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I have spent much of my professional life studying what people do when they leave—how they account for it, how others account for them, and how those accounts almost never align. I came to this story, and to Bebe, not as a neutral observer but as an ally. What follows is less an introduction than an attempt to understand what is being carried here, and what it takes for any of it to be put down. A novel, in short, is a safe way to introduce biography. So is an author's name.

There is a letter in this novel that is never opened. Rami has carried it in his breast pocket since the night his wife left him, in the deep quiet after Shabbat, while he pretended to sleep. The letter stays sealed for fifteen years, through two subsequent relationships and great success in his strange collection of occupations: rabbi, tenured professor, music industry professional. The novel never quite says so, but his greatest success is sixteen years of sobriety. When he finally places the letter on a table between them, Bebe is shocked it has never been opened.

“I guess I figured,” Rami says, “one day you'd tell me yourself.”

That sealed letter is the novel in miniature. It is a structure of deferred knowledge, mutual misrecognition, and a sustained faith that explanation, if it comes at all, will arrive relationally rather than privately. Rami chooses the uncertainty of later over the immediacy of now. He knows what mystics have always known: that some things must be spoken between people, in time, or not at all. The Naked Village is the long working-out of that wager. It is a study of what we carry without opening, what we know without saying, and what becomes possible when the silence between two people is, at last, made available to speech.

Genre writers might recognize a second-chance romance. They would not be wrong. But the second chance here is less a reunion than a re-entry, and what the novel is actually about is return—return to love, return to community, return to the self left behind on the road between Karalov and the City.

Karalov

The world of The Naked Village is invented but not arbitrary. Karalov is a Chasidic community unlike any that exists, and reading it as a thought experiment helps clarify what the novel is doing. The experiment runs roughly like this: what if Abraham Joshua Heschel had become Chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary? What if the Conservative movement had kept the niggun, refused to flinch from mysticism, ordained women a generation earlier, and treated song as a form of prayer rather than a decoration of it? Karalov is the answer the novel imagines: a community traditional in practice and anarchic in spirit, that values song over sermon, makes room for women's ordination and gay congregants and secular music consecrated as prayer, and treats the Shabbat table as the primary unit of spiritual life.

It is also a place one can leave, and a place its emigrants carry with them. Bebe ages out of it “the way one ages out of a favorite jacket.” Rami is called to the City by what his teacher the Magid names his shlichut, his mission. But neither of them escapes Karalov's grammar — its songs, its blessings, its stories, its untranslatable word for a community of belonging, chevra. The Village turns out to be less a place than what one of Rami's songs calls a state of soul: a way of being Jewish in the world that cannot be reduced to geography or observance. It is the thing the novel is trying to describe, and also the thing it cannot quite contain.

Teshuva

The Hebrew word teshuva runs through these pages, usually translated as repentance but meaning, more precisely, return. The Rabba—Bebe's teacher and the novel's wisest voice—defines it with characteristic obliqueness: “teshuva isn't the old you returning. It's the new you meandering.”

That definition governs the architecture of the book. Return here is partial, uneven, often recognized only in retrospect. Nothing resolves cleanly. No one arrives. The novel ends not with restoration but with a decision to try again, in a different apartment, in a different place, with thirty-one years of combined recovery between them — and a sealed letter finally on the table.

I want to be plain about something the novel itself is not plain about. Bebe and Rami are in recovery, and the program they follow is recognizably AA, though it is never named. I was once the spouse of an alcoholic; now I am the ex-spouse of an alcoholic in long term recovery, and so I am well-acquainted with this programming. What the novel does—and what I think is worth saying out loud—is translate that program entirely into religious language. There are meetings, there are steps, but mostly there is teshuva, undertaken by nearly every character. The Magid's teaching that “freedom's a good place to pass through; it's not a good place to live” is indistinguishable from something one might hear at a meeting on a Tuesday night.

This is not a literary trick. It is an argument that the recovery community and the Jewish tradition have always known the same thing separately and rarely said it together. You cannot heal alone. The accountability, surrender, and reliance on community that recovery demands are native to Jewish life. The novel has secular and sacred converse rather than compete, and the result is a recovery story that does not require a clinical vocabulary to be told truthfully.

The Departure

Bebe left Rami on a summer night after Havdala, the ceremony that ends Shabbat. She removed the silver chai her mother had given her, placed it on top of the letter she had written, and walked to a train station with a small wheeled suitcase. She did not wake him. He was not sleeping.

The novel treats the ethics of this act with unusual precision. Bebe's departure is harmful and necessary at once. To make it one or the other is to reduce a lived experience to a plot point. Staying is one kind of cruelty; leaving is another; both are consequential. Her own account arrives in a poem called “After I Left,” which introduces a woman who could not name what she needed until she left to find it. “My freedom is walking,” she writes, “Standing tall and being grown.”

What the novel uncovers, slowly and with great care, is that her leaving was also a kind of gift—not only to herself but, eventually, to Rami. It forced him toward his own shlichut, his own recovery, his own understanding of what it means to be a tailor of souls rather than a manager of talent. The Magid's image of measuring once and framing twice—fitting a garment not to the body as it is but to the body as it will become—applies to both of them. They had to leave each other to become the people who could return.

The unopened letter is the hinge. When Bebe finally explains, it is in the context of a candlelit Shabbat table laden with cinnamon-scented challa and grape juice. The novel's romance is recognition, not reconciliation. These are not the same two people. They are better ones.

The Table

Bebe tells Rami, early in their rekindled acquaintance, that her table is the repair shop. “Everything broken knows to come here eventually.” It risks sounding sentimental. It is not: the table is the most important piece of furniture in the novel. 

Every table in The Naked Village is a site of vulnerability. The Shabbat table especially is where the week's damage is acknowledged and, if not healed, at least held. It is where songs are sung that cannot be sung anywhere else. It is where a man can cry without apologizing and a woman can preach without performing.

