

Chaya made an indignant sound beside him. “Very glad,” she echoed.

Rabbi Lauferman continued, his tone calm but firm. “Molly, no one has the right to impose their beliefs on you, certainly not in your own home, and not through fear. What you described is not just disrespectful. It’s dangerous.”

Molly’s eyes stung again, this time with relief. “I was worried I was overreacting.”

“You were not at all,” he said gently. “Your instincts were spot on. I want you to trust them.”

Chaya leaned closer to the phone. “Listen to me, Molly. You can come here. Tonight, if you want. You can stay over, as long as you need. Then you can be away from that evil man.”

Molly looked down the hallway toward her mother’s bedroom door, still closed. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I really appreciate it. I just... I can’t leave right now. My mom’s here. I won’t leave her.”

Chaya’s voice softened but didn’t back down. “This man sounds dangerous.”

“I know,” Molly said. “And I promise, if anything else happens, anything at all... I’ll come. I just want to stay with my mom right now.”

There was another pause. Then Rabbi Lauferman spoke again.

“If you feel unsafe at any point, you call us immediately. Day or night.”

“We mean it,” Chaya added.

“I know,” Molly said. “Thank you so much.”

“Be careful,” Rabbi Lauferman said. “Trust your judgment. And remember... you did nothing wrong.”

“Okay,” Molly whispered.

They said goodbye, the line clicking off softly.

Molly lowered the phone into her lap and sat there for a moment, breathing. 
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Chapter 4
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The next afternoon, Molly didn’t go home.

She cut across the parking lot after last period and walked the six blocks to Alicia’s place, the knot in her stomach loosening with every step farther away from her apartment. Alicia answered the door in socks.

“Hey,” she said, taking one look at Molly’s face. “You okay?”

“Can I come in?” Molly asked.

Alicia stepped aside immediately. “Yeah. Always.”

They spread their notebooks across Alicia’s dining table, the surface already scarred with old burn marks and pen grooves. Alicia chewed on the end of a pencil while flipping through her chemistry packet.

“Okay,” she said. “If I fail this stoichiometry quiz, it’s Ms. Bender’s fault, not mine.”

Molly huffed a small laugh and leaned over, pointing at the balanced equation. “You forgot to multiply the coefficient here. That’s why your oxygen’s off.”

“Shit,” Alicia groaned. “I did that yesterday too.”

They worked in silence for a while, the schoolwork ironically a comfort to Molly, the pages turning, the scratch of pencil on paper, Alicia muttering numbers under her breath. When Alicia’s little brother wandered through asking about his headphones, Molly felt a sense of tranquility wash through her system.

Dinner was loud but cheerful, Alicia’s mom asking about school, her dad teasing Alicia about college apps, the smell of rice and chicken filling the apartment. Molly ate more than she realized she had, but it felt like a welcome comfort.

When she began to head out, Alicia walked her to the door.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Alicia asked again, quieter now. “You can stay overnight if you want.”

Molly hesitated, then nodded. “It’s all good, I appreciate the offer though. Thanks for today.”

“Anytime,” Alicia said. “Seriously.”

The apartment was dark when Molly got home.

She paused just inside the door, listening. No voices. No Patrick. Relief washed through her so fast, it made her lightheaded. He and her mother were still out.

Molly went straight to her room, closed the door, and leaned back against it for a moment, breathing. She changed into pajamas, washed her face and brushed her teeth. She slid into bed and pulled the blanket up to her chin, scrolling through her phone with the sound turned off. When she was done, she slid the phone into her pocket out of habit, and closed her eyes.

Twenty minutes later, the front door opened.

Molly froze.

She heard voices, her mother’s tired but cheerful, Patrick’s low and confident. Footsteps. Cheryl laughed softly at something he said.

“Good night,” her mother said.

There was the unmistakable sound of a kiss.

Molly stared at the ceiling, her heart pounding.

Her mother’s bedroom door closed. 

Silence followed.

Molly lay there for a long time, eyes open, until exhaustion finally dragged them back shut.

She was halfway under when a hand clamped over her mouth.

Molly jerked awake, panic exploding through her. She tried to scream
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