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he mansion was old-
er than the two of 
them combined.

“There’s an over-
hang,” he said. But they 
walked past it and lay on 

their backs on the exposed stone stairs, a 
half-inch of space between them in the 
oppressive humidity. It was midnight. 
The cloudbanks lit up one at a time with 
heat lightning, going entirely white like 
neon signs. Piano music drifted out 
from the top-floor balcony, one of the 
composers playing a slow familiar mel-
ody that neither of them could name.

“‘Für Elise’?”
“Is that a joke?”
“This weather gives me a headache,” 

he said.
Her hair, still wet from the swimming 

pool, was spread around her head like 
a halo. “We’re in a movie right now,” 
he said, and he turned toward her and 
kissed her a little, up on his elbow. They 
had known each other for six days. 
“That didn’t feel like fucking,” he’d said 
the first night. “It felt like making love.”

She was his.
The clouds blinked on and off, and the 

wind came up all at once. They heard 
it before they saw it, roaring across the 
smooth surface of the pool, across the 
close-cropped lawn, and then it was 
above them, in the wide treetops spread 
out overhead. The branches shook and 
bent to odd angles. The sharply defined 
borders of the clouds dissipated too, the 
banks of white and gray spreading out 
into an undifferentiated haze, dark vio-
let and bruised with a violence neither 
of them were prepared for. There was 
too much at stake; there was nothing at 
stake except the shell of a life they could 
only make out by squinting. A possible 
life. And another old life breaking apart 
in the storm.

“You have a wife?” she’d asked earlier, 
her eyes wide, but she’d seen the ring on 
his finger. She already knew, somehow, 
that the story was more complicated.

“She has a boyfriend.”
“Your wife has a boyfriend?”
“She’s in love,” he’d said, miserable, 

but pretending to himself he didn’t 
care. This was what he’d agreed to, for 
some reason that would or would not 
be revealed.

There was another loud moan from 
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“The perfect 
amount of booze 
in them, the 
perfect bright 
spattering of 
stars.”

“Why are you only staying for a 
month?” he asked.

She said, “A month is enough time.”
They got out of the water. She was 

shivering hard now, drunk in the heavy 
heat. “Windsor,” she giggled.

He said, “I’ll get you a towel,” but she 
already had one. He pulled her close, he 
held her. They stood, hugging. His chest 
wide enough to fit all of her in.

“I might cry if we sleep together,” she 
said. “I’m going through a hard time.”

He wasn’t the only one with a broken 
life back home.

“I love you,” she whispered in his ear 
before she could stop herself, but she 
was sober enough to qualify it: “I love 
you a little.”

He pushed her gently back by the 
shoulders so he could see her face. “I 
love you a lot,” he said.

The star-spangled sky.
“Where do you live again?” she asked.
He laughed. “Indiana.”

The wind picked up again, sounding 
only like itself, like a wild summer 
storm ripping through the forest. A few 
fat raindrops smacked against the stone 
porch. She put a hand in his dark curls, 
massaging his scalp. “It’s OK,” she reas-
sured. But he trusted his instinct in the 
face of her confidence. “A tree is going 
to fall,” he said.

On cue, the sky squealed and pushed 
them up off their backs, the wail of an 
emergency. It drew out the man in him, 
the desire to act. He was up on his feet, 
chin tilted up, hands raised instinctively 
like a boxer’s. And then there was the 
creaking, the slow high-pitched whine 
as the giant pine fell in slow motion to-
ward the mansion behind them.

There was a sound like crumpled tin-
foil as the roof caved in.

“You saw that, right?”
Her mouth was hanging open.
“We are totally in a movie right now.”

bathing suit down, put a nipple in his 
mouth. “You’re so badass.”

“ I ’m  not !  I ’m  go o d ,” she 
moaned, helpless.

“You’re so badass.” He laughed. 
“You’re a lot, you’re a boss, you’re a 
big deal, you’re beautiful.” He paused. 
“You’re famous.”

“I’m not famous,” she protested truth-
fully, but she couldn’t stop giggling.

“Canada,” he said, hesitant, like he 
was asking a question.

“Name a city in Canada.”
“Ottawa.”
“Other than Ottawa.”
“Oh,” he said. “Um. Windsor?”
She could not stop laughing. Tears 

leaked from the corners of her eyes. She 
clenched her stomach. “Windsor!”

“What?” He faked indignance.
“I’m going to pee,” she howled.
“Do it. Let it go.”
He held her in his arms while she 

peed in the pool.
She got hold of herself, rearranged 

her face. She asked, “Do you have 
a condom?”

“No, I don’t,” he said, his voice full of 
deep regret.

She began to shiver on the steps of 
the pool. They talked about where they 
could go. To her studio, to his.

“Or we could just wait until tomor-
row night.”

the sky, an unearthly, apocalyptic sound 
from nowhere and everywhere at once. 
“A tree is going to come down,” he said 
and, despite the size of him, the shoul-
ders and big hands, she could see the kid 
in him, his earliest, softest self made 
suddenly apparent.

“You look Jewish,” she said.
“Yeah. I get that a lot.”
He leaned into her.
“What are you most afraid of?” she 

asked, and he said, “Everything. I’m 
afraid of everything.”

The deal was struck. She would be the 
one to carry the strength.

“No tree is going to fall,” she said. 
What were the odds.

She danced in the pool house with the 
other artists. Loud thunk of hip-hop on 
the stereo, bourbon in everyone’s blood. 
One by one she beat the poets at ping-
pong, waiting for him to arrive.

‘Bring some bug spray,’ she texted. 
And he wrote back, ‘Okay!! I will. I’m 
crazy for you, btw…’

Later, they floated on their backs in 
the pool.

“So, what are you saying?”
She ruffled the water’s surface.
“After I walked you back last night 

I couldn’t fall asleep,” he said. “I was 
thinking about you.”

His leg was against hers. She leaned 
in. He put an arm around her shoulder 
and flipped her onto her stomach in the 
water, bringing his lips close to hers 
and touching them gently, then with 
force. “Where did you come from?” 
he whispered.

They bobbed toward the step. He sat 
down and she straddled him, water up 
to their shoulders. His hands in her hair, 
his big palms holding her face. The bulk 
of him, his torso, the muscled quads.

“I know about you,” he said.
“You don’t know anything about me.”
“Oh, oh!” he laughed, feigning of-

fense. “I do. You’re famous.”
She scoffed and kissed him again. 

They moved weightlessly around the 
shallow end, sinking up to their noses 
before they remembered to come up and 
breathe. They bumped up against the 
side of the pool. The perfect amount of 
booze in them, the perfect bright spat-
tering of stars. He took the top of her 
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and into the swimming pool out beyond 
it. Then he was behind her, his hands on 
her hips. “I left messages on the landline 
and the cell,” he said. He paused. “My 
headache is gone.”

They sat down on the step and he 
pulled her against him. She knew this 
was the moment she would try to get 
back to later—being chosen, being 
adored, and the accompanying certainty 
that it was OK to be alive. An unspeak-
able sadness rose inside her. She leaned 
her head on his shoulder. They watched 
while the lightning ripped the darkness 
apart and the rain made everything 
clean. 

This article was originally published on 
July 11, 2014.

Mercy, her eyes wide, her face sweaty. “I 
heard a big bang,” she said.

The three of them conferred. No con-
clusion was reached. The pianist floated 
back from wherever she’d come.

“What’s her name again?” he asked, 
but she didn’t know. Artists were com-
ing and going every day. Still, they felt 
a shared guilt at not knowing, a feeling 
united in their collective body. Their ex-
perience had been fused like vertebrae 
so everything that happened to one of 
them happened also to the other.

Now he moved away from her, though; 
he went to call the groundskeeper. She 
crouched under the overhang, and the 
wind stopped all at once and the rain 
came down in earnest, a deafening, bib-
lical downpour, falling into the trees 

No siren started; there was only 
the wind.

They went in through the French 
doors. The mansion was dark. They 
moved through room after room with 
flashlights, like deep-sea divers, light-
ing up the frescos and canvases. There 
was no damage from the inside. They 
could not match the geography of 
what they had seen outside with the 
big house’s interior. Something had 
fallen but they didn’t know where it 
had landed, couldn’t yet account for 
the damage.

Now there was a composer, an Asian 
woman who had been sitting at the 
grand piano, her haunting music drift-
ing out over the storm. She came down-
stairs like a harbinger, like the Angel of 

n that particular day 
in August 1988, Styo-
pa Agarun and Simon 
Reznikov were sit-
ting on the balcony of 
the Reznikovs’ rent-

al apartment overlooking a fire station, 
and Simon was telling his childhood 
friend how it was summer, he had no va-
cation plans of his own, and this would 
have never happened back in Moscow. 
Styopa listened silently as a fire engine 
backed into the garage, moaning like an 
old gigolo.

“I got it,” Styopa suddenly said, slap-
ping himself on the thigh. “You should 
go to Bluebell Inn.”

“Where’s that?” Simon asked.
“In the Catskills.”
“The Castiles?” Simon compulsively 

punned. “All the way in Spain?”
“Hilarious. Not the Cas-teels but the 

Cat-skills,” Styopa replied, unperturbed. 
“They used to call it ‘Borscht Belt.’”

“Why the hell ‘Borscht Belt?’” 
asked Simon.

“There used to be a lot of Jewish re-
sorts there,” Styopa explained.

“‘Borscht Belt’ doesn’t sound Jewish 
at all,” Simon said. “Russian, Ukrainian, 
but not Jewish.”

“Well, perhaps to you it doesn’t,” 
Styopa conceded. “But here it used to 
sound Jewish. Like Jewish deli food. So 
the name stuck.”

The story Styopa told him began with 
a senior colleague of his father, a radiol-
ogist at Brigham and Women’s. He had 
grown up in Queens and every summer 
used to go with his family to Bluebell 

O

Russians in the 
Catskills
Wet hot ‘amerikanski’ summer

BY MAXIM D. SHRAYER

Inn, a Jewish resort in the Catskills. He 
was the one who convinced Styopa’s 
parents that Bluebell Inn would be a 
good place to ship off Styopa’s grand-
mother with 14-year-old Styopa.

“We first went to the Catskills in 
the summer of 1980. When you had 
the Olympics.”

“We?”
“Well, you had the Olympics. We had 

the boycott.”
“Why not Cape Cod then?” Si-

mon asked. “Isn’t it where you Bosto-
nians summer?”

“We were new to the area,” Styopa 
clarified. “Renting a house for a month 
was expensive. The Catskills just made 
sense at the time. And then we got used 
to it. “

“So why did you stop going?”
“It got a little complicated,” Styopa 

said and lowered his gaze.
“Complicated?” Simon pushed on, 

still a champion of clarity.
“I was in college already. By then the 

place had become like a little Odessa 
in the mountains. And then something 
happened …,” Styopa’s eyes became 
misty, his long eyelashes fluttering 
like dragonflies.

“So Castiles, I mean, Catskills,” Simon 
said. “So be it. Can you come with?”

“During the week I can’t.”
“What do you expect, me to go alone?”
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be enjoyed. Simon thought of Levin 
and his tender dog Laska, and his 
heart soared.

An uphill road with ruts and patches 
of grass in the middle brought their car 
to a sloping meadow, from which the 
resort’s main building came into view. 
It was a three-story white chalet with a 
red roof and a row of garrets in the attic. 
Its porticoed front porch made Simon 
think of Bologna, where he and his par-
ents had spent an evening during their 
Italian summer of transit. To the left 
of the main building, at the end of an 
overgrown path, a lake showed its un-
polished silver through veiny malachite. 
Simon parked, then hauled their luggage 
to the main entrance.

“Where’s the bellhop?” Simon’s 
grandmother asked.

“What do you expect?” Styopa’s 
grandmother replied with the disdain 
of a Mountain Jewish lioness. “Russian 
owners don’t bother with such things.”

They passed an older couple in match-
ing bright-yellow shorts playing ball 
with a little girl. “Throw it up, Mishel-
lochka,” the Russian grandparents were 
both screaming in English. “Throw up.”

A woman in her mid-40s, a baby-blue 
kerchief tied, bandana style, across her 
perspiring forehead, stood at the recep-
tion counter like a captain on the bridge.

“Well, hello, dear guests,” she said 
in Russian. “Welcome to Bluebell Inn,” 
she added, in English. “A hot day,” she 
switched back to Russian, blowing air 
at her face from under her tucked-in 
upper lip.

“Are you the Boston sisters? The Mil-
lershteyns?” the receptionist said to Si-
mon’s grandmother and Styopa’s. “You 
don’t look alike.”

“Different fathers,” Simon added, un-
able to resist making the kind of joke 
they used to make in his old Moscow 
circle of friends, always looking for a 
way to inject an innuendo.

As they waited—both grandmothers 
pacing back and forth in the lobby, Si-
mon tapping on the counter’s wood that 
remembered the palms and fists of the 
hotel’s thousands of clients—it became 
clear to him that staying in a connecting 
room with his grandmother would be a 
grave error.

“What’s your name?” Simon asked 

“Not interested,” his grandmother 
sliced. “Men my age are unreliable. I’d 
rather go to Paris.”

In Boston they collected Styopa’s 
grandmother from her apartment, also 
located, by some stroke of immigrant 
symmetry, across the street from an 
organic foods supermarket. The two 
grandmothers soon busied themselves 
with family talk while Simon drove, 
maps spread out on the passenger seat, 
through central Massachusetts, then 
Connecticut, finally picking up Inter-
state 95 at New Haven.

“Are we near George Washington 
Bridge?” Simon’s grandmother asked as 
they approached the Tappan Zee Bridge.

“No, this is a different bridge,” Styo-
pa’s grandmother said with authority in 
her voice. “Tap-on-Thee.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” sighed Simon’s 
grandmother. “I really wanted to see 
George Washington Bridge.”

Styopa’s grandmother only said “nu 
i nu” (which means “unbelievable” or 
“wow” in Russian) and clasped and un-
clasped her purse.