The communities that gather around these tables are plural, contentious, and deeply human. The Village Shul argues about maps and memory over tea from a samovar in the common room of Bebe's apartment building. The Wandering Jews met for years in borrowed living rooms and a laundromat with a mezuza on the door. The impromptu Bat Qolective reunion at OK Miri's begins with a birthday cake nobody ordered and ends with seventy-six people clapping as if it were a stadium. The novel treats each of these gatherings as sufficient socially (if not always halachically) to sustain presence. And it is honest about the fact that the same structures that enable repair also generate friction. Affiliation here is neither simple nor uniformly benign.

Small Courage

The women of The Naked Village lead prayers, communities, businesses, and the men who love them. Bebe is a rabbi. Wicki is a performer and producer. Shira holds the City’s most prestigious rabbinate. Ariella Kaplan, dance therapist and vocal coach, teaches the body to do what the mind cannot yet articulate. The Rabba's tales and teachings run through the novel like a second river, and she is the most cited authority in Bebe's life.

The novel declines to mark any of this as exceptional. It normalizes women's authority within its constructed environment, brackets the question of legitimacy, and redirects attention to the conditions under which authority is actually exercised. This is both a gift and a provocation. The question of who gets to lead has been settled inside Karalov's strange jurisdiction; the reader is left to measure that vision against the world as it is.

What the novel captures most honestly is the texture of authority exercised under constraint. When Shulamis steps up to lead prayers she had not planned to lead, Rami watches her “square her shoulders, adjusting her talit as she stepped up onto a stage to do something she hadn't planned for.” He calls what he sees small courage. It is one of the novel's finest phrases: the courage that is not dramatic, that does not announce itself, that simply shows up and does the thing that needs doing. The Naked Village is full of people exercising that kind of courage, and it honours them for it. As someone who has spent a career studying the louder kind, I find the quieter kind harder to write about, and rare to find rendered well. 

The novel renders it well.

Chevra

The novel's most important word is chevra. It names both the wound and the cure: fellowship. You fall apart alone. You heal in community. The community can wound you. There is gossip and the taking of sides in the months after Bebe leaves Rami, and none of that releases either of them from the obligation to seek community again.

The Magid's final lesson, delivered in a seminar room memory that surfaces during a meditation Rami undertakes, is four words.

It takes a village.

The Naked Village may finally be read as an account of return—not as restoration, but as re-engagement under altered conditions. What it asks of its characters is not resolution but willingness: to re-enter relationships, communities, and traditions that have already proven capable of wounding them.

I do not read this as a story about forgiveness. I read it as a story about endurance, and about the conditions under which people decide that re-entry is worth the risk. I have known Bebe all her life. I can tell you that the decision is not made once. Someone once said that “consistency is the last refuge of the unimaginative.” I’m reasonably certain it was Oscar Wilde. In AA and Al-Anon we speak of giving our will to God and then taking it back. What I decide on a Monday can be undone on Wednesday and done again on Thursday, and the novel is honest about that too.

— Dr. Penina (“Peppy”) Borvendor 

Gayle Professor of Criminology, Union College
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Prelude: Memories in a Major Key
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Bebe (who is formally named Batya) grew up in a town where the river bent like a crone’s cane. She was among the dancers who danced with delight, the folk dances she learned always included laughter when the hands clapped, and her delight placed her among the most graceful dancers. These were the Karalov girls and young women for whom an entire street paused when they crossed. Dancing was strongly valued among the Chasidim*, and the entire community knew who were among the stars. 

Though happy, Bebe dreamed of the world across the river, beyond neighbourhood streets of town homes with polite fences and far from the main streets of gentle commerce and synagogue doors opened each morning to the sound of sleeping feet and whispered prayers.

And then there was Rami (who is formally named Ephraim). 

His story will also unfold fully, but this is Bebe’s—and so Rami enters like a misplaced beat, a timing point she did not prepare for in her dance. Her movements were planned, a choreography of daily lessons and nightly studies. Rami, however, was among the singers. 

Among the singers Rami belonged to the poets, that strange group who wrote the words every Karalover sang. 

The poets were burdened by a strange double-vision, for these were they who knew the City’s music, less forbidden than disregarded by most—the folk songs bleeding from cafes, the broken-hearted ballads, the anthems of anarchists, the nightclub blues. They heard them, perhaps knew them better than they should have, and smuggled them in like contraband, knowing how these melodies carried what prayerful words alone could not.

Karalov was small enough that people knew each other but large enough that not every path crossed. When her path crossed with Rami’s, they both knew there were no other paths on which to walk. 

They were each 19. 

Bebe was walking home with her friends on a Sunday afternoon in late autumn when he passed by. He looked at her curiously, she thought, as if they hadn’t known each other all their lives. Somehow her friends were now in front of her and Rami was at her side. 

The wedding was a year later, after Sukkot* but before Simkhat Torah*, surrounded by the reds and golds of autumn leaves under a wedding canopy held by friends. Songs rose high into the sky, carried by the voices of those who believed that love, true love, could outlast anything.

There was money. Both sides had done well for themselves. There was love. The Okuns (Rami’s family) never let a hand leave empty. The Borvendors (Bebe’s family) were about baking, feeding, fresh challa* with cinnamon, and the hot drink that appeared without asking. 

Both made sure you were cared for without needing to say it out loud. 

Bebe was fed but not always nourished. 

The world beyond the river was something she wanted to know rather than imagine. The tables she sat at growing up were filled with friends and convivial Shabbat* table talk. The table she led with Rami for five years was filled with great warmth and joy. 

One evening, after Shabbat ended and the table was empty, Bebe took off the small silver chai* her mother had given her, placed it on the table, and whispered to herself “I can’t do this anymore, Rami.”