They were already on the bridge; be-
low, the Hudson coursed like the trunk 
of a biblical water animal. Despite the 
grandmothers’ urgings to drive on, Si-
mon stopped several times on the way 
to the resort. The towns they passed had 
such marvelous names: Goshen, Scotch-
town, Bloomingburg. Styopa had told 
him to start paying attention after they 
passed the town of Liberty. “When you 
enter Roscoe,” Styopa said in Russian on 
the phone, “look for a big sign for Blue-
bell Inn on your left.”

They left Liberty behinpid and soon 
after that entered the town whose name 
Simon wasn’t sure how to pronounce 
properly in English, all because of the 
“oe” cluster. Ros-coy? Rose-cow?

He would have missed the turn had 
it not been for Styopa’s grandmother. 
“Slow down, we’re here,” she yelled 
from the back seat. And there it was, 
the sign for Bluebell Inn Resort Hotel, 
and below, printed in two horizontal 
lines, were the words “restaurant • 
outdoor pool • ping pong • bar • en-
tertainment • sports.” And beneath 
those words there was a smaller sign 
for a place where hunting dogs were 
trained and pheasant hunting could 

“No, not alone. Take the grand-
mothers. And I’ll come for the weekend.”

“I’m not sharing a room with 
any grandmother.”

“You don’t have to,” Styopa sanguine-
ly replied. “You will have what’s called 
a split. Two connected rooms, and a 
shower with doors on either side.”

The following day Styopa, who pos-
sessed a talent for combinatorics, had 
the whole plan figured out, and both 
sets of parents had signed off on it. He 
telephoned Bluebell Inn and made reser-
vations. Simon’s maternal grandmother, 
who had left Ukraine as a young wom-
an and spoke Russian like a true Mus-
covite, and Styopa’s Mountain Jewish 
grandmother who swallowed whole 
Russian consonants like apricots, pits 
and all, weren’t exactly close friends. 
But they had known each other for de-
cades and agreed go on the Catskills so-
journ together.

This was going to be Simon’s first 
American vacation. On the eve of the 
departure, he lay awake, trying to visu-
alize Styopa’s resort. Back in the Soviet 
days, he heard stories from Jewish em-
issaries who came from America to vis-
it refuseniks. A vague something about 
New York Jews creating a vacationland 
for themselves at a time when hotels 
had signs like “near churches” and Jews 
weren’t welcome in many places. To a 
Moscow kid, Jewish colonies of sum-
mer cottages and hotels full of Yiddish 
speakers seemed like a fiction from a 
bygone era …

On the morning of their journey to the 
Catskills, armed with a set of AAA-is-
sued maps, the route highlighted in 
poisonous orange, Simon picked up his 
grandmother from her apartment build-
ing across the street from Bread & Cir-
cus. She had turned 74 that summer and 
was fanatically learning English.

“I hope we meet some interesting 
people there,” she said as they left be-
hind the outskirts of Providence.

“Interesting how?” Simon asked, just 
to pique her a little bit.

“Interesting, educated people. Not 
like some of the double-dyed provin-
cials in my building.”

“Maybe you’ll meet a nice old gentle-
man,” said Simon.
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everywhere he turned there was a feel-
ing of decline—not a serene decay of an 
impoverished gentryfolk’s estate but a 
loveless, breakneck ownership. Simon 
wandered the grounds, picturing in 
his head the way the place looked in 
its heyday. In his exalted imagination, 
émigrés of yore walked the paths and sat 
on the benches of an idyllic mountain 
enclave—lovers of art and philosophy, 
existentialists and post-Kantians, star-
lets of Shanghai cabarets and forgotten 
Yiddish actresses.

Simon’s eyes rolled down the lady’s 
chin and neck into her cleavage, feeling 
the evening moisture on curlicues of her 
drab skin.

He returned to the hotel just in time 
to observe his compatriots’ evening rit-
uals. The front lawn buzzed with Rus-
sian American children and their par-
ents or grandparents in colorful outfits 
and baseball hats. They were convinced 
that their offspring were better off frol-
icking on these unkempt lawns in the 
Russianized Catskills than by the shores 
of the Baltic or Black Sea.

Almost all of the rocking chairs lin-
ing the front porch were occupied by 
coteries of elderly Russian Jews. Simon 
thought of his childhood friend Styopa 
Agarun as he crossed the meadow and 
approached the main entrance with 
its white fronton and peeling wood-
en columns.

“Young man, a very good evening to 
you,” said a big female voice from be-
hind one of the columns.

Simon stopped and turned sideways. 
Staring at him, slightly askance, was the 
owner of the big voice. It was a lady in 
her 70s, tall, judging by the length of her 
tan bare arms. Her unclouded, cornflow-
er-blue eyes were life-thirsty. The lady 
had permed copper hair, rouged cheeks, 
and long mascaraed eye lashes; a silk 
shawl covered her bare shoulders but re-
vealed the décolletage of her dark floral 
dress. Inexplicably, Simon’s eyes rolled 

grandeur, and there were no adult Amer-
ican-born Jews left among the clientele. 
All the adults and also some of the old-
er kids staying at Bluebell Inn had been 
born in the Soviet Union. In some ways, 
the resort itself—like the country they 
had come from—was drowning in the 
myths of its past.

Most of the vacationers came from 
the boroughs of New York and from 
New Jersey, and some from Philadel-
phia and Baltimore. These were folks 
who had gotten out in the 1970s. Immi-
grants with 10, sometimes 15 years of 
American life under their canvas belts 
and elastic bands, many of them had 
raised children here. Some had grand-
children with names like “Benichka” 
(from Benjamin) or “Binochka” (from 
Sabina). They hadn’t tasted of refusenik 
despair back in Russia but had to fight 
their own immigrant battles in Ameri-
ca. Most of the adult men and many of 
the women were conservative in a pri-
mordial fashion, the way steak is bloody 
and snake is slithery. The ex-Soviet Jews 
professed fist-brandishing Zionism 
without ever wanting to live in Israel. 
Most of the older men and some older 
women had fought against Germany 
and carried signs of battlefield injuries.

Dinner was served in the main din-
ing room with plaintive ceiling fans and 
a chintzy view of the porticoed porch 
and the meadow. The menu coalesced 
typical Russian appetizers like “herring 
under a fur coat” with typical American 
entrees like “veal Parmesan.”

Their server, introducing herself, 
said with pride: “My name’s Regina. My 
mom’s the chef here for the summer.”

“And for the winter?” Simon tried to 
make a joke.

“She cooks at a restaurant in Queens.”
“And you, what do you do during the 

year?” Simon asked, squinting.
“I go to high school during the year. In 

Forest Hills,” answered the young wom-
an, straightening her black apron. “For 
the main course?” she asked the grand-
mothers, switching to Russian.

Simon wolfed down his entree, fol-
lowed by a serving of cherry compote 
and a slice of poppy seed roulette. Aban-
doning the grandmothers as he would 
again and again during that Catskills va-
cation, he went out for a stroll. Almost 

the receptionist in a warm-hearted So-
viet whisper.

“Basya.”
“Where are you from, esteemed 

Basya?” he asked again, bringing his face 
an inch closer to hers.

“Minsk.”
“Minsk?” Simon said with glee. “We 

had an aunt in Minsk. Aunt Bronya. The 
only one who survived.”

“My papa’s whole family was in the 
ghetto,” Basya said, her chest heaving. 
“He returned home from the front an 
orphan. Oy, the pain, the pain,” Basya 
sighed, dropping metal keys with wood-
en chain holders on the counter. She 
paused, then asked Simon: “You must 
be from Leningrad?”

“Moscow. But my dad’s from 
Leningrad.” 

“Intelligentsia,” Basya said, smiling 
broadly. “Probably demanding, too. 
Don’t expect too much of this place.”

“Basya,” Simon said under his breath, 
leaning over the reception counter. “Any 
chance I could have a room of my own?”

“Don’t want to be next to grandma, 
naughty boy,” Basya shook her head.

“It’s not that, I just—”
“I get it,” Basya cut him off. “For the 

same price I can give your grandmother 
a regular room with a private bath. But 
you’ll have to stay in the attic.”

“The attic?”
“That’s where our single service staff 

live. Small rooms, no frills. Bathroom in 
the hallway. But the view is spectacular.”

“I’ll take it, Basya.”
Simon told his grandmother a half-

lie about the connected rooms being all 
taken, and she accepted it. He delivered 
the grandmothers’ luggage, then ran 
up two flights of stairs to the attic. His 
low-ceilinged garret had a squeaky bed, 
a side table, a painted blue chair and a 
wardrobe with a broken door. From the 
dormer window he could see the front 
lawn embroidered with vacationers, an 
undulating wall of the woods, and a tall 
glass of mountain sky cut with wispy 
clouds. This was, he reminded himself, 
his first American vacation, and things 
could only get better.

By the end of their first day in the 
Catskills, two things became appar-
ent. The resort was living out its past 
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“When she 
smiled, the 
lake’s greenish 
patina quivered 
on the red  
gold of her  
upper teeth.”

his upper body like a stallion. “We’d love 
to pick your brain about college.”

“We who?”
“There’s a group of Russian kids here. 

Most of us are going to be seniors in 
high school. Some work in the dining 
room, others run little kids’ activities. 
Why don’t you meet us later?”

“Sure,” Simon said, and went back to 
his garret to throw on swimming trunks 
and a polo shirt.

By the time Simon, notebook in hand, 
came back from the pool, the Russian 
kids had already dispersed, leaving a 
circle of chairs at the far corner of the 
front porch.

After supper Simon found Regina, 
Petya, and other Russian boys and girls 
congregating at the far end of the long 
front porch.

“Hey, pull up a chair and join us,” said 
Petya, who acted like the leader of this 
brotherhood and sisterhood of young 
ex-Soviet Jews. “Here, meet my friends. 
This is Pasha, our tennis guru. This is 
Anya—works with little kiddies. Now, 
this guy,” Petya pointed to a swarthy 
fellow with piggish eyes. “This is Sam 
from Kishinev. And this is our Mari-
nochka. Beauty and brains. All the boys 
are in love with her.”

The girl whom Petya introduced last 
was standing in the shadow of a corner 
column, her right leg bent at the knee. 
She was wearing a sleeveless white shirt 
with see-through holes on the sides and 
black Capri pants with ties at the bot-
tom. One of the ties hung loose, and 
Marina’s tennis shoes were also untied, 
their laces tucked in. Marina had small 
hands and feet, and when she looked at 
Simon and smiled just slightly, her full 
lips and her tongue formed a perfect tri-
folium. A night violet, Simon thought, 
remembering a turn-of-the-century 
Russian poem his father admired and 
read to him. Marina’s titian eyes, wide-
set, almost Oriental as is the case with 
some East European Jews, gave the il-
lusion that she was looking at you and 
also at her own temples and beyond. 
As the evening wore on, they hung out 
on the porch and Simon told the group 
about Brown—life on campus, courses 
and professors, and also some of the 
celebrities’ children he had run across, 
among them Ringo Starr’s stepdaughter 

“Second day,” Simon replied.
“Not here here. In this country.”
“A year.”
“I see,” the kid said and offered a hand 

in a handshake. “My name’s Petya. I’m 
from Brooklyn. Kharkov, originally. We 
left when I was 9.”

Simon introduced himself.
“What brings you here?” Petya asked.
Simon explained about driving up 

with two grandmothers, and Petya just 
shook his head and cracked his knuckles.

“We started coming here eight, nine 
years ago with our families. Now the 
place is all Russian. Owners, too.”

“Are you here with your folks?” Si-
mon asked.

“My grandmother died earlier this 
year. And my younger brother is at 
sleepaway camp. So I’m solo this sum-
mer. Working as a pool attendant. Free 
room and board. Not too bad, ha?”

Petya was younger than Simon but 
seemed more at home in this world.

“Where do you go to college?” 
Petya asked.

“Brown. I transferred after we 
came here.”

“Wow, I’d love to go to Brown. But 
I’ll probably end up at Albany, maybe 
Stony Brook.”

Simon didn’t know what to say and 
just looked at his feet.

“I tell you what,” Petya said, jerking 

down the lady’s chin and neck into her 
cleavage, feeling the evening moisture 
on curlicues of her drab skin.

“I believe you know my good friend 
Styopa,” said the lady.

“He used to come here,” Simon re-
plied. “How do you—”

“My name is Madame Yankelson,” the 
lady introduced herself with authority. 
Simon was instantly surprised by her 
use of the word “Madame” when speak-
ing in Russian. “Violetta Arkadyevna 
Yankelson, but I want you to call me 
simply Violetta.”

Leaning on the column with his right 
shoulder, Simon stood on the porch, 
both wanting and not wanting to leave, 
his eyes traveling back and forth be-
tween the meadow and Madame Yankel-
son, whom he had instantly nicknamed 
“Pique Dame.”

“You and I will have a roman,” said Ma-
dame Yankelson. “Platonic, of course,” 
she added, noting his bewilderment.

Sitting in a rocking chair next to 
Madame Yankelson’s was another lady, 
beige and mothlike, clad in a brown 
dress with a beet-red belt. Madame 
Yankelson didn’t introduce her to Si-
mon. He would soon discover that this 
lady always sat with Madame Yan-
kelson in the manner of a demoiselle 
de compagnie. She hardly ever spoke, 
a silent witness whose name, Simon 
learned eventually, was Lydia Shmuk-
ler. When she smiled, the lake’s green-
ish patina quivered on the red gold of 
her upper teeth.

To breakfast, Simon wore a baby-blue 
cotton robe with gray and yellow stripes. 
After consuming a generous helping of 
challah French toast and drinking two 
cups of sweet black tea with lemon, Si-
mon came out to the porch for a gulp of 
fresh air.

“Do you sleep in this?” a voice from 
behind his back asked in doubly ac-
cented Russian, interrupting Simon’s 
reverie. He turned around to discover 
a stocky kid of about 17 or 18 with a 
head of sandy curls and daredevilish, 
hazel eyes.