She left in the night while Rami drifted off to sleep. She had no real plan other than to board a train bound for the City. 

With a small wheeled suitcase in tow she headed to the train stop up the road and across the Village street she grew up on at the corner of Goffin and Klein. She had barely any wait for the train, and she took this as a sign, though it didn’t occur to her until the train pulled into Transit Authority station 90 minutes later that she had no place to stay, and after Midnight she didn’t think she’d find one. 

She headed to the OK All Day, a kosher 24 hour coffee shop in the terminal building, sat down, and wrote in her notebook until she feel asleep.

At some point she felt a hand on her arm. “Are you drinking your coffee?” the waitress asked.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m just waiting for it to cool off.”

“I’ve been watching you,” the waitress said, “for the last 30 minutes or so. That’s when I last poured your coffee. You’ve fallen asleep with your eyes open.”

Bebe looked at the name tag. Bassie.

“Do I know you?” Bebe asked. “You look familiar.”

“I think I recognize you, but we’ve never actually met. You’re a dancer, right?”

“Yes. How do you know that?”

“My family is from Karalov. We’re certain to know the same people. My cousin is Rachel Frimmer.”

“My grandparents are Frimmers!”

Bassie smiled. “I know,” she said. “You’re Bebe Borvendor.”

Bebe smiled back, genuinely. “Are we related, Bassie?”

“I don’t think so, not directly. By affection, as we say in the Village. We’re connected through common cousins, but I’m a Kovacs.”

The implications of this were lost on her at the time. “I went to school with Essie Kovacs. And danced with her, of course.”

“My niece. And you’re staying with me this morning, and until you no longer need to.”

“How do you know I need a place to stay?”

Bassie said nothing.

Bebe blushed. “OK,” she answered. “But there’s a condition.”

“Nu*?”

“Call me Bebe.”

“Nu, Bebe. And I’m certain you need a job?”

“I do.” A baker’s granddaughter on one side, a restaurant owner’s granddaughter on the other, she knew both businesses well. 

“You can work here,” Bassie said, “and don’t be shocked to see your cousins from both families. We get our baked goods from Borvendors and our kosher food from Frimmers Wholesale.” 

She knew how to balance trays with grace, and was delighted to often see people she knew and who unconditionally loved her. One day, maybe a year later, her cousin Yitzi Borvendor took her aside and said “Nu, Bebe, your Papa loves you.”

“Nu? What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean your Papa loves you. What’s to understand?”

“OK,” Bebe said. “I’ll get in touch.”

“Do that. He supports you more than you know.” 

She didn’t spend long balancing trays. 

Before long, she was learning the restaurant business from Bassie. Within three years she became (as her brochures put it) “Brenda, the most stylish maîtresse d’hôtel the City has ever seen.” Brenda, her own line of front-of-house clothing, was now worn in dining rooms across the City. But to those who knew her, she was always Bebe. 

***
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The smell of fresh bread didn’t linger in the air when Rami woke on Sunday morning. 

He was unprepared for the complex emotions that surfaced. 

He’d long known that Bebe pined for the City but he never knew what to do about it. It took interventions he’d not known existed before she left to understand that she was responsible for her own decisions. Those same interventions also taught him that he could have helped her the same way he helped his students: 

By listening well with open ears and closed lips.

Rami was busy, which was both a blessing and a curse. 

He held two teaching appointments at Yeshivat Daat ve’Daht, unofficially and almost universally called Eisenstadt’s, where he taught ethics and social studies, though “ethics” really meant Mishna*, the basis of all Jewish tradition, and “social studies” was a catch-all for whatever might help his students become decent, well-rounded citizens. 

A lot of singing happened in his socials class. Already well-known as a singer-songwriter and one of the kosher punks from Bat Qolective, Rami was adored by his students (who thought he was cool) and tolerated by their parents (who thought he was subversive). 

Rami never came to grips with what being cool meant; if it helped him reach his students he was all for it. 

Rami came to grips with being subversive early on. There were no theologians in Karalov to seed subversion; this was the role of the singers and especially of the songwriters; Rami was both, and he learned at the feet of the two masters: his father, Moti Okun, and his eventual mentor Shlomo Trombetsky. 

“Nu,” the Magid* said, “being subversive is definitely a sharp sword that cuts both ways but it’s also an essential skill for our spiritual directors to possess. A tailor without sharp shears isn’t much of a tailor!”

He loved teaching. His students called him Rami, the name his parents had given him when they were living in Israel. Over time it stuck, and eventually it became the brand name that framed the music he produced with his students—Rami and The Sweet Singers of Israel.  

He taught at Eisenstdat’s for seven years. He learned for seven years with the Magid*. Both experiences were everything to Rami—and not enough. “You’ve been through a lot,” the Magid* said. “You’ve encountered spiritual principles and solutions people twice your age have never come across. Your shlichut* belongs to the City now, I think, not to the Village.”

He was 31.  
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1. Two Roads from Karalov
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If Bebe could do it, so could he—and with greater ease, probably, since he had many contacts in the City courtesy of Papa.

When Rami left Karalov he began to feel like the ramblin’ man typical in the folk collections Papa had, maybe something out of a Gordon Lightfoot song, a bit of a cad as well as a wanderer. Karalov was quaint but it was no less suburban than any other town in the Tri-States. He was successful, respected, even admired there. The shlichut* was a recommendation, not a requirement. Was he running away? He didn’t think so. 

He would soon change his mind, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

Success has its own weight. Papa’s name opened many doors, and Rami soon understood why he never heard Papa call music, and especially Top 40 music, anything other than the Business. Rami became what the doors that opened called on him to be—sharp, charming, dependable, indispensable. People leaned on him, called on him, asked of him. 