“No, I just eat in it,” Simon answered, 
a bit belligerently.

“How long have you been here?” the 
kid asked, switching to English.
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Brooklyn he only knew three areas: 
Williamsburg, Brooklyn Heights and, 
naturally, Brighton Beach.

“Just another neighborhood,” Marina 
replied. Under the old weeping willow 
by a derelict boathouse they stood for a 
while, kissing, and Simon told her about 
the world he left in Moscow.

“What would you want with a simple 
girl who doesn’t even come from Mos-
cow?” Marina said in English, screwing 
up her eyes and sliding out of his arms.

As they strolled back under the dark-
ening skies of the Catskills, Marina told 
Simon that she used to work at Bluebell 
Inn, but that summer her parents want-
ed her to rest before college.

“I’m bored out of my mind. Imagine, 
it’s either my family or the other Rus-
sian kids. There’s nothing to do here.”

“Do you have older siblings?” Si-
mon asked.

“My brother Tolik. He and I are 
very close,” Marina said, voice grow-
ing serious.

“What’s his story?” Simon asked.
“He studies design at FIT. Very talent-

ed, very chic. My dad’s barely speaking 
to him. He doesn’t get such things.”

At breakfast the following morning Ma-
dame Yankelson, red roses climbing the 
twin trellises of her chiffon top, came up 
to their table, said a perfunctory hello to 
the grandmothers, and turned her gaze 
onto Simon.

“Young man, I would like it very much 
if you could spend some time with me,” 
she said like an ageless actress in a radio 
play. “Please finish your breakfast, and 
my friend Lydia and I will look forward 
to seeing you at our usual post near the 
column by the main entrance.”

A Moscow tomcat Simon may have 
been, but he was also a polite Jewish 
boy, and he couldn’t very well say “no” 
or “I’m busy.” Half an hour later he stood 
in front of Madame Yankelson like a ca-
det at graduation exercises. She raised 
herself from her chair, threaded her 
soft arm through the eye of his elbow, 
and he thought of hot dogs and buns, 
of Rabelais’ oversize lovers, and also 
of Marina who would see him walking 
the same path but in Madame Yankel-
son’s company.

“Take me to the lake, darling,” 

ambitions throbbing in her tenderly 
provincial speech.

Simon took hold of Marina’s small 
manicured fingers. Over her left shoul-
der she glanced at the front lawn.

“My mom spies on me,” she said, 
trustingly. “She’s over there, playing 
Frisbee with my little sister.”

“Is your father also here?” Si-
mon asked.

“Only for the weekend. He likes to 
sit on the porch and smoke cigars after 
supper,” Marina explained.

“That’s pretty darn American of him,” 
Simon said, but not facetiously.

As they stepped onto a mossy trail 
that girded the lake, he pulled Marina 
closer and put his right arm across her 
shoulders, fingers touching the embroi-
dered top of her blouse.

“Tell me about yourself,” he asked her.
“There’s not a whole lot to tell,” Ma-

rina switched to English. “I was 6 when 
we came. We used to live in Zaporozhye. 
I don’t remember very much.”

Zaporozhye (or Zaporizhia) was a city 
in the southeast of Ukraine. Simon had 
never been to it in his 20 Soviet years, 
and he knew two principal things about 
the place of Marina’s birth: It’s on the 
Dnieper River and it’s near the historic 
stronghold of Ukrainian Cossacks. The 
rest he had to imagine.

“My dad used to be an engineer,” 
Marina told him as she fingered a blue 
cornflower. “Before college he used to 
drive a truck in the Soviet army, and he 
went back to driving a cab after we came 
to Brooklyn. He did that for five years, 
then he started a jewelry business with 
two friends from home.”

“Successful?” Simon asked, picturing 
heavy necklaces and bejeweled hands.

“T’fu-t’fu,” Marina replied in Russian. 
“I sometimes help him at the store. But 
he usually doesn’t want me to.”

“Too dangerous?”
“It’s not that. He wants me to become 

a lawyer. And he wants to sell his share 
of the business when he’s 60 and retire 
in Florida.”

“I also want to retire in Florida and 
live in Miami,” Simon said, half-joking.

“You do?” Marina looked at him 
in bafflement.

“What’s Canarsie?” he asked, refer-
ring to Marina’s home in Brooklyn. In 

and Candace Bergen and Louis Mal-
le’s daughter.

“Do you only meet celebrity chicks?” 
Petya asked.

Marina moistened her lips and 
smiled, looking toward the front lawn.

All the while Simon was scanning 
the émigré sunset theater out of the 
corner of his right eye. An old gentle-
man with a carved cane, the collar of 
his white shirt worn over a cream-col-
ored jacket with three rows of Soviet 
military ribbons, approached the two 
grandmothers who were strolling on 
the sunlit section of the meadow, arms 
folded behind their backs, like convicts 
in a prison courtyard.

“That’s my grandfather,” Marina said 
about the old gentleman with regalia.

“And that’s my grandmother and my 
friend’s,” Simon added.

“He’s  casting a  wide net,” 
Petya commented.

“I feel like going for a stroll,” Si-
mon said, getting up. “Who wants to 
join me?”

“I’ll go,” Marina said, and their whole 
gang turned in her direction.

“Nice, preppy boy,” Petya said with-
out malice. “Your lucky night.”

Marina and Simon walked across the 
to footlights, stage and backstage of the 
émigré theater, heading for the lake.

The last time Simon had interacted 
with a Russian girl had been a summer 
ago in Italy. Later, at Brown, he didn’t 
know other Russian students, male or 
female. A Soviet immigrant on an Ivy 
League campus, he had trouble speak-
ing the language of American love. His 
Russian romantic ardor and his chiv-
alry were being mistaken for cultivat-
ed machismo. And it took a half-Irish, 
half-Jewish psychology graduate stu-
dent from Chicago to figure him out, 
which is why they dated, clandestinely, 
for much of the spring as Simon also 
tried to write his first English-lan-
guage poems.

Walking next to Simon on a willowy 
path wasn’t just one Marina Ayzen-
baum, a recent high school graduate 
staying at Bluebell Inn with her fami-
ly and going off to Binghamton in the 
fall. Walking next to him was an RGA, 
Russian Girl in America—Russian roots, 
Brooklyn breeding, and American 
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June. My father is at his office, my moth-
er is running around and supervising the 
movers, and I’m just standing in every-
body’s way, wearing a lovely little sail-
or dress with ribbons and frills, taking 
everything in. And suddenly I see a big 
handsome man with a shaved head, de-
scending the stairs. At first I thought he 
was mean-spirited, but then he smiled at 
me, not even a full smile but a half-smile 
and a flicker in his eyes, and I could tell 
he was a gentle soul. ‘Hello, young lady,’ 
he said. ‘Let’s get acquainted. I’m Maya-
kovsky.’ ‘I’m Violetta Yankelson,’ I said. 
He spoke to me in such a way that I felt I 
could trust him completely. And may the 
Lord punish me if I’m lying to you, I felt 
that I would have done anything for this 
beautiful sad man. Anything.”

“So you lived in the same building as 
Mayakovsky did?” Simon asked, just to 
make sure he understood her correctly. 
The whole story was so fabulous.

“Yes, after 1926. And still after he 
shot himself. That was in 1930, I re-
member the day I found out like it was 
yesterday. They lived one floor above us. 
Mayakovsky and the Briks. Lilya was le-
gally Brik’s wife, and Mayakovsky loved 
her madly. She ruined his life, you know 
that, don’t you.”

“What was he like?” Simon asked.
“Mayakovsky? A genius. And such a 

gallant man. He was always so kind to 
us. My parents worshipped him.”

Madame Yankelson wiped the cor-
ners of her eyes with a thumb wrapped 
in the handkerchief. They sat for about 
a minute without speaking. All around 
them on the clearing, grasshoppers 
stammered away, dragonflies juddered 
in midflight, bees pulverized the moun-
tain air. The life of insects went about its 
hourly tasks, replete with small sounds 
and vibrations and yet indifferent to the 
fluctuations of human spirit.

“Madame Yankelson, should we 
head back?”

“Back?” she repeated, confusedly, 
but then, regaining clarity of mind, she 
lifted her body from the bench. Clutch-
ing her white purse with one hand, she 
leaned on Simon’s elbow with the other. 
They walked on the path, and quite in-
nocently and thoughtlessly, just trying 
to find his way out of the encroaching 
silence, he said to Madame Yankelson:

believe me?” she uttered with a la-
bored laugh.

“No, I—”
“Mayakovsky himself was very fond 

of me, you know.”
“Mayakovsky?” now Simon couldn’t 

hide his curiosity. It wasn’t very often 
that one ran into people who knew the 
great poet.

“To explain I would have to tell you 
my age. And a true lady never reveals her 
age,” said Madame Yankelson, making 
the kind of upward motion of her neck 
and cheekbones that was meant to pull 
back the furrows and wrinkles.

“Madame Yankelson, you’re as young 
as you look,” Simon said, horrified by 
the platitudes he was prepared to spout.

“Thank you, you’re becoming a very 
dear friend,” she said, removing a per-
fumed handkerchief from her purse. 
She waved the handkerchief, letting its 
skein brush against her lips.

The two sisters, both wearing skorts 
that were in fashion that summer, and 
both clad in green tops, formed a won-
drous praying mantis in the freshly 
mowed grass.

“We moved from Riga to Moscow 
in 1925. I was 13,” Madame Yankelson 
began her story. “My father was a re-
nowned gemologist. He started work-
ing as an expert at the Central Jewel-
ry Trust.”

“So you’re originally from Riga,” Si-
mon interrupted.

“Oh yes,” she picked up the dangling 
story. “Moscow was terribly overcrowd-
ed. At first we lived in an awful hole in 
the wall—that even though my father 
was getting a very good salary and had 
connections. Finally, this was already 
1926, my father managed to secure two 
connected rooms in a very decent apart-
ment. Communal, of course, but that’s 
the way it was back in those days. We 
moved to Gendrikov Lane, a very nice 
central location—you’re from Moscow, 
you should know where it is.”

“Vaguely,” Simon said. “Isn’t it some-
where near the Taganka Theater?”

Madame Yankelson sighed and 
dabbed off tiny beads of dew on 
her forehead.

“I was a girl, but already a young 
woman,” she continued. “Now imagine: 
We’re moving in. It’s a hot sunny day in 

Madame Yankelson said and led Si-
mon across the meadow. “I’m leaving 
the parasol with you,” she said to Lydia 
Shmukler, who silently nodded. From 
her white rocking chair Madame Yan-
kelson picked up a sequined purse the 
shape of a Maltese dog.

As they walked across the front 
lawn in the direction of the lake, Ma-
dame Yankelson put more weight on 
his right arm, as though trying to shift 
the direction.

“I know a secluded spot. There’s a lit-
tle bench there, and a marvelous view of 
the mountains,” she said to Simon.

Instead of following the main alley, 
they veered off to the left, walking on 
a narrower path, which first dropped, 
then corrected its course. They finally 
came to a clearing with the promised 
bench and ensnared shrubs behind its 
back. Through an opening between 
tree trunks, one could see three bands 
of color—milky-blue sky, pea-green 
woods, and inky-gray road. Like a 
child’s innocent painting, uncluttered 
by people.

“I would like you to read some of your 
poems to me,” said Madame Yankelson, 
half-turning to Simon and resting her 
bare arm on the back of the bench.

“My poems,” Simon muttered. “How 
do you know I write poems?”

“I read, my young friend, I read émi-
gré magazines,” she replied.

“Well, perhaps another time, Madame 
Yankelson,” he said, somehow unable to 
put things right.

“I will be your best audience,” Ma-
dame Yankelson insisted.

She took a thin brown cigarette 
out of her purse. “I don’t suppose you 
smoke, no? Well, you should know that 
I’ve been inspiring poets since I was a 
young lady.”

Holding the cigarette between her 
thumb and index finger, Madame Yan-
kelson inhaled with affect. “You don’t 
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“She stood at the 
threshold of his 
world like an old 
undine brought 
back from 
retirement.”

answered, irritated by the question’s 
bare-knuckled truth.

“Literature?” Marina’s father repeat-
ed, as though the word tasted rancid on 
his lips.

“Yes, literature, and I also write,” Si-
mon answered, thinking of his short 
story, which had just come out in a New 
York émigré magazine.

“Well, young people,” the older of the 
Brooklyn Cossacks said to Simon and 
Mira. “Why are you standing? Dance 
and enjoy.”

Simon led Marina to the floor, feeling 
her father’s stare on his back and shoul-
ders …

Marina shared a room with her second 
cousin Regina, whose name suggested 
different nicknames to the Russian and 
the English ear.

“Can you sneak out tonight?” Si-
mon had asked Marina on the eve of 
his departure.

“My room’s next to my parents’.”
“Won’t your mom be sleeping?”
“Yes. But Regina reads late at night. 

She will babble.”
“So let her babble.”
“The whole place will soon know.”
“Don’t they know already?” he asked.
“What they know is not that,” Marina 

said, and he had to take for face value 
the promise trapped inside her words.

Simon had trouble falling asleep 
in the hot garret. A mad orchestra of 
chirping and flickering noises wafted 
into his room, but he didn’t want to shut 
the window because the humid air suf-
focated. He was thinking about Marina 
and when they would see each other 
again … He must have finally drifted 
off because he did not remember the 
old ungreased hinges squeaking and the 
door opening …

She stood at the threshold of his 
world like an old undine brought back 
from retirement. Roused by the air cur-
rent, her translucent white gown was 
beating, like a sail, at the heavy masts 
of her body. An unyielding thirst of life 
moistened her cinnamon lips. Desire 
burned in her eyes, and this light nearly 
paralyzed Simon in his bed. He labored 
to lift himself up on the elbows.

“Madame Yankelson, what are you 
doing here?”

summer, and both clad in green tops, 
formed a wondrous praying mantis in 
the freshly mowed grass.

The main dining room had been 
converted into the dance floor. Basya 
from Minsk tended the bar. There was 
a DJ and a disco silver ball multiplying 
magenta and indigo lights. Marina’s 
grandfather and father sported iden-
tical, groomed barrel mustaches of 
the sort that they used to call “Cossack 
mustache” in the old country. Marina’s 
father was dressed in a light seersuck-
er suit; a shiny cummerbund kept his 
gut in place. The grandfather, a retired 
artillery lieutenant colonel, clicked his 
heels, bowed slightly with his head 
only, and asked Simon’s grandmother 
to dance. He brought her back, flushed 
up and smiling, and asked Styopa’s 
grandmother for the next dance, which 
happened to be “Lady in Red.” Simon 
stood there in a group with Marina, her 
parents and sister, wanting to steal Ma-
rina from her family.

“So you’re from the capital,” Marina’s 
father barked into Simon’s ear.

“Uh-m.”
“Who are you studying to be?” the 

father asked, phrasing the question 
precisely the way most of their compa-
triots did—not what are you studying or 
majoring in but who, who you’re study-
ing to be.

“I’m studying literature,” Simon 

“I’m ashamed to admit but I’ve never 
been to Riga. We used to go to Estonia 
every summer.”

Suddenly, as if picking up a forgotten 
thread in the labyrinth of her past, she 
stopped, looked at Simon with stern 
passion, and cried out:

“I love Riga and I hate it. It’s the place 
of my birth; it’s a city of death. My par-
ents had the foolishness to go to Riga in 
1940 to visit my grandparents. My older 
brother was a young air force pilot sta-
tioned in the North. I was a recent uni-
versity graduate. We didn’t stop them, 
and we were never to see them again. 
Killed at Rumbala …”

Madame Yankelson and Simon part-
ed in front of the main entrance, and 
he could see that her companion Lydia 
Shmukler, a silent sentinel, was waiting 
in her chair. Simon waved to her, said 
a formal goodbye to Madame Yankel-
son, and ran up four flights of stairs to 
his garret. He collapsed and slept un-
til lunch.

The Sunday night dance was one of the 
high points of the vacationers’ week at 
Bluebell Inn. Simon was already a little 
anxious that Madame Yankelson would 
again decide to unburden herself and 
nominate him as her dance partner, but, 
luckily for him, she complained of a mi-
graine and said she wasn’t going to be 
at the “evening ball.” Simon was stand-
ing on the front porch, flanked by both 
grandmothers. For some inexplicable 
reason, Styopa’s grandmother, who was 
usually pretty tight-lipped when it came 
to other people’s lives, looked crookedly 
at Madame Yankelson and hissed,

“You’re a vile woman, Violetta.”
“You should go back to the moun-

tains,” Madame Yankelson said.
“I am in the mountains,” Styopa’s 

grandmother threw back.
“I mean the Caucasus, where you’re 

from. In civilized society people are 
broad-minded. And you think it’s the 
Middle Ages and they still practice hon-
or killings,” Madame Yankelson had the 
last word.

From where Simon was standing, he 
could see Marina playing rainbow ball 
with her little sister at the far end of 
the front lawn. The two sisters, both 
wearing skorts that were in fashion that 
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“Marinochka told me everything,” 
she said, revulsion in her voice. “You 
are a pervert. My husband would have 
ripped your throat out. Be grateful he 
left early this morning.”

She turned and walked away, carry-
ing a bagel in one hand and a banana in 
the other. The bagel and banana were 
probably for Marina, whom Simon nev-
er saw again.

Simon’s first American summer end-
ed ingloriously. 

Excerpted from A Russian Immigrant: 
Three Novellas (Cherry Orchard Books, 
2019). 

This article was originally published on 
July 29, 2019.

“Madame Yankelson, please. I have 
nothing but respect for—”

“Just let me have one kiss. To seal our 
hallowed friendship. And I will be your 
muse for eternity,” she said desperately.

And it was then that Marina Ayzen-
baum appeared. She slipped in and 
froze in the doorway. On Marina’s face 
Simon read horror—horror and incom-
prehension. Hands pressed to her face, 
she dashed out of the room.

“Get out, old bat. Now see what 
you’ve done,” Simon threw these words 
at Madame Yankelson and ran out after 
Marina, but it was too late.

In the morning, after breakfast, Mari-
na’s mother accosted Simon in the ho-
tel lobby.

“Not another word,” she stepped 
closer, pressing her right index finger 
to her lips.

Struggling to find the right expres-
sion, the kind of language that would 
tactfully ward off the old lady who may 
have been sundowning, Simon final-
ly uttered,

“Madame Yankelson, you cannot 
be here.”

She stood so close to his bed that 
in the light of the moon coming in 
through the slanted roof he could see 
the palimpsest of her makeup, smell 
the wilted lily-of-the-valley scent of 
her body.

“I beg you, don’t send me away,” Ma-
dame Yankelson, pleading with her 
voice and arms.

Mr. Siegel
Tablet Original Fiction: A love story at Murder Inc.

BY BRUCE JAY FRIEDMAN

Kenneth, who was good at imitations, 
would often “do” mental patients, one 
of whom, I would guess, was modeled 
after his mother.

It was during our sophomore year, 
just before the Christmas break, that 
Kenneth received the horrible news that 
Mr. Siegel had been found dead, curled 
up in the trunk of a car with a bottle of 
whiskey in his arms. Kenneth, showing 
no visible emotion, caught a flight back 
east, to comfort his mother and to help 
identify the body. Kenneth’s half-broth-
er Jules was off in Mexico and could not 
be reached.

I flew back home soon after. During 
dinner, in the kitchen of our Bronx 
apartment, I told my mother the news.

“Isn’t it awful?” I said. “Why would a 
man like that commit suicide?”

“Oh, he committed suicide, did he?” 
my mother said, as she took a veal roast 
out of the oven. “How much are we pay-
ing for that college of yours?”

What she was telling me, of course, 
was that people did not end their lives 
by locking themselves in the trunk 
of a car with a bottle of whiskey in 
their arms.

Back at Missouri, Kenneth had no fur-
ther comment on the loss of his stepfa-
ther and the unusual circumstance of his 
death. Armed with my mother’s insight, 
I tried to get something more from him.

enneth and I grew up a 
few blocks from each 
other in the Bronx but 
did not meet until we 
both attended the Uni-
versity of Missouri in 

1947. We joined the same fraternity and 
would see each other when we returned 
to the Bronx during school breaks. It 
was during one such trip back east that 
I met Mr. Siegel, Kenneth’s father, or 
stepfather, as I was later to learn. He 
was a dark and handsome man, short in 
stature and menacing. I recall his wear-
ing an overcoat each time I met him 
and a fedora angled down and shading 
his eyes and forehead. Despite his sat-
urnine appearance, he was the kindest 
and most gentle man I’d ever met.

I loved my father, how could I not love 
my father, but he was cool and distant 
and given to sudden bursts of temper at 
which times he frightened me. Mr. Siegel 

was quite the opposite in temperament. 
He had a soft handshake and looked at 
Kenneth with adoration, yearning for 
a sign of reciprocal affection, which, 
in the time that I knew them together, 
never came. I envied Kenneth for hav-
ing such a mild-mannered and caring 
man for a father. Yet, as is often the case 
in broken families, Kenneth never ac-
cepted Mr. Siegel as his biological and 
true father.

Mr. Siegel was a Broadway ticket 
scalper, and, as such, his hours were 
irregular. He looked at his wife, Miri-
am, with pride—as if in marrying her, 
he had won a prize. She was dark-com-
plexioned and had great glittering 
teeth. Not to let the story wander, but 
she had experienced psychological dis-
orders and had undergone a series of 
electroshock treatments. Her eyes were 
always opened wide; she seemed con-
stantly to be witnessing a phenomenon. 

K
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So, maybe that explains why Kenneth 
was so cool toward Mr. Siegel. He did 
not want a stepfather the mention of 
whose name made the Lower East Side 
shit in their pants.

After completing his studies, in Par-
is and in the States, Kenneth surfaced 
as a certified doctor of osteopathy. We 
continued to tease him. Or at least I did. 
“But you’re not a real doctor,” I would 
say. And indeed I thought of osteopaths 
as borderline quacks who manipulated 
the spine and did not belong to the med-
ical profession.

Ironically, it took the Dr. Sam Shep-
pard murder case to enlighten me—and 
the world—about osteopathy. Dr. Shep-
pard, who bludgeoned his wife to death, 
was an osteopath and a full-fledged 
member of the medical community, one 
who had completed the same course of 
studies as Dr. Brown and Dr. Pasachoff, 
the doctors who had treated me as a boy 
in the Bronx. I stopped teasing Kenneth 
who, I should note, had never teased 
back. He moved to California, which, at 
the time, was the only state that grant-
ed full recognition to the practice of 
osteopathy. There he changed his name 
to Saunders and became Dr. J. Rodney 
Saunders, a Groucho Marx name to me, 
though I did not comment on it. We, or 
at least I, had dropped the teasing com-
ponent of what had become an increas-
ingly warm friendship.

Though he did not practice much 
medicine, Kenneth slowly enriched 
himself in California. With an Israe-
li partner, he bought not just one, but 
two clinics, both of which specialized 
in servicing highway accident victims. 
At one time, he had more than 100 doc-
tors working for him. He added to his 
fortune by investing in nursing homes, 
early porn production, and miracle 
weight-loss pills. Much of what he did 
barely skirted the law. He kept a little 
bag of toiletries and pajamas close at 
hand, in case he was arrested. Along 
the way, he picked up a law degree he 
thought would be helpful if he had to 
argue his case in court. He was one of 
those brilliant boys from the Bronx who 
came from less than modest means and 
became multimillionaires.

I had some success as a novelist and 
playwright which, almost inevitably, led 

approaching a pretty blond cheerleader 
was unimaginable. I envied Kenneth for 
having gotten to the point of rejection.

Kenneth and I were only casual 
friends through the years at Missouri. 
He was closer to a boy named Harold, 
another cheerleader, who was shorter 
than he was and laughed more heartily 
at Kenneth’s comedy routines.

Mr. Siegel.
After graduation, Kenneth, who did 

not know a single word of French, went 
off to Paris to continue his studies in 
medicine. Though his grades were astro-
nomically high, he had been rejected by 
the Missouri medical school, which may 
have had a Jewish quota. After serving 
in the Air Force, I became the editor of 
a group of adventure magazines and was 
asked by Kenneth to hire his half-broth-
er Jules who had been drifting aimlessly 
in Mexico. Jules fast-talked a good game 
at the magazines but could not focus and 
wasn’t helpful as an editor. He did fill 
me in on his father’s background: Before 
meeting Miriam, Mr. Siegel—“Jimmy” 
Siegel—had spent a decade in prison 
for murder. He had been a hit man for 
Murder Incorporated and was one of 
the most feared men on the Lower East 
Side. I tried to reconcile this informa-
tion with the man I knew, the gentle and 
kind individual I dared to wish had been 
my own father.

I don’t recall Jules saying anything 
about the peculiar circumstances of 
his father’s death. He lasted for a short 
period at the magazines and then drift-
ed off once again to Mexico. But in the 
Sixties, I became friendly with an older 
man named Mosely who was the resi-
dent bookmaker at Elaine’s, the popular 
East Side restaurant and hangout. We 
chatted casually about his days on the 
Lower East Side; at one point I dropped 
the name “Jimmy Siegel” into the con-
versation. Mosely fell back on his bar 
stool, his mouth wide open as if he’d 
seen a ghost.

“Jimmy Siegel,” he said. “Are you kid-
ding me? Jimmy Siegel was the tough-
est sonofabitch that ever come down 
the pike. The wops didn’t want nothing 
to do with him. They called him Shi-
key. At the mention of his name, the 
whole Lower East Side would shit in 
their pants.”

“It was a suicide,” he said, just once, 
and that was the end of it.

Mr. Siegel’s death did not stop the 
flow of financial support for Kenneth. 
Every few months, a heavily overweight 
man named Beans would show up in the 
parlor of our fraternity house. He wore 
a windbreaker and tennis sneakers and 
brought along cash for Kenneth’s tuition 
and basic needs. He also carried a shop-
ping bag filled with clothing. One con-
tained green socks with little designs 
on them, all bundled together and tied 
with string. We teased Kenneth about 
the socks calling them “Lats,” as if they’d 
been made cheaply for Latvian refugees. 
This passed for humor at the time. We 
were vicious with one another.

Kenneth took an interest in medi-
cine and fell under the sway of a fierce 
little woman who taught Anatomy I, 
considered to be the most difficult and 
grueling course at the school. I flipped 
through the pages of Kenneth’s text-
book and almost fainted when I saw 
what was required of pre-med students. 
Kenneth, with no apparent effort, sailed 
right through the course and the balance 
of the pre-med program. He found time 
to be a cheerleader, unusual for a young 
man, and to have a series of failed ro-
mances with petite and buxom blondes, 
all of whom I recall being named Mary. 
The affairs would last a few weeks, with 
Kenneth romancing the Missouri farm 
girls by holding an imaginary mic, as if 
he was in a nightclub and singing Broad-
way show tunes in a pure falsetto voice, 
very similar to that of Frankie Valli, the 
lead singer of The Four Seasons. The 
young women were initially charmed; 
they’d never seen or heard anyone quite 
like Kenneth in Boonville or the other 
Missouri towns in which they had been 
raised. But after a short period Ken-
neth’s appeal thinned out. He seemed to 
lack a romantic follow-through. Craving 
more, the women dropped him and took 
up with Missouri farm boys, leaving 
Kenneth frustrated and angry.