He didn’t mind at first. It was nothing different from what he had done with his students, and he was trained by a Rebbe* to be one; that’s what they expected him to be, so he was. He helped shape artists and sounds, to make decisions, to carry them forward, to show them how to succeed. 

It took some years, with Rami it always did, and at some point he began to feel imprisoned by the things he said and did.

It was early spring when he stood alone on his balcony as dusk descended. He loved this area, dubbed the Perch, and often stood there for inspiration. The Perch, though, was anything but inspiring at the moment. Watching the sun set as the river traffic drifted by below, indifferent to the time, it struck him that he felt like the river traffic: indifferent. 

Trees have branches, he thought. Only cages had a perch. Had he traded one kind of cage for another? He had no idea, really. He’d never really mastered the difference between how he felt and how he was at any given time.

The only real satisfaction he felt was shaping the minds and music of his students at Union’s School of Music. Thing was, he wasn’t teaching this term.

He sighed. The river below didn’t care. Neither did the sun as it disappeared behind the City’s edge. And, if he was honest, neither did he. 

His days were social and busy. He had heft in the Business and left the night life to his subordinates, so his nights were usually harder. 

All the kosher dining rooms in the City knew him, many on a first name basis because they’d known Papa also. He’d heard many good things about the Garlic Press, lived close enough to walk, and decided to try it out. 

Rami walked along Riverside Drive to the corner of One Hundred and Fifth Street, turned right, and within moments was at Park Side. His senses filled with the scent of garlic and wine as soon as he walked in. A moment later his senses were completely overtaken by a vision he never thought he’d see again: 

Bebe was directing diners to their seats like a cop directed traffic.

“Rami!” she said, surprised.

“Batya,” he answered, swallowing the name with difficulty. 

“I take it you’re here for dinner?”

“I though I was. Now I’m not sure.”

“Well, I am. This is my restaurant, you’re my honoured guest, and I’m delighted to join you for dinner.” 

She looked abashed. “If you like?”

“Like I said.”

“Would it help if I said please?”

Rami said nothing. A line was forming behind him. He felt pressured to make a quick decision.

“Fine.”

She paged her maîtresse d’. When she arrived she looked at him and said “You’re Rami! I have all your albums.” 

Bebe made introductions. “Shulamis, say sholom to Rami. Rami, this is Shulamis.”

“A gutn erev*” he said in Yiddish. 

“A gutn erev, Reb Yid*,” she answered back in Yiddish. “Zeyer freylekh tsu bakenen mayn bruders liblings-lerer.” 

Rami was losing his sense of balance. Switching to English, he said “I’m your brother’s favourite teacher? So, who’s your brother?” His voice sounded a bit weak to his ears.

“Aryeh Benbesht,” she said. “He’s thrilled to play at your gig next week, though he’s a tad disappointed you’re not at Union this term.”

“Wow,” he replied. “Our village is pretty small at times. It’s my pleasure to work with him at the Peace Garden.” He smiled while thinking All I wanted was a quiet dinner, not be in an episode of Ninety-Eight Memory Lane. 

Bebe seemed to understand. Switching to Italian, Shulamis’s first language, she said “Can’t you see he’s hungry?” 

Rami surprised both of them by answering back fluently. “It’s true,” he said. “I really am hungry. And it’s also true that I speak Italian.” 

Shulamis smiled. Bebe laughed. “Well,” she said in English. “That’ll teach me! Follow me.” They walked to her private table.

“I heard you did well, Rami,” she said.

How would she know? he thought to himself. And why would she care?

He shrugged. “And you?”

She smiled. “I found my way.”

Rami said nothing. The silence stretched between them, filled with all the things he didn’t think he could say. Or that she could say. Or whatever. 

“Shall I order?” she asked.

“I’m a vegetarian.” 

She laughed. “That figures, this being a vegetarian resto. We have the best vegan meals you’ve ever eaten.”

“I trust you,” he said, though he wasn’t certain this was true. 

She ordered her typical dinner, this time for two, whispering to the waiter, who smiled and was quickly back with challa that had the scent of cinnamon and a carafe of lemon tea.

“Some things never change, I guess,” Rami said with a tight smile.

“They do,” Bebe answered. “Just not here. This is my private table.”

Rami looked around. The restaurant was filled, yet here there was a quiet bubble around them, as if her table existed uniquely, untouched by the rush of voices blending one into the other. 

He glanced at her, at the way she owned her space, how her fingers tapped absentmindedly against the tablecloth, the way her green eyes softened just slightly, and just for a moment.

“You built something here,” he said.

She nodded. “It’s mine. Every table, every glass, every spice on the shelf. I worked my way up from waiting tables and sewing staff uniforms to owning it outright.”

He let out a low whistle. “I should have known. Your grandparents always saw the bigger picture, and so did you.”

“I hope I’ve overcome the Frimmers and emulated the Borvendors.”

Rami smiled in spite of himself.

She poured more tea, her movements slow, deliberate. “And you?”

He sighed. “I sell what I know and what I know is music. I make money for me but especially for people who already have too much of it.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And from this you make a living?”

“I do a good business,” he said, smiling again. “People are always asking for my time.”

The silence returned. 

Rami hesitated, fingers tracing the rim of his teacup. “You know,” he said finally, his voice quieter than before, “I used to think that if I could just get far enough away, if I could become some definition of success, I wouldn’t feel like I’d lost something.”

Bebe studied him for a moment. “What did you lose?”

He exhaled sharply. “You mean other than you?”

Rami surprised himself. It wasn’t like him to betray his thoughts. Bebe, though, didn’t get defensive, not even for a moment.

Rami said “I... .”

“Don’t you dare apologize,” she said. “You’re right. Did you lose anything else?” 

He shook his head, as if to clear the cobwebs that grew tightly around his eyes. 

“OK, I won’t apologize. That said, it’s not my way to be so public, no less now as then.” He paused to look at her. Her hair had traces of gray showing from underneath her beret. 

They were the same age, he realized.

“Since I’ve been here I often wonder if there was ever a moment when I could have turned around and found my way back.”

That line could a lyric, he thought, from an old torch song by Julie London or Lena Horne. 

Bebe folded her hands in her lap. “You mean to me?”

Rami looked at her again. The single candle at her table cast shadows across her face. Don’t flatter yourself, he thought. Wadda a nerve she has!

Rami said nothing. Once abandoned, twice shy. 

She sighed, her fingers tightening briefly around her cup. “I used to wonder the same thing.” She smiled, perhaps sadly. “But I don’t think I could have returned.”

He nodded slowly. 

She took a sip of her tea, then set the cup down carefully. “I like who I became,” she said. “But I had to leave to become her.”

Rami swirled the tea in his cup, watching the way the liquid caught the light. “I also I left,” he said, “to become me. But lately I don’t know if I’ve managed, or if I can.”

The words settled between them.

Bebe tapped the table once, then leaned back. “The thing about leaving,” she said, “is that you don’t have to stay gone forever.”

Rami looked up at her, a flicker of something in her eyes. He didn’t know what it was. Or if was anything other than his imagination.

She gestured toward the bread between them. “Nu? Eat something. It’s still warm. It’s mazonot*. You don’t need to wash for it.”

Saying the brakha*, he picked up a piece of challa*, tearing it in half. The scent of cinnamon curled around him, something old and familiar, something from another time. He hesitated, then passed her half of the bread.

She smiled, and this time it was more than the shadow of a smile. “To what matters.”

Then they ate and chatted like old friends.  It wasn’t easy for him, but he managed—it was something he regularly had to do for work. And then, just as suddenly as she had left all those years ago, she stood. “Well, Rami it was good seeing you,” she said.

He nodded. “You too, Bebe.”

She hesitated, but then handed him her business card. In a fine italic hand she wrote her phone number. “It’s my private line,” she said. “I’ll be waiting for your call, but not forever.”

And then she was gone, leaving behind the scent of cinnamon-infused challa*, old dreams, and the whisper of a past they had both outgrown.

***
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Rami stared at the card in his hand, running his thumb over the fine print. It was elegant, understated, just like she appeared to be in her element. She’s made quite the assumption, he thought. Why would I want to contact her?

Then again... why not?

He let out a slow breath and glanced at the empty seat across from him, the imprint of her presence still lingering in the candlelight, in the faint trace of cinnamon and lemon that clung to the air.

He turned the card over between his fingers. It felt light and heavy at the same time. Another torch song lyric. Maybe Sophie Tucker, the last of the Red Hot Mamas.

An open door was waiting, but not for long. Did he want to walk through it? Maybe, he thought. Could he? Yeah, probably. He’d changed enough, he thought, and the anger was long gone. 

Wasn’t it? What’s with all the silence? Hadn’t he long learned the art of being graceful when challenged emotionally? 

I’ve avoided her studiously, he thought, since moving here. The real question, maybe, was why would I walk through that door?

Rami leaned back in his chair. He dealt with choices that framed others all the time, but when had he last been given a choice that mattered? 

His City life had been built on momentum, on deals and deadlines, on things that promised satisfaction but delivered... what, exactly? Peace of mind? Purpose? 

Maybe just a night’s sleep without the hum of regret coursing through his body. 

He wondered, not for the first time, what it would feel like to stop. He reached for his wallet, slipping the card inside, feeling the crisp edges press against the worn, quality leather.

The waiter approached, pausing when he saw that Bebe had already left. “Would you like anything else, sir?”

“Sir?” he said. “Do I seem that austere? I’m Rami.”

“Would you like anything else, Rami? More tea, perhaps?”

“I will take another pot of tea,” he said. “And one of those chocolate pieces Bebe thinks I didn’t see her sneak.”

The waiter smiled. “We have those especially for her. They’re not on the menu and we only serve them to certain guests. You’re now on the list, but let’s keep it between us?” 

Rami nodded, smiled, and said “Our little secret. What’s your name, may I ask?” 

“Solomon or Shlomo, your choice,” he answered.

“Shlomo,” Rami said. “I had a teacher named Shlomo. I’d love that tea now?”

“My pleasure, Reb Rami.” 

Shlomo was pretty quick. And something about him seemed familiar.

Rami knew Bebe was making herself busy and wouldn’t be coming back to the table. And he knew that, for the first time in years, he needed a moment to decide where he was going next. 

He had a river to portage, he thought. 

“Time moves like a river,” the Magid* once taught. “It bends, it breaks, it flows over rocks and down falls, and it moves past whatever obstacles it finds.” 

Rami had discovered this was so—but also that onward is not necessarily forward. 

Life, Rami reflected, is in part built by dreams. 

When Bebe left, Rami knew, she walked towards her dreams rather than away from him. Bebe looked at me, he thought, as a man who was still searching while I saw a woman who had already found what she was been looking for. 

Neither of them was correct, of course.

It is easy to look back and say this is where it went wrong. 

It’s not very useful, though. 

The tea and chocolate came at the very moment Rami realized Bebe was offering a choice when she pressed that elegant card into his palm. And so he poured more tea, sitting there while letting the scent of cinnamon and lemon still linger. 

Rami was nothing if not a risk taker. That’s how careers get made. He lifted the card from his wallet and then, before doubt could settle in, he pulled out his phone and dialed.
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2. I Can Hear the City Call

[image: ]


Bebe would sometimes tell people she grew up in the City: “I moved to the City,” she’d say, “and I grew up really fast.” 

Bebe’s eyes had always seen horizons no one else in Karalov could see. The smell of challa*, the way the old women whispered behind steaming teacups, the long, slow rhythm of tradition—each was something she loved, and she had acquired some of it for herself here in the City. 