“Why?” he would say, pounding a ta-
ble. “Why won’t she [Mary] continue to 
see me? I just don’t get it.” After a day 
or two of brooding, he was on to the 
next Mary. I was almost pathological-
ly shy and hadn’t had much luck in the 
dating department. The thought of even 
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in his jacket pocket, he showed up at 
Miriam’s apartment in the Bronx, ful-
ly intending to fulfill his obligation. 
Miriam—Kenneth’s mother—admitted 
the handsome Jimmy. When he made 
clear his intentions, she begged him to 
spare Gray, who was away gambling in 
Atlantic City. She would do anything 
Jimmy wanted. But he mustn’t shoot 
her husband. His death would devas-
tate her child—young Kenneth, who 
was sleeping in another room. Jimmy 
was attracted to Miriam. Much more 
than that. Almost immediately, he fell 
in love with her. And thus began a slow 
dance (they actually danced) that lasted 
throughout the night. Miriam, feeling 
Jimmy’s weapon against her, continued 
to plead for her husband’s life. The hit 
man insisted that he had no choice; if 
he failed to kill Gray, a contract would 
go out on him. By the time dawn came 
up, they were in love and had reached 
an agreement. Jimmy would spare Gray, 
on condition that Miriam divorce her 
husband and marry Jimmy.

Properly warned, Gray disappeared—
for years, some of the time spent in pris-
on. Somehow, Jimmy squared the blown 
contract with his bosses. He would take 
care of some business for them upstate. 
Kenneth did not have to complete the 
story. Gray must have been seething, on 
the streets, and in prison. I had met the 
man; I could picture him waiting for his 
moment. I can’t prove any of this, but 
when the proper time came he struck. 
He was too small to have carried out 
his plan alone and would have needed a 
confederate. The two men waited in an 
alley, close to a Broadway theater where 
Jimmy scalped his tickets. When Mr. 
Siegel walked by, Gray pounced, using a 
piece of pipe to knock him unconscious. 
The two men folded his arms over a bot-
tle of whiskey and threw him into the 
trunk of an abandoned car in which he 
had been found. A suicide.

Now, years later, up popped Gray, 
moving in with Miriam and preparing 
for a wedding, as though there had been 
no interruption in the marriage.

Gray and Miriam lived together, with-
out incident, for three years. They died 
roughly six months after the ceremony. 
Kenneth had one of his hopeless love af-
fairs, this one with a married alcoholic 

Arrangements were made to have a lav-
ish wedding under the stars for the re-
marriage of Miriam and her testy and 
long-lost first husband.

At long last, Mr.Siegel. Jimmy Siegel.
Soon after Gray turned up, Kenneth 

and I had dinner several times at The 
Grille, his favorite restaurant and one 
I enjoyed as well. The staff knew Dr. 
Saunders. There was no need for him to 
order. After we’d had a drink or two, the 
waiter brought out Kenneth’s standard 
main course: two grilled veal chops and 
a baked potato. He ate veal chops every 
night of his adult life. Seriously. This 
had nothing to do with any health-giv-
ing properties in the dish. He simply 
loved veal chops.

I had never seen my friend quite so re-
laxed. He had his father back. The years 
in prison, the pit-bull disposition—none 
of it seemed to bother Kenneth. The 
wheel had come full circle. The fami-
ly was complete, unless you wanted to 
include Jules, who lived in Mexico and 
surfaced only when he needed money. 
Kenneth had had some therapy, mostly 
to try to iron out his difficulties with 
women. He brought along his therapist 
on a date, to observe him relating, or 
failing to relate, to a woman. It seemed 
a ridiculous Los Angeles kind of thing, 
but it actually produced results. The 
therapist was able to pinpoint a few oc-
casions when Kenneth had become infu-
riated over some minor social lapse on 
the part of his date. (Mispronouncing a 
word, enjoying the wrong movie.)

But the therapy worked in another 
area which was of interest to me—and 
related to the story I have such trouble 
telling. Kenneth’s reaction to his stepfa-
ther’s “suicide” had been the equivalent 
of a clenched fist. That had changed. He 
was relaxed about it and without much 
prompting, told me, in slender detail, 
what exactly had preceded his stepfa-
ther’s death.

Kenneth’s “real” father Gray had vi-
olated some code of Murder Incorpo-
rated and had been sentenced to death 
by the senior associates. (“He did a 
few things you can’t do.”) Having had 
some exposure to his style, I was not 
surprised. Jimmy Siegel, the hit man 
of choice, had been given a contract to 
eliminate the offender. With a weapon 

to better-paying jobs—and more glit-
ter—in Hollywood. I was headquartered 
at the Beverly Hills Hotel—my favorite 
part of screenwriting—and was able to 
stay in touch with Kenneth, charting his 
course from a small apartment in West 
Hollywood to the purchase of an estate 
that had belonged to the singer Tony 
Orlando. Kenneth bought the house for 
$400,000. The math is easy to do. The 
estate—if sold today—would be worth 
more than  $5  million dollars. Who 
knows, maybe 10. He bought a small 
condo nearby for his mother who had 
fallen in step with her son by changing 
her own name from Siegel to Saunders.

For all of his financial success, Ken-
neth continued to have failed love 
affairs. He was in daily contact with 
his mother who was, virtually, a next-
door neighbor.

And then, a quiet miracle occurred. 
Kenneth’s real father, whose name was 
Gray, turned up, out of the blue, old but 
feisty as ever. He, too, much like his suc-
cessor Jimmy Siegel, had spent some 
years in prison, in his case for armed 
robbery and assault charges. He was a 
small, fair-skinned, chicken-chested 
man who resembled Kenneth. He had 
a snappish personality. When I was in-
troduced to him, he raised his chin, got 
up on his toes and put his face close to 
mine. “So, what do you think you are, a 
big shot?” he said. “You get smart with 
me, I’ll cut you down to size.” I expect-
ed him to pull the string, and we would 
all have a laugh at his tough-guy im-
itation. After all, I was Kenneth’s best 
friend. But he wasn’t joking. He was a 
pit bull, plain and simple. The years in 
prison had done nothing to rub away the 
sharp edges.

In another circumstance, I might have 
behaved differently, a shove, or possi-
bly a punch in the jaw that had virtu-
ally been served up to me. But this was 
Kenneth’s father. I was in an impossible 
situation. I let it pass. It still bothers me.

Gray’s behavior—I never learned his 
surname—did not seem to bother Ken-
neth, who looked on with quiet amuse-
ment. He may have always wanted to see 
me brought down a peg, so to speak. Nor 
did Gray’s style seem to bother Miriam, 
who glittered and beamed at him as 
if he was the new doctor in her ward. 
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and say, “My God, they’ve torched the 
poor thing.”

But why not? Perhaps it’s not a major 
crime to have Kenneth kick back at The 
Grille Restaurant and calmly give me 
an account of the night Jimmy Siegel 
arrived to kill his father.

Or perhaps it’s a movie. One that 
might have been filmed in the ’40s, on 
the back lot of early Warner Bros., in the 
days of George Raft and Jimmy Cagney 
and Barbara Stanwyck. The noirish 
stories that made me fall in love with 
the movies.

Or maybe it’s not a movie. But it’s a 
story that I feel deserves to be told.

Who knows; perhaps I’ve just  
told it. 

This article was originally published on 
December 5, 2018.

service. I was ill and did not feel strong 
enough to make the flight to Los Ange-
les. I mailed a eulogy. I never heard from 
the woman again.

I can’t say that this is a story that 
haunts me. Or keeps me awake at 
night. But I do return to it from time 
to time and think of it as unfinished 
business. At the center of it—the meat 
of the story—is that lovely and horrify-
ing night—when Jimmy Siegel arrives 
at Miriam’s Bronx apartment with a 
contract to kill her husband. And that 
slow, murderous dance. As I’ve just set 
down the story, the key moments are 
told to the reader, told being the oper-
ative word. I’ve become heated in the 
classroom when it comes to exposi-
tion. If Joan of Arc has to be burned, 
let this happen onstage, and not have 
a character stare off into the wings 

nurse, an affair that kept him staring at 
the ceiling for several years. He’d be-
come ill, a condition that required him 
to be fed through a tube. Though he’d 
given the nurse free rein with his cred-
it cards, she refused to sleep with him. 
Or to deal with the tube. (“Why won’t 
she feed me? Why, I ask you.”) Some 
time passed. More staring at the ceil-
ing. And then he called with a startling 
announcement. At the age of 83, tube 
and all, he’d gotten married to a Filipi-
na housekeeper who was half his age. 
He sent some photographs. She was the 
image of his mother, pitch-black hair, 
all gleaming and beaming with lobot-
omized charm. She sent me a series of 
emails emphasizing her love and devo-
tion to Kenneth.

My friend died soon after he was 
married. There was a small memorial 

Dog Days
A hot day in Tel Aviv, a bored child, and a discussion of the Commandments

BY ETGAR KERET

liquid of the neighborhood kiddie 
pool that’s the temperature of urine 
and smells even worse. (“But Daddy, I 
didn’t bite. We were just playing dol-
phin and shark.”)

3. Watching a stupid 3-D movie. (Idea 
for a startup: inventing glasses that 
give the plot some depth when you put 
them on.)

I decide to rebel against my fate and 
say to Lev, “Today we’re just going to 
stay home and have fun.” The idea of 
“having fun” is vague enough to chal-
lenge the child.

“How can you have fun at home?” 
he asks. “That’s a riddle,” I say in a di-
dactic tone, “and you have to guess the 
right answer.”

Lev thinks for a minute and suggests 
a solution. “Ambush Mommy with a wa-
ter gun?” I shake my head. “Play vase 
soccer again?” I signal that this answer 
isn’t the right one either. Lev gives it 
one more try, “Then maybe to dig a gi-
ant hole in the living room and cover it 
with the rug, and when Uncle Ram falls 
into it, we’ll dance around him and sing 
‘We caught a ram!’ ” When that effort 
doesn’t succeed either, he gives up.

“When I said ‘have fun,’ ” I explain, “I 
meant that we’d sit together here on the 
rug, just the two of us, drink lemonade, 

f you think you died and 
went to hell but aren’t real-
ly sure, there are a few ways 
to find out. The first is to 
check how miserable and 
desperate you feel. The sec-

ond is to browse through a newspaper 
and confirm that every double spread 
is a story about some horrific crime or 
a politician’s revolting behavior. And 
the third, maybe most empirical test: 
Simply check the temperature around 
you. If it’s over 104 degrees, you must 
be in hell.

I am now apparently in hell. Or it’s 
just August in Tel Aviv. A child’s vaca-
tion from school, the unbearable tem-
perature and humidity, the thousands 
of loud French tourists who fill every 
public space that doesn’t have a locked 
door: They all create a critical mass that 

sucks every drop of the will to live right 
out of you.

Lev, my 4-and-a-half-year-old 
son, feels pretty much at home in the 
depths of hell. He wanders around our 
house nervously with his blue eyes and 
a white tank top shirt covered with a 
huge sweat stain, looking like he’s ei-
ther about to slap someone or yell out, 
“Stella!” but he does neither. Instead, he 
just comes up to me every 10 minutes 
and asks, “What’s the plan for today?” 
I don’t answer right away. Stalling for 
time. The concept “plan for today” 
usually leads to one of the following 
three possibilities:

1. Unpleasant rubbing up against 
100 kids in the roped off one-meter-
square play area in the mall. (At least 
it’s air conditioned.)

2. Splashing around in the murky 

I
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hear a report about an Israeli who’s 
been arrested in the United States as 
a suspected racially motivated seri-
al killer.

“You mustn’t kill,” Lev bellows, 
laughing, as I zap to the safe haven of 
the kids’ channel. “Daddy’s silly,” I say, 
ruffling his hair as the door bell rings. 
Standing in the doorway is Uncle Ram. 
He’s holding a 640-page typed manu-
script of his life story in rhyme. He’s 
come all the way from Nahariya to bring 
me a copy to read. It would’ve been a lot 
more fun if, instead of talking, we’d dug 
that hole in the living room. 

Translated by Sondra Silverston
This article was originally published on 
August 20, 2010.

Lev says. “But she’s right,” I tell Lev. 
“There really is a commandment like 
that.” “Daddy’s silly too,” Lev giggles. 
“There’s no commandment like that.” 
“Sure there is,” I insist. “It’s the most 
important one.” “Then how come” 
Lev asks, still smiling condescend-
ingly, “every time we turn on the TV, 
they’re always talking about people 
killing each other?”

I momentarily consider entering 
into a profound philosophical discus-
sion about the human psyche, but it’s 
too hot for that. Instead of answering, 
I shout, “Who wants to see Wonder-
pets?” and turn on the TV. It’s a shame 
that you have to go through the news 
broadcast to get to the kids’ programs, 
and before I can switch channels, we 

and talk to each other.” “Talk to Dad-
dy?” Lev says contemptuously. “Talk to 
Daddy? That doesn’t sound like much 
fun.” “You say that,” I argue, “because 
you never did it. Let’s try it for a minute 
and see.”

Lev likes the lemonade I made. That’s 
already a good start.

“What do you want to talk about?” 
I ask him as we sip together. “The 
Ten Commandments,” Lev suggests. 
“A good subject,” I nod admiring-
ly. “What do you want to say about 
the Ten Commandments?” “ That 
Mommy’s silly and makes up a whole 
bunch of weird commandments that 
aren’t there,” Lev says. “What com-
mandments, for instance, did she 
make up?” I ask. “You mustn’t kill,” 

A Man of Principle
Tablet Original Fiction: Sammy Kofer takes a cruise

BY EMILY ADELSOHN CORNGOLD

of incoming freshmen, or the inmates 
of a closed medical facility, or strang-
ers sharing floor space in an evacua-
tion center.

As a result of his lack of social accep-
tance in the first week of the voyage, 
Sammy Kofer rarely visits the pub-
lic rooms during the day. If land is in 
view, or there is anything at all to see 
other than unbroken ocean—perhaps 
an occasional passing ship or pod of 
dolphins—he will come out on deck 
to take pictures. And often he’ll linger 
outside on a deck chair, reading a book 
from the ship’s library, then closing his 
eyes for a doze. The rest of the time it 
could be assumed, if anyone were both-
ering to assume anything, he spends in-
side his cabin. His presence may attract 
attention, but there is no one to notice 
his absence.