She loved it in Karalov no less, and yet it didn’t fit her as well, it was too tightly stitched. 

Bebe aged out of Karalov the way one ages out of a favourite jacket: it still fit in all the right places, but somehow it was no longer hers. 

There was a time when she didn't know she was aging out. When she and her subversive friends brought their keyboards and strings and recorders to the square and entertained themselves with thoughts older than they were. 

And when the birthdays came and they actually became older? Bebe began to feel like autumn leaves trampled upon by indifferent feet. 

Her parents mistook her silence for compliance, and their sorrow was quiet: they began to know over time that she was not theirs to hold. 

After her cousin Yitzi set her straight, after she overcame her antipathy, after she finally made contact more than a year later,  after her father melted down on the phone, he told her that they weren’t that surprised she had left—and that her mother had nothing to say. 

Give her time, he said, and then he said “Come for Shabbes*.” Taken aback by the invitation, Bebe was certain that her father could hear her thinking.

“OK,” she said. “Do you mean this week?”

“Of course,” he replied. “Your bedroom awaits.”

“Nu,” she answered. “I’ll get a ride in with Yitzi. Wait a moment,” she said. “Did you say my bedroom awaits?”

“It’s our guestroom, Batya,” he said using her formal name, “but it’s always your bedroom.”

“Okay, Papa” she said. “I’ll see you in a day or two.”

“Good,” he answered. “Ima* will come along. Expect her to be reserved, but she loves you and so do I. See you soon.”

“Oy, Papa—I love you too. And I’m so sorry,” she said before ending the call.

With Rami? It was a fracture that healed... more or less. It was far from easy to leave Rami, and when she was honest with herself she knew she had abandoned him. 

He was not like the other boys she dated, and he certainly wasn’t like Wicki, though there was a type of kindness he shared with her, like the warmth of waking in a room full of light. 

He used his imagination to love her. He had creative ways to show her, not merely to say “I love you.” 

She remembered the time he came to the Shabbat table shortly after they were married, with the usual flowers but also a gift-wrapped box, long and slender. “A surprise,” he said, placing it on the small table aside his chair. “For the zemirot.”

“I’m dying of curiosity, Effy,” she said, using the nickname the Magid had given him. She was the only one other than the Magid to use it. “So let’s get going. Shall I do Kiddush*?”

“Of course, Rabba,” he said, using the in-word for a rabbi’s wife.

“Wait,” she said. “Do you know something I don’t know?”

“Almost certainly,” he said, teasing her.” But if you’re wondering about the title, no. I’m as much in the dark as you are.”

“Then why call me Rabba?” she asked.

“Because, Bebe, you’re my Rabba.”

It was mid-November and Bebe felt like she could melt outside in the cold.

She made Kiddush*. He picked up the gift after Shalom Aleichem*, saying “I hope you like it,” as he passed it to her.

“I should open it now?” she asked.

“Please,” he answered. 

“Nu,” she answered, removing the ribbon and wrapping to reveal an ornate embroidery with a snap enclosure. “Is it what I think it is?”

“How can I answer that?” he said. “Maybe?”

“Oh, Effy, it’s gorgeous,” she squealed in delight. “An Irish whistle! Brass! What key?” she asked.

“The key of D,” he said. “And here’s a new song I wrote to the tune of Eshet Chy’il,” he said, giving her the notation. “I’m singing the song. I hope you like it.”

She began to play the tune. It sounded like holiness when the melody met Effy’s voice.

A valorous woman?

Where is she to be found?

Someone willing to share my destiny?

A valorous woman is not merely courageous

But one with a courage very rare indeed!

Running a household?

Less than a valorous woman could achieve.

A valorous woman teaches the value of belief!

A valorous woman? Found in my home

I carry her deep within my soul

When I waver from my objective?

My valorous woman reminds me of my goal.

Running a household?

Less than a valorous woman could achieve

My valorous woman has taught me the value of belief.

Many have done worthily—yet you exceed them all!

There was something in her eyes and it became hard to see the notes, though somehow her fingers knew where to go. It became pointless, she remembered, because it’s not possible to play a wind instrument when you’re crying. She missed the last few bars of the melody he was singing.

Leaving Rami was not like leaving her family. With them, she thought, it had been without regret. She realized now that having no regrets about leaving Papa and Ima* behind was both uncaring and immature. 

Leaving Rami? How she left was definitely immature. 

Whether or not it was uncaring, she thought, depended on your point of view. Would it not be uncaring to care more about him than herself? How could she stay and care about him while she didn’t care for herself? 

She remembered the use the table had been put to after Birkat Hamazon. 

A truly wonderful man, Effy understood the tradition in a way that allowed her to set the boundaries when it came to sex; her fantasies were more than satisfied—and she fondly recalled fulfilling some of his fantasies that Shabbat evening. 

He understood her boundaries, she thought—or, at least, he didn’t fight them. His greatest gift, she thinks, is that he let her go because he loved her. 

He had loved her deeply, and that mattered. 

Would he still love her deeply? That also mattered. 

She told herself they had come as far as they could together, and then she told him. She didn’t know when she was leaving, so she didn’t tell him she’d soon be gone: she didn’t know what soon meant. 

It seemed to her now that the cruelty of uncertainty was worse than the cruelty of just leaving one night like she did, but she wasn’t kidding herself: 

Either way she was cruel.

When the subversive religious girl married the subversive religious boy, Bebe began to believe the City would always hold her fascination—its chaos, its yearning—but that Karalov would hold her in place, cradling her gently with an old song lulling her to sleep. Over time, though, it occurred to her that expiration dates weren’t always printed in ink. 

The square where she experimented with subversion became for her a circle, a magical, innocent place she couldn’t stay in after she married Rami. 

The circle moved with her into her new life only somewhat. Over time, she thought, it became a wistful metaphor for the joy of the journey. 

Maybe she didn’t know it was time to go. Maybe she did. 

Either way, she stayed.

She remembers the sounds of their mornings when she thinks of Rami, and hopes he also does. Her sorrow is tinged with gratitude and, sometimes, with longing when she lets herself look back. 

She had once been deeply loved, and that mattered.

The Karalover Chasidim* speak of Gan Eden shel Shoshanim, an eternal garden of pleasing fragrances—neither lost nor found, this was oft-called Paradise Known in English, after the course that was taught before bat mitzvah or bar mitzvah, the liminal space between the natural time of learning (what the Chasidim* call shana*) and when clock time assigns accountability for both what you know and what you continue to learn (what the Chasidim* call z’man*).  

Bebe came to see the journey as uphill both ways.
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He’d stared at the number she gave him like it was a commission he didn’t remember earning. The digits glowed on his screen like a dare.

He hadn’t expected her to answer. Not really. 

When she picked up she was calm, she was clear, and her voice was both familiar and strange to him. His breath returned to his lungs so forcefully that he realized he’d stopped breathing, and then she said 

“Nu, come for Shabbat.” And even though he knew that’s what she said, what he heard was this:

Wenrebemewhoyuoerwhewnsmilletivedreecoanmrd.

Rami was well practised in the art of table-making for Shabbat. Every second week he alternated hosting an Oneg* on erev Shabbat with a tish* on Shabbat afternoon. He knew how to lift the room, how to find the point in the sedra where the hidden flame flickered. He used his own space now, but he’d borrowed living rooms and basements and once even a back room in a laundromat with a mezuza* on the door. 

He had people. He had rhythm.

But Shabbat with Bebe? That was about rupture, he thought, not rhythm. It was like pumping air into an air mattress: it would fill, but it would take time and effort. 

Bebe’s table, he felt, was asking something of him that no other table asked: it was asking him to be Rami. 
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He stood at his vanity mirror Friday afternoon, buttoning the most Chasidic shirt he had, bright white, buttoned cuffs, stiff collar. No tie, but also no shtriemel* or bekeshe*. He wondered if he should bring wine, though he didn’t drink it himself.

Based on what he’d seen at her resto, he didn’t think she drank wine either, though he wasn’t certain.  

He grabbed his day pack on the way out. He wasn’t certain he’d need it, but he hoped he would. He walked two blocks to the subway. It was the most practical way to get there, he thought, which was true. The Central line ran fast and frequently. 

It was also true he hadn’t booked a Friday night car service. 

The Central rattled and rolled to Seventy-Second Street as he hoped against hope that he’d be allowed his anonymity. It was an unwritten rule in the City that celebrities were like wildlife: to be seen but not engaged with. 

He was lucky. The rule held while he was on the train, though he’d noticed a few arched eyebrows and flashes of recognition.

The Karalover communities in the City all knew each other, more or less, and while he didn’t know much about the Village Shul he knew it was Bebe’s community. He’d spent years consciously avoiding her until the cosmic joke his Higher Power played on him made that impossible.

He found her building, stepped into the quiet lobby and informed the concierge whom he was visiting. His voice trembled as he said “I’m her to see Bebe Borvendor.”

“Elevator One,” the concierge said. “Apartment Fifteen A.” The concierge looked at him closely as he buzzed Rami into the lobby. 

He heard the click before he knocked. The door opened like she’d been waiting there the whole time, hand on the latch.

“Shabbat shalom,” she said.

She stood in the doorway, like a barrier to entry—and she looked very Israeli: a light blue turban shot through with silver and gold, a cream blouse tucked neatly above a pale yellow skirt that brushed past her knees, simple sandals on her feet. 

“Shabbat shalom,” he replied—and it came out rounder than expected. Almost full.

She gazed at him for what seemed an eternity. Then she stepped back.

The scent of rosemary and roasted garlic met him. Two candles were already lit—one leaning gently toward the other, a sign he’d not expected to see in even his most daring dreams. 

There was this thing she did when she lit candles, he’d never seen anyone else do it: Bebe placed the right side candle in such a way that when it melted it would learn towards the left. He had never figured out how to do it himself.

The apartment was high enough to see the city’s pulse but not so high that the sound of it was lost. The partially open window pulled Park Lake into the room. The stacks of books were on shelves—that was different, he thought—but also in impossible places, like the old days but not in the kitchen. 

A single armchair, comfortable and worn, was in the corner. The couch looked as if it had hosted more conversations than naps. A table was set for two.

They stood in the pre-Shabbat hush, a Karalov concept about when the week lets go before the soul has spoken.

“I didn’t know if you’d call,” she admitted, turning back toward the table.

“I didn’t know either,” he said, voice low. “I thought if you gave me your private number, you’d answer...” 

“Nu?”

“So, I called. And then I spent the last week wondering why I did.”

“Nu?” she asked again. “Did you come to a conclusion?”

“Sure.”

“But it’s not for me to know.”

“I’m here, Bebe. Shabbat should be restful and a delight.”

“Good,” she replied. “I believe it will be both. You hungry?”

“For a lot of things,” he said before he could stop himself. “Uh, that came out wrong.”

“I think I know what you meant,” she answered. At least I hope I do, she thought to herself. “Let’s sit.”

The table waited, already set in the Karalov style. Two settings of simple stoneware stood atop a linen, cream-coloured cloth pressed into sharp creases. At the centre was an arrangement of fragrant wildflowers. A large Kiddush* cup stood in front of one setting, a smaller one in front of the other. Both were empty.

“Sit here,” Bebe said, giving Rami the setting with the large cup.

“This is your table, Bebe,” he said. “Are you certain?”

“Definitely,” she replied. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

“I’ve been at a lot of tables,” he said. “Led more than my share.”