On the first of the 66 nights of the 
journey, as the ship headed away from 
Fort Lauderdale toward its first port 
of call, Sammy had presented himself 
at the dining room’s central desk along 
with everyone else and was escorted, 
like everyone else, to the table to which 
he had been permanently assigned. On 
that occasion he exhibited enough social 
awareness to have replaced his soccer 
shirt with something with a collar, but 
this was a white polo shirt and not at all 

e carries a heavy gut. 
When he leaves his 
cabin and crosses the 
ship’s central atrium, 
his enlarged belly ap-
pears to be such a bur-

den that he must arch his back and hoist 
his shoulders to support it. His legs and 
arms are thin. His hair is white, thick, 
cropped close on the sides and sprout-
ing upward like a shaving brush. As to 
shaving, anyone observing him might 
notice that he often doesn’t; an eccen-
tric distribution of white stubble shows 
on his cheeks, chin, and throat at almost 
any hour. He dresses during the day in 
extra-large soccer shirts, baggy shorts, 
and moccasins without socks.

He spreads his feet outward when he 
walks, yet he’s not especially comical 
looking. His face, though always un-
smiling, is not unfriendly. He looks as 
if he were deep in thought, but there is 

rarely anything said to confirm this im-
pression. In various of the ship’s loung-
es, and the Seven Seas showroom, and 
the Rembrandt dining room, as well as 
on shore excursions, he is always alone. 
He seems eager to talk to people and 
tries hard to make friends, but there 
is something about him that just puts 
people off.

Who is he? Almost everyone watch-
es, but no one cares. No one especially 
cares about anyone aboard beyond the 
spouses or friends they brought with 
them on the long cruise to South Amer-
ica and Antarctica, or the table mates 
with whom they share the evening 
meal at assigned tables. There is no so-
cial glue tying these many hundreds of 
people together. They are here with one 
another coincidentally, and regard the 
haphazard nature of their proximity as 
at times interesting, at other times an 
annoyance. They are a bit like a class 

H
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Whenever he dined at a table with 
a reasonably attractive single woman, 
that hour in her company led him to 
conclude that she was either utterly hu-
morless (he had encountered two such 
grim ladies aboard), a committed spin-
ster (to be avoided), or a person from a 
segment of society he could never ex-
pect to be part of even if he approved of 
it—which, with his ideals, he certainly 
did not. There was no point in their be-
ing cultured and charming and shutting 
him out with their table manners, their 
knowing which of two forks to pick up 
first and which spoon was intended for 
use with what, for it had long been a 
matter of principle to him to disdain all 
such symbols of the caste system. And 
Sammy Kofer was nothing if not a man 
of principle.

He knew from experience that his 
particular principles frequently counted 
against him with the fairer gender, but 
it was a surprise to find that he wasn’t 
able to get anywhere with the men on 
board, either. He had always appreci-
ated the friendship of his own gender, 
and would have enjoyed having some 
conversation with a serious thinker like 
himself, someone with a skeptical view-
point and a liberal bent, someone with 
a dislike for organized diversions of the 
type so enthusiastically promoted by the 
ship’s activity director. On his visits to 
the library to pick out or return a book, 
or to a lecture in the showroom about 
an upcoming port of call, he would find 
almost any excuse to address men who 
seemed moderately interesting, either 
on the basis of the sort of book they 
were reading or the kinds of questions 
he overheard them asking a speaker or 
the librarian. But there was never any 
continuation of conversation after the 
overture and a mere minute or two of 
backs and forths.

He felt himself to be, as his own sorry 
joke termed it, a gefilte fish out of water.

Of the few unattached women he 
met, one showed signs of having looked 
striking at one time; a showgirl, per-
haps. However, she towered over him 
in height, responded to the question 
he asked her about her previous travels 
in a deep, testosterone-drenched voice, 
and, he concluded reluctantly after giv-
ing it some thought, might conceivably 

Chinese American girlfriend, along 
with a Portuguese man with his African 
American wife and their daughter. The 
Belgian spoke fragmentary English in 
a mutter, the Portuguese had almost no 
English at all, and neither the gorgeous 
Chinese girl nor the African American 
seemed inclined to say much beyond 
“butter, please,” or “I’ll try the shrimp.”

Only the teenaged daughter said any-
thing to him at all. “Where?” she asked, 
when Sammy told them he was from 
Imperial Valley, California. Taking the 
question as showing interest rather than 
what it was—an adolescent’s dismissive 
comment—he hastened to give a short 
geological history of the valley. There 
was no further comment from anyone. 
They were neither talkers nor interest-
ed in the natural world. He decided to 
move on.

Another night, another table. He 
switched to the second of the two seat-
ings, the one from 8 to 10 o’clock, hoping 
for better luck. At one table, which was 
full of lively conversation when he got 
there, he had the mistaken impression 
that he was getting along well enough 
to bring up the subject dearest to his 
heart: that rules and regulations, as well 
as various religious prohibitions, work 
against the natural, healthy human state.

“You take all these allergies and men-
tal illnesses, smoking pot and the like. 
Once the human body is allowed to re-
turn to its natural way of life, these ail-
ments disappear by themselves. Nature 
takes care of us. We don’t need society 
or the medical profession or God to tell 
us what to do and not do.”

But one dominant male at the table 
turned out to be a retired physician 
and another had been a military chap-
lain in Vietnam. Later, the physician’s 
wife discreetly asked the manager to 
place Mr. Kofer elsewhere, as he was 
argumentative and not at all good for 
her hypertension.

Sammy thus became what the wait-
ers referred to as a floater, a passenger 
assigned to a different table almost ev-
ery night. The musical chairs game did 
not go well for his desire—a hope that 
continued to run, perversely, across the 
current of many years of actual experi-
ence—to find not only agreeable com-
panions, but female ones in particular.

the sort of thing men customarily put on 
for dinner on high-end cruises. With the 
polo shirt, he wore gray trousers and a 
jacket that came from a somewhat dark-
er, and to all appearances older, gray 
suit. It’s not that he was oblivious to his 
own appearance, only that he believed 
himself to be superior to such superfi-
cial requirements.

He sat down in the chair that the 
waiter pulled out for him at the six-per-
son table, hoping that some of his table 
mates might be single travelers like him-
self. He looked eagerly at the man and 
woman to his right, and then turned 
toward the empty chair on his left and 
the woman and man sitting on its other 
side. “Good evening,” he said in heavi-
ly accented English, and thrust out his 
hand to the nearest woman. “I’m Sammy 
Kofer, and I come from Imperial Valley, 
California.” He didn’t bother to ex-
plain that his pronunciation came from 
Ukraine by way of Israel.

Contrary to his hopes, the table 
turned out to be made up entirely of 
the two couples and himself. The sixth 
person, a stranger to them all, never 
showed up. Worse still, those present 
were interrelated. The woman to whom 
he had introduced himself, a squarish 
personage with precision-cut short dark 
hair, shook his hand with a firm grip 
and told him that her name was Peg. 
“My husband Chuck and I live in Flori-
da,” she said in a flat, no-nonsense tone. 
“These two are my brother Walter and 
his wife, who reside in Virginia. Walter 
is a retired army colonel. We grew up in 
Upper Michigan.”

Brother and sister resembled Eas-
ter Island moai, so square and chiseled 
and identical were they. Their spouses 
seemed more ordinary, and subsidiary 
to the two of them, and Sammy had no 
doubt that this was not going to be the 
best table for him.

When he returned to the dining room 
on the next night—the ship was then 
nosing its way south-southeast between 
Cuba and Haiti—he asked that the din-
ing room staff put him at a different ta-
ble. Such changes were complicated, but 
the manager obliged. They found a place 
for him in the smaller, auxiliary dining 
room. Here he was seated with a dys-
peptic-looking Belgian and his stylish 
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“Unnamed 
chemicals coursed 
through her body’s 
core, causing 
various arteries 
and organs, as well 
as her throat, to 
constrict.”

observed a certain look in his eyes that 
said to her, “You may not like me but here 
I am anyway. I challenge you to rise high 
enough to be my friend.” Louise, who 
could read people well, saw that about 
him. Even before her clinical training, 
she had had that knack. And since she 
had encountered such challenges in the 
faces of others before him and been 
easily able to rise high enough, she re-
turned the look with an acknowledging 
eyebrow ever-so-slightly raised, before 
turning to give the waiting attendant 
her order. And heard—just as she was 
finished saying, “I’ll have the escargot, 
please Gede,”—the accented and gusty 
voice of the newcomer announcing, 
“My name is Sammy Kofer and I come 
from the Imperial Valley, California.”

Unnamed chemicals coursed through 
her body’s core, causing various arteries 
and organs, as well as her throat, to con-
strict. She and Sammy Kofer had seen 
one another only once, on the other side 
of a courtroom, during a hearing (pur-
suant to his divorce) regarding his suit-
ability for the right to spend unsuper-
vised time with his two young children, 
Aviva and Alan. That was years ago, per-
haps as many as 12. The man had been 
denied that right, largely because of her 
professional testimony.

Her waiter stood patiently beside her 
chair in expectation of receiving the 
rest of her dinner order. Louise looked 
up into that young man’s soulful eyes 
as if he could help her, and at the same 
time reached inward to find the pol-
ished front that many introverts and all 
actors learn to erect to ward off terrors 
and fear-related mishaps. Outwardly 
betrayed not one bit by the shock that 
nonetheless echoed through her, she 
drew a breath to relax her vocal cords 
and gave Gede the rest of a coherent 
order, although not the choices she had 
originally intended, for those had en-
tirely dropped from her mind. She no 
longer cared what she ate, or if she ate 
at all.

Then Gede moved to the next person, 
and she again turned toward Sammy 
Kofer and saw that yes, it was the man 
in the courtroom, older now, and con-
siderably heavier and more gray. “Avi-
va’s so-called father,” as Monette Kofer 
had put it during one follow-up session. 

of discreetly understated but not inex-
pensive pewter barrettes. She favored 
neatly pressed cotton blouses and mod-
est skirts, and on her feet she wore sen-
sible, low-heeled shoes or open sandals.

Louise’s family had emigrated to 
America in the mid-1800s and done 
well. Her liberal arts education, at one of 
the Seven Sisters colleges, had been ex-
pensive and first rate. A bit reserved and 
introspective, she nevertheless made a 
consistently pleasant social companion, 
able to discuss almost any subject that 
came up in a general, polite kind of way, 
or to express interest and occasional in-
sights on topics that were new to her. 
Her move west, to Palm Springs, Cali-
fornia, had taken place some 25 years 
before, when her new husband took up 
a rabbinical post there. Trained as a psy-
chologist, and childless, she established 
a private practice in marriage and fam-
ily counseling, serving the Imperial and 
Coachella valleys.

When Sammy Kofer first turned up at 
her table, Louise did not know him on 
sight. She smiled politely across at him 
when the waiter showed him to the only 
empty chair, somewhat late, interrupt-
ing a conversation among people who, 
over the course of five evenings, had be-
come easy and relaxed with one another. 
As he gazed into each face in turn with 
an unsmiling but eager expression, she 

have undergone some gender alteration. 
Even so, if she had been a head short-
er he might have offered to spend time 
getting to know her. She seemed excep-
tionally intelligent for a female, only she 
made him think of his ex-wife. Monette 
had also been taller than he.

He did not take much notice of the 
several women he encountered who 
were on the cruise to get over the 
deaths of their husbands. Widowhood 
reminded him too much of his own 
state, permanently missing lost attach-
ments, his present isolation stretching 
ahead of him to infinity. He had made 
a poor adjustment to this fate, and still 
struggled with it; he didn’t care to face 
it in someone else. Louise Silver, a nice 
looking widow from Palm Springs, was 
one of these. But she had made it clear 
that she wanted nothing to do with him 
anyway. From the first, she couldn’t even 
be bothered to look him in the eye.

It wasn’t until the ship was on its way 
down the coast of Brazil, after spending 
six days in the Caribbean and another 
10 sailing along the muddy Amazon, 
that at last some resolution was found 
for the musical tables routine. He was 
given a chair one night at a table consist-
ing of two elderly, unattached men who, 
though hindered by various weakness-
es or disabilities, had some substance 
between their ears and with whom he 
could feel at home. It was a table adja-
cent to the one where he had first met 
Louise, the Palm Springs widow.

Sammy Kofer weighed more heavily 
on Louise, if that was possible, than he 
did on himself. On his frame rested his 
enlarged abdomen and his mysterious 
social burden, but she bore the weight of 
history—his particular history—almost 
as cruelly as if it were her own. She had 
ventured on this trip to relieve herself 
of the burdens of new widowhood and 
cancer surgery, not to incur addition-
al troubles.

At the time of the cruise, Louise Sil-
ver was in her early 60s, a nicely kept 
woman of a type found more in New 
England, where she had spent her 
childhood, than in the part of the world 
where she now lived. She had a large, 
well-shaped head, and kept her thick 
gray-blond hair cut at jaw length and 
pinned away from her face with a pair 
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Later, she would either work out at the 
gym or have her hair and nails done. 
She took part in a Photoshop workshop 
three times a week when they were at 
sea, always made a point of attending 
lectures pertaining to the next port of 
call, ate lunch poolside or at the buffet 
on the stern deck, and chatted with new 
acquaintances or sat out the afternoon 
with a book. Under this self-indulgent 
regime, she had begun to think less of-
ten, and less painfully, about her dead 
husband and her cross-cut abdomen and 
the future effects of radiation on her or-
gans and cells. Were it not for the pres-
ence of Sammy Kofer, this would have 
been the loveliest of lives.

But Sammy Kofer was aboard, and 
the gauzy fabric of altered reality that 
comes with traveling to another world 
had been torn. Each day following that 
first shocking encounter, she found her-
self anxious about running into him. 
What should she say to him when she 
did? What could she say?