“I know,” she said. “I guess we both have our chevra*.”

“I guess we do. Have you grape juice? I don’t drink wine.”

“Nor do I,” she said, bringing out a bottle of fine kosher grape juice.

On the wooden board in front of the flowers waited two challot, loosely braided and glazed with honey. Bebe covered them with an embroidered cover that had a small tear near one corner. Around the centrepiece she had laid out small glass dishes, each one a burst of colour: beet-and-walnut salad with parsley, roasted eggplant with tahini and lemon, cucumbers marinated with dill, and jewel-like carrots glazed in pomegranate molasses.

Her entree stood ready: a roasted cauliflower crown, brushed with harissa and olive oil, served on a bed of freekeh pilaf studded with toasted almonds and cranberries. Small bowls of tahini sauce and fresh herbs surrounded the platter so each could season to taste.

The sun had begun its long descent over Park Lake, washing the skyline in gold and rose. The apartment was a temple. Rami sat across from Bebe, uncertain of what to do with his hands. He kept them folded, then unfolded, then finally rested them flat on the table.

Bebe always lit Shabbat candles separate from the leaning candles. She did so now, murmuring the brakha* with her eyes closed longer than the moment required; the Shabbat flames flickered and played with the candles already lit. 

When she opened her eyes, Rami was still watching her.

“Nu,” she said, with a half-smile, “You’re really here.”

“I am.” His voice was quieter than he meant it to be. “You said to call. So I called.”

“And then I said come for Shabbat. And you did. That’s how it begins, isn’t it? A call. A table. A story.”

Rami laughed softly. “You used to tell stories about squares that turned into circles. I remember that.”

Her expression softened. “That wasn’t a story. That was geography.”

He looked puzzled. “You always had a way with riddles.”

“It’s a metaphor today for the joy of the journey. Even when the journey’s uphill both ways.”

“Sounds like Gan Eden shel Shoshanim.”

Her eyes lit up. “You remember that?”

“Of course I do. Paradise Known,” he said softly, as if reciting a sacred text. “The course they made us take before bar or bat mitzvah. Before time started keeping score.”

She looked out the window at the glimmering Park Lake. “They didn’t tell us that life never fully settles. You just get better at dancing on the edge.”

“It reminds me of the story told of the Rebbe* Rishon, who was upset at how his Chasidim* were dancing...”

“I remember,” Bebe said. “Dance as if you’re dancing on the edge of a mist.”

“To dancing on the edge.”

“To finding each other again,” she said. “After all the uphill.” They clinked empty glasses. 

“Can I ask you something?”

Bebe didn’t answer.

If she thought this would deter him, she was mistaken. “After all these years, why give me your private number?”

She studied him. It felt like days before she finally answered him. “Because that’s the number I answer,” she said simply.

He blinked. “What do you mean?”

She toyed with a coaster. “People know I won’t answer my work phone—they leave voicemails if it’s not urgent or text me if it is.”

Rami couldn’t remember the last time he’d given his personal number to anyone. 

“Only a few people have my personal number. People I trust.”

Rami sat back. “I thought I wasn’t on that list anymore.”

“Oh, please!” she said, not unkindly. “You were never off the list. I just didn’t know how to put you back on it. No, that’s wrong,” she said, looking at him. “I didn’t know where to find you to put you back on. You’d left by then.” 

“I didn’t die, Bebe.”

“No,” she said quietly, “but you did move. I suppose I could’ve found you. I wanted desperately to make contact but I had no idea what to say to you. I’ve never stopped contact with the Rabba*, did you know that?”

How would I know? he thought. Why even ask? He met her gaze. “No, but surprised I am not. We don’t speak as often as I’d prefer, but the Magid* and I still learn together. I’m still a tailor, and he still teaches me how to sew and stitch.”

“It was the Rabba* who questioned my desire to contact you. She said I had hurt you enough, and then she said, and I quote ‘Nu, your souls will collide again, I have no doubt.’”

They sat with that for a while.

“When I saw you something in me opened,” she said, “like a door.”

“And you wanted me to walk through?”

“I did. I wasn’t sure you would, and after I gave you the number I had to hide in my office with the door closed. Shulamis looked shocked. She’s never seen that door closed in all the time we’ve worked together.” 

The silence grew into a tension. 

“And when I called?”

She smiled. “I set the date. And then I set the table.”

Outside, a bus moved slowly along The Drive, its lights tracing a path that vanished almost as soon as it appeared.
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3. The Table Between Them
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It was her table, so it was a concession or an honour—he didn’t know which—when Bebe said “Nu? Begin.” 

Rami hesitated. There was more than one place to begin. He knew what he’d do, but he didn’t know what she wanted him to do.  So he took the risk and began where he would have were they still a couple and sang Monday Through Friday. 

Her eyes teared up instantly as he began.

Monday through Friday

Monday through Friday

Feels like it won't reach the end

But by Friday at sunset

New vibes I send 

From me where I am to God in Heaven

See how I change between Day 6 and Day 7

Chorus  

When the Chasidim* sing

When we sing...

I Yi I Yi YI

Sit at the table

Ner Shabbat ah! Glow! Noneedtomovefast

Time... to... move... slow

Sanctify God's Name

Sanctified in return

Feel the feeling

Feel the burn [Chorus]

Not certain what I feel

But it's deep... deep inside

Not exactly a secret

It simply can't hide

Sanctify God's Name

Sanctified in return

Not consumed by the fire

But see how I burn [Chorus]

The Rebbe* said

Gevalt! Never give in

When you forfeit the game

The Other Side wins

So call on God's Name ~

Call out loud call out long

Call upon God's Name

And nothing goes wrong [Chorus]
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He finished the table song but still her tears flowed.

The last thing Rami wanted to do was open up old wounds. He
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