“Best to ignore him,” her husband 
would have advised. “Since he doesn’t 
know who you are, you’re perfectly 
justified in acting as if you don’t know 
him.” It was sensible, so she did just 
that, pretending to be preoccupied or 
in a hurry to get somewhere on the rare 
occasions when she saw him approach-
ing. Yet for some mysterious reason, 
she found it punishing. The silence was 
punishing. She felt an obscure urge to-
ward disclosure.

One evening, while taking a show-
er before dinner and not consciously 
thinking about Sammy Kofer at all, 
she was suddenly struck with the no-
tion that she was failing at some ethi-
cal duty. And yet what could that duty 
entail? Was she obliged to tell the man 
that she knew him? There seemed 
nothing to be gained by it. It might mo-
mentarily relieve her mind, but neither 
of them could benefit from the bond 
her disclosure would inevitably create 
between them. He would know that 
she knew his secret, and she would be 
left to deal with his anger and hostili-
ty. Such a bond would be like a chain 
circling both their waists and locking 
them heavily together in the midst of 
all this lighthearted adventuring and 
carefree entertainment. No, she would 

Louise knew better than most that the 
so-called father had done much harm to 
his children, and it would seem from his 
presence on this ship that he was still 
failing to take his paternal responsibili-
ties seriously. Twelve years ago, he man-
aged to convince the court that he did 
not have the means to pay child support, 
yet here he was, on this luxury cruise. 
The distaste she felt about that, along 
with everything else she knew about his 
case, was going down like poison. But 
there it was.

At least he did not come to her table 
again after that night. If he had, she 
would have sought a different spot for 
herself. She had undertaken the trip as 
a symbol of life resumed. How ironic 
that, having committed herself to mov-
ing forward, she should find her course 
intercepted by so troublesome a person 
from the past.

Most mornings, Louise ate breakfast 
on her private veranda, often in her 
pajamas when the ship was not in port. 

How?
How will you fill your goblet
On the day of liberation? And 

with what?
Are you prepared, in your joy, 

to endure
The dark keeing you have heard
Where skulls of days glitter
In a bottomless pit?

You will search for a key to fit
You jammed locks. You will bite
The sidewalks like bread,
Thinking: It used to be better.
And time will gnaw at you like 

a cricket
Caught in a fist.

Then your memory will resemble
And ancient buried town
And your estranged eyes will 

burrow down
Like a mole, a mole….

— Avrom Sutzkever
Vilna Ghetto, February 14, 1943

Translated by Chana Bloch

not do it. She had to keep silent and try 
to make the best of it.

Meanwhile, the ship was bearing its 
throng of eager passengers to various 
ports in Brazil. And then one night, af-
ter a tour in Recife of sites from which 
most of the traces of the former Jewish 
community had been erased, Sammy 
Kofer turned up again at a table near 
hers. In fact, he was seated almost di-
rectly behind her on the other side of 
a narrow service counter, the backs of 
their chairs no more than 5 feet apart. 
And there he sat each night for many 
weeks thereafter.

Aviva Kofer had looked all round-eyed 
innocence at the first meeting, her pu-
pils so enlarged inside the dark irises 
that black eyes were practically all there 
was to see. The child sat very still on one 
of two carved wooden chairs in Louise’s 
waiting room, her long legs hanging 
unnaturally straight and unmoving to 
just above the floor. Louise had noted 
this, as well as the way she held her 
arms straight down with her thumbs 
tucked inside closed fingers. To Louise, 
the enormous eyes and the posture indi-
cated undeveloped defense mechanisms 
and universal readiness; in other words, 
an uncomprehending child attempting 
to cope with a disturbing and unpredict-
able adult world.

As the purpose of the office visit was 
to determine the girl’s well-being in re-
spect to one parent’s visitation rights—
the mother having requested protection 
for both children from unsupervised 
visits with their father—Louise asked 
Aviva’s mother to remain in the wait-
ing room while she led the child into an 
adjacent playroom. She settled Aviva in 
a child-size chair where her feet could 
reach the ground and gave her a pad of 
drawing paper and a supply of crayons 
and colored pencils. She then brought 
her face close to the little girl’s and told 
her in her most reassuring voice how 
pleased she would be if Aviva would 
draw pictures of her house and her 
family for her. “I’m going to make your 
pictures into a book, Aviva, and I’ll look 
at them every day when I know you’ll 
be coming to see me. That way I can re-
member everything about you.”

At the mention of the book, the little 
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hurt my daughter? And she said it’s not 
a good thing, girls don’t understand 
what they’re seeing, and it also might 
be arousing to the man. Monette, she 
told me, you must protect Aviva from 
seeing his private parts. So I told Sam-
my that Aviva was getting too old, that 
he had to start wearing clothes in the 
house, even if it was only underpants, 
because it wasn’t good for a little girl 
that age to see her father’s naked body. 
My husband got so angry. He walked 
away from me and slammed the door. 
Then he came right away back again, 
picked up Aviva, and carried her with 
him into the den. I want to know what 
he is doing in there, but all he can say 
through the shut door is stay out. I try 
to get in, but the door’s locked. Then I 
was crying, and I go, Give me my daugh-
ter, she shouldn’t be in there with you 
naked; it isn’t right. He opens the door 
and slams it, then opens it again and 
slams it just to make a louder noise, to 
make me go away, and I was crying so 
hard I couldn’t catch my breath. Avi-
va was crying, too, inside that room; I 
could hear her crying.

I really had no thought what to do. I 
felt afraid for what will happen to me 
and my children with this crazy man. 
When I could talk again, I telephoned 
to my mother in Israel, who said I must 
be very careful, such a reaction from 
Sammy could be dangerous. But she told 
me to take steps to protect my children. 
What steps? You must find a lawyer, my 
mother said. A lawyer will tell you what 
to do. Could I hire a lawyer against my 
husband in America? I didn’t know. But 
it was not normal for my little girl to see 
her father naked, and why did he take 
her into that room with him when he 
was like that? Why did he need to show 
his body to her, I was thinking then. His 
body should be private, between him 
and me.”

After the session, Louise examined 
Aviva’s drawings. The little girl had por-
trayed her mother as a tall figure, arms 
thrown upwards, her hair a wild scrib-
ble of red and brown crayon. Aviva her-
self was drawn as a disproportionately 
large child, almost as tall as her mother, 
wearing a big smile and a red bow in her 
hair. Both of the male figures—the little 
brother and the father—were naked, a 

want is salsa and hip-hop besides, of 
course, ballet for their little girls. But ex-
pressive dance? Dance as art? This is not 
something they relate to. Look at me! I 
was trained by the best! This lie was a 
terrible beginning for our marriage, a 
bad trick for a husband to play.”

“You said there were other things 
about him, too. What things?”

“His name!” she replied scornfully. 
“You know the meaning of this word 
Kofer? Kofer means heretic. Sammy ad-
opted that for his name! What kind of a 
man would do such a thing? I tell you, 
nothing about this man is normal. He is 
a joke. A sick, sick joke.” She waved her 
hands back and forth across her face, as 
if to erase both the joker and his joke.

When Louise asked her why she 
sought the court’s protection for her 
children, Monette leaned forward and 
brought her forehead down until it 
touched her knees. “My husband likes 
to be naked,” she confessed into the muf-
fling fabric of her leggings. “He believes 
clothes are unnatural. Native people in 
every warm climate go naked, he said. 
Clothing is artificial to make us seem 
something other than what we are. He 
wanted us all the time to be nude inside 
our home.”

She sat up, chewing her lower lip. 
“At first, before Aviva, OK. I didn’t 
mind dancing naked, I liked to please 
him. Sammy was a good audience.” 
She released her lip and smiled at Lou-
ise crookedly.

“You had fun with him at first, then?” 
Louise prompted.

Monette raked the curly, hennaed hair 
away from her forehead. “Yeah, sure.”

“Sex was OK?”
“Sure.” She waggled her shoulders. 

“He was funny and awkward. He made 
me laugh.”

“When you were pregnant with Avi-
va, did things change? Did your husband 
seem angry with you, or jealous of the 
child you were carrying?”

“No. He wanted children.”
“And the second child? Alan? You 

both also wanted him?”
“Sure!”
“How did you feel about your husband 

being naked in front of your children?”
“That’s what got me worried. I asked 

my mother: Can seeing her father naked 

girl looked at her, the black eyes locking 
on Louise’s hazel-gray ones. There was a 
suggestion of tentative trust, along with 
vast neediness, in that look.

Louise returned to her own office, 
then, and to the tall mother who, in con-
trast to her rigid daughter, scarcely held 
still for a moment as she told her story. 
Monette had been a dancer in Israel, 
a graduate of the Jerusalem Academy 
of Music and Dance. A cousin of hers, 
who lived in America, belonged to the 
statewide agricultural commission that 
Sammy worked for and, discovering 
that Sammy was looking for a wife—
Jewish women being in short supply in 
the Imperial Valley—had played match-
maker by phone. The cousin persuaded 
Sammy to fly to Israel to meet his attrac-
tive relative. He assured Monette that 
Sammy was very, very clever, and told 
each of them that they were just about 
the same height.

Not quite; it turned out that she was 
at least half a head taller, but neither of 
them was inclined to let a superficial 
thing like height deter them. Ready 
meant ready, and both of them under-
stood that it was time to start a fami-
ly. She said yes when Sammy proposed 
marriage, then confided to him that 
with his financial help she would like 
to open a dance school. She imagined 
that the school would be in San Diego, 
the city in which she believed he lived. 
Sammy agreed.

After the wedding, she and her new 
husband flew from Israel to San Diego. 
Then Sammy drove her over the moun-
tains to his house in El Centro, which, 
in her words, was “a nothing city in 
the middle of a pathetic desert.” When 
Monette asked him why he’d claimed to 
live in San Diego, Sammy in turn asked 
her if she would have known where El 
Centro was if he’d told her. True enough; 
Louise, who lived in a better part of the 
same desert, knew that even most Cali-
fornians had never heard of El Centro. 
But the deception had been particularly 
unfair to Monette.

“I spent my life in Israel, how could 
I know they would have no interest in 
modern dance in El Centro?” she com-
plained. “Did Sammy bother to find out? 
He knows nothing about dance, he’s 
completely left-footed. All these people 
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“They exchanged 
a few not 
unpleasant words 
before Sammy 
felt the need to 
share his opinion 
of the enormous 
monument to 
superstition 
soaring above 
them.”

their tours. One of them asked Sammy 
what he had thought of the stained glass 
windows of Rio’s ultra-modern cathe-
dral. “Oh, I didn’t bother getting off the 
bus,” Sammy replied. “I never step foot 
inside so-called houses of God. I am 
nothing if not a man of principle.”

Throughout the remainder of the 
meal, Louise kept her back as rigid as 
a wall to protect herself from the ev-
er-disturbing presence of the man 
of principle.

A cold wind churned up the sea at 
the Falkland Islands. Since there was 
no pier large enough for the cruise liner 
to dock, various announcements came 
early over the public address system 
concerning the feasibility, in that day’s 
stormy conditions, of using the ship’s 
small launches for ferrying passengers 
to and from shore. When landing oper-
ations were finally OK’d by the captain, 
Louise was one of the first to venture 
out. Dressed in a quilted down coat she 
hadn’t worn since her East Coast days, 
she spent a vigorous couple of hours 
tramping along a trail that took her 
through sheep pastures to a penguin 
colony at the edge of the sea.

Sammy Kofer showed up at the dis-
embarkation deck in time to hear the an-
nouncement that all landing operations 
had been suspended. He therefore spent 
the day in his cabin, highly annoyed that 
he would not get a chance to see pen-
guins, but pleased by the fact that at 
last they had reached the cold southern 
latitudes and the ship’s air condition-
ing system was switched off. In Brazil, 
the interior of his cabin had been chilly 
enough to force him to keep on his trou-
sers and shirt. Now he was once more 
able to strip down to the pleasure of his 
own skin.

When he was a boy in Kyiv, two children 
in Sammy’s street caught polio one sum-
mer, and his mother sent her children to 
the country to keep them safe. Shmuli, 
as he was called then, went to stay with 
her father’s brother, who owned a small 
dairy. Every late morning after the milk-
ing and mucking out were done, Uncle 
Ben and his sons would strip off their 
dirty clothes, cross the field naked to 
the river, then plunge into the water. 
After splashing around together for a 

cable cars that swung them up to Sugar 
Loaf. By then it was the clearest, hottest, 
most brilliant part of the day. The view 
from the peak was flawless.

Sammy, on the same tour in reverse, 
was taken first to Sugar Loaf, which was 
then damp and foggy, and afterward to 
see the divine colossus towering upward 
into a clear blue sky. He had noticed 
Louise and her attempt at avoiding him 
at the station below, but put it down, as 
he had during earlier contacts with the 
lady, to the superior airs of the ruling 
class. Staring sourly up at the immense 
statue, he deemed it to be exactly as he 
expected, a ridiculously oversize indi-
cator of the muddle-headedness of his 
fellow man. But the view was fantastic, 
so he turned to a stranger standing be-
side him and asked if he would take a 
picture of him with his, Sammy’s, cam-
era against the backdrop of the coast-
line below.

They exchanged a few not unpleas-
ant words before Sammy felt the need to 
share his opinion of the enormous mon-
ument to superstition soaring above 
them. Instead of agreeing, as Sammy 
hoped he would, the man gave him a 
startled look, abruptly handed the cam-
era back, and walked away.

During a lull at her own table that 
night, Louise overheard the men at the 
smaller table behind her talking about 

darkly outlined projection plainly visi-
ble between their legs.

Like Monette, Louise believed that 
Sammy’s nudity belonged in the pri-
vate sphere of adult intimacy. From her 
training, she understood that a female 
child might be sexualized too early by 
the exposure, particularly where nudity 
was not part of the societal norm. More-
over, his taking the girl off into a locked 
room with him—which he made a habit 
of doing after that, in effect appropriat-
ing her as his companion and shutting 
his wife out—was highly destabilizing 
to the family dynamic. Though physical 
abuse had never been determined, nor 
was any criminal action initiated against 
him by the time of the visitation-rights 
hearing, it was reasonable to conclude 
that the father’s actions at least held a 
suggestion of incest.

Certainly Sammy’s behavior, the trou-
ble it caused in his home, and his refusal 
to change his behavior in response to his 
wife’s discomfort with it—in addition to 
the chilling possibility that more went 
on between them at such times than 
Aviva was capable of expressing—sug-
gested that, in the case of the impending 
divorce of Monette and her husband, 
Sammy Kofer ought not to be allowed to 
visit with his children without supervi-
sion. That is what Louise communicated 
to the court the day of the hearing, using 
to support her conclusion the presence 
of the male genitalia in Aviva’s drawings.

Rio de Janeiro. With 30 or so other 
passengers, Louise boarded the crowd-
ed Corcovado funicular, inching up-
ward through a forested mountainside 
neighborhood to stand with a couple 
of hundred other tourists from all over 
the world at the foot of a cloud- draped 
statue of Christ. Back at the base of the 
mountain, stepping off the tram at the 
Cosme Velho station, she passed Sammy 
Kofer, who was on his way up. His eyes 
fell on her for a moment as he passed, 
and she swung so quickly away from him 
that her carryall crashed against a pleas-
ant Puerto Rican woman she knew from 
the ship. After apologies to the woman, 
Louise hurried to her bus, where her 
tour group was driven around the ave-
nues and residential side streets of Co-
pacabana, then across town to board the 
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each other on the stairs, why should she 
treat Moller any differently? Was Moller 
really so much better than him just be-
cause he was a doctor?

As he continued to watch them, a per-
verse desire to interrupt their exchange 
came over him. But he was wearing 
his usual soccer shirt and shorts, and 
hadn’t bothered to put socks on inside 
his shoes. It didn’t seem like a good idea 
to venture outside without winter gear.

When he finished his meal, he took 
the stairs down the five floors to his cab-
in (riding the elevator up but walking 
down gave him the illusion of keeping 
fit), and put on his cold-weather clothes. 
And it was a very good thing, too, that 
he had thought to bring his long johns, 
wool socks, a moth-eaten wool sweater 
his grandmother had knit for his father 
back in Ukraine, plus his parka from 
REI, a gift to himself for the trip. Even 
with all that, it was breathtakingly cold 
outside, and of course Moller and the 
widow were long gone.

He poked around on various decks, 
some more sheltered than others, tak-
ing pictures, as many people were doing, 
of the frozen coves and prominences of 
the Antarctic peninsula. He was on the 
lower bow deck, with numb hands and 
stinging face, considering going inside 
but wishing he could get a picture of 
himself amidst this remarkable scenery 
that he would never see again (a pic-
ture that would at least prove to him, in 
his lonely old age, that he had actually 
been to the South Pole) when the Palm 
Springs widow came through a door 
near him with a Nikon camera hanging 
around her neck.

At that moment his response was 
completely spontaneous—a simple de-
sire to have a photograph of himself 
so he could go in and get warm. That 
need overrode any judgments he may 
have made about her. So he intercept-
ed her at once, pushed his camera for-
ward, and asked her to take his picture 
with it.

The lady stepped half a step back. 
She looked offended. Or else she looked 
frightened—he wasn’t good at reading 
faces, so he wasn’t sure how she looked, 
only he was certain that hers was the 
most unwelcoming female countenance 
he had ever seen up close. “You’d better 

of water, then stretch out beneath the 
sun as God made them until they were 
happily pickled in brine.

When he came to America to live, he 
legally took the Kofer name. Although 
too excitable a personality ever to be 
steadfast in his principles like his Un-
cle Ben, he never ceased proclaiming 
allegiance to the ideals he had learned 
from him.

Snow was falling when Elephant Island 
came into view. Flake upon gentle flake 
drifted down across the horizontal sur-
faces of the ship until the deck wore a 
coat of ermine. Naturism having en-
countered one of its more obvious limits 
at 61 degrees south latitude, Sammy put 
on his clothes and rode the elevator up 
to the 11th floor buffet. The busy dining 
area held a noticeably altered energy 
that day. Out on the open dining deck 
at the stern, people wearing parkas and 
winter hats were crowded against the 
rail taking pictures of flat-topped ice-
bergs as long and broad as aircraft car-
riers. Inside, faces that were customari-
ly turned toward table companions and 
hot food warmers and plates of poached 
eggs, bangers and mash, or breakfast 
muffins, were now focused on the salt-
streaked windows, beyond which the 
austere black massifs of Antarctica tow-
ered above dazzling ice fields.

Sammy sat down at an empty table 
with his breakfast tray. The dietary 
component of Uncle Ben’s philosophy 
having been forsaken years before, he 
chewed his way slowly and methodical-
ly through a three-egg bacon-and-ched-
dar omelet and two slices of sourdough 
toast, his face turned to the window. On 
the covered deck a short distance away 
through the glass, he could see Peter 
Moller, one of his two elderly dinner 
companions, dressed in a dark overcoat 
and a hat with earflaps, rubbing his 
mittened hands up and down his arms 
while he talked with some animation 
in his anemic-looking face to the Palm 
Springs widow. There was more serious-
ness than usual in Sammy’s own expres-
sion as he watched. He had a simmering 
sense that he had a grievance about this. 
If the lady felt so superior to him, even 
avoiding him the way she had at the 
tram in Rio and whenever they passed 

few carefree minutes, they would re-
turn, naked, to the farm, dry off with 
towels handed them by his uncle’s wife, 
and, still unclothed, sit down to their 
midday meal. Young Shmuli, imitating 
his elders, did the same.

This was his introduction to a new 
way of life and to the philosophy known 
as naturism. Uncle Ben held the notion 
that all things natural were good, that 
one’s diet should depend largely on veg-
etables and fruits, with little meat, and 
that the unclothed human body pro-
motes social equality. “Naked people are 
equal people,” he would say.

It was Uncle Ben who had adopted the 
name Kofer for himself and his family, 
a word that he defined not as “heretic,” 
as Monette was later to translate it for 
Louise, but as “freethinker.” The Kofer 
farm produced and sold a special milk, 
known far and wide as Kofer-milk, 
which he promoted as an aid to natural 
digestion, guaranteed to soothe colicky 
babies and restore adult digestive disor-
ders to their proper function.

When Shmuli expressed interest in 
these ideas, instead of shunning him as 
some members of their extended family 
did, Ben explained that the institutions 
and governments of industrial societ-
ies, both communist and capitalist, had 
been devised by wrong-minded men to 
diminish people’s naturally noble state. 
Most of the problems of modern life, 
he claimed, were the result of denial of 
the state of nature. Organized religions, 
including the Hebrew one, distorted 
divine truths readily observable in na-
ture. He believed that God ought to be 
worshipped privately and, whenever 
possible, in the out-of-doors. And nude, 
because the possibility of genuine com-
munion with the Creator is foreclosed 
in every case where rituals and prac-
tices are prescribed by social custom 
(that is to say, conventional wisdom) 
or tradition.

Some years later, after Sammy’s family 
managed to emigrate to Israel, he found 
a number of naturist groups there; and 
on occasion, during his army duty, he 
and a handful of like-minded compan-
ions would get leave to go down to the 
Dead Sea, where they would search out 
a spot far from the pilgrims and tour-
ists and bathe naked in the salty body 
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suggestion I can offer, sir. If you prefer, 
one of us will attach it for you.”

Sammy carried the tape and scissors 
down to his room. Holding onto the 
wall for balance, he stood on the top of 
his bed and stretched black tape across 
the grill. An hour or so after applying it, 
pressure popped a section away, blow-
ing cold air up toward the ceiling. The 
flow of air was no longer aimed at his 
face, but the temperature was still frigid.

He went from nudist to Eskimo, 
forced to wear long johns, his grand-
mother’s sweater, plus the compli-
mentary terry-cloth spa robe to bed. He 
even wound a muffler around his neck 
and across his mouth to help him sleep. 
He sucked all day on cough lozenges, 
which caused his tongue to go numb, 
which in turn caused a loss of appetite. 
He was too sick even to feel lonely in his 
near-total isolation. Only cold.

By the time the ship docked in Val-
paraiso, his health had begun to im-
prove, but because of the embarrassing, 
if infrequent, coughing-and-bladder sit-
uation, he didn’t dare book a sightseeing 
tour. Instead, he left his cabin and found 
a sheltered spot on the top deck where 
he could watch the activities of the busy 
commercial port. At lunchtime, he even 
sat by the pool in the sun and ate a ham-
burger and french fries with plenty of 
ketchup, drinking beer from a sweating 
brown bottle. He didn’t cough and didn’t 
embarrass himself. He almost felt like 
himself again.

And then one day he decided he was 
ready to resume the shore tours. The 
ship was due to dock the next morning 
at the Peruvian port of General San 
Martin. Before the shore excursions 
desk could close for the evening, he 
bought himself a ticket for a tour called 
“The Natural Wonders of Paracas.”

“Paracas Preserve—Bus #1,” read the 
placard in the front window of the mo-
tor coach. Making her way along the dis-
orderly wharf past a cement truck and 
workers doing repairs, Louise joined 
the line of her fellow passengers and 
climbed the steep steps into the vehi-
cle. The front seats were already occu-
pied, mostly by disabled or otherwise 
frail and elderly people. She greeted 
the people she knew, nodded at others 

Had she perhaps identified too close-
ly with Monette and Aviva and been 
sucked into the drama on their behalf? 
A woman identifying with a mother and 
child—it could easily happen. And with 
it might well come a desire to punish. 
Even so, she would never have thought 
she could behave in such a heartless 
manner. Ignoring the man was one 
thing, but such a cruel rebuff?

It was shocking to recognize how eas-
ily she had stepped beyond the original 
decision to keep her distance. She was 
in unfamiliar psychic territory and was 
now overwhelmed by recriminations 
and self-doubt.

The next morning, Sammy Kofer awoke 
with a terrible sore throat. By midday, 
he had developed a running nose and a 
cough. By late afternoon, his bones and 
muscles ached. The ship’s doctor told 
him that a bad cold was going around. 
He gave him Tylenol and the usual ad-
vice about getting rest and drinking 
plenty of fluids.

But it was not a bad cold; it was a 
vicious illness, and it lasted one week, 
then almost two. He remained aboard 
ship while the passengers who hadn’t 
gotten sick or had already recovered 
were walking around the parks and pre-
serves of Tierra del Fuego, then explor-
ing Patagonia, and after that taking long 
scenic tours of the Chilean lake country.

The ship’s northerly heading soon 
meant warm weather again, and the air 
conditioning system was again in use. 
That resulted in a flow of cold air across 
his nose and throat as he tried to catch 
up on sleep between bouts of coughing. 
In the daytime, he was occasionally vis-
ited by such violent coughing that he 
could not maintain full control of his 
bladder. He didn’t dare to leave his cabin 
for meals.

He went to the main desk and insisted 
they shut off the air conditioning in his 
room. This they were unable to do. “Why 
is there no on-off switch?” he asked in 
a voice he didn’t recognize as his. “No 
matter where I set the thermostat, only 
freezing air blows in. It isn’t healthy, to 
breathe such air. It’s unnatural.”

A young officer offered him a roll 
of duct tape and a scissors. “Sir, you 
might tape the vent closed. It’s the only 

ask someone else.” Her voice was as cold 
as the region through which they sailed.

His little camera was held midway 
between them. He felt ready to beg, but 
was too stung by her response and her 
forbidding face and narrowed eyes and 
slightly flared nostrils to say anything. 
It was utterly humiliating. He hated her. 
What was it, what kind of prejudice 
would allow her to make him feel like 
a fool for approaching her with a per-
fectly reasonable request yet have a long 
and apparently agreeable chat about this 
or that on the stern deck with one of his 
table mates? Perhaps this woman was 
one of those rabid anti-Semites, the first 
he had ever personally encountered in 
his 20-plus years in America.

It was not easy for Sammy to keep 
his temper, so he turned away instead. 
She isn’t worth it, he thought in an in-
ner tone full of spite as he pulled open 
the heavy door and stepped inside. He 
returned to his cabin, removed his out-
er clothing, and sat down. Then he got 
up and opened the bar, something he 
would ordinarily never have done, and 
emptied a minibottle of Scotch into a 
glass. Then, too warm, he took off all the 
rest of his clothes and stalked about the 
narrow room, sipping the golden liquid 
and muttering aloud to himself about 
the dybbuk from Palm Springs.

Louise was greatly disturbed by her 
overreaction to Sammy Kofer’s simple 
request. She could have been gracious 
about it, taken his picture, even spoken 
a few casual words with him the way 
she had with that pale-faced man, the 
retired nephrologist from Rochester. 
She had behaved as if she couldn’t bear 
to be near him, yet she knew that was 
not precisely how she felt. If only her 
knowledge of him were not so intimate, 
so disproportionately personal. Though 
he still had no idea who she was, she was 
aware that there was not one of the hun-
dreds of passengers aboard who had a 
connection to her as personal as he did. 
It seemed almost as if he were a member 
of her own family, one whom she had 
never liked.

Having regarded herself for her entire 
adult life as rational and ethical, Louise 
now asked herself if a countertransfer-
ence might be causing her this difficulty. 
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“The plateau 
across which 
the vehicle sped 
held not a tree, a 
shrub, nor a blade 
of grass, and the 
earth was the 
uniform yellow-
ocher color of 
Grey Poupon.”

voice like a seagull. “Why you do this to 
me, lady, huh?” he said.

“I beg your pardon?” she respond-
ed, as if there was any doubt who was 
speaking to her, or why.

“How come you treat me like a piece 
of dirt but you are oh so friendly to 
Moller and all these other people? You 
think I’m not as good as you?”

Turning partway around, she watched 
Sammy Kofer stand up from the long 
back seat—where he must have been 
lying down, for no one had been visi-
ble when she entered—and walk rath-
er unsteadily toward her. He stopped 
a row back and rested his hand on the 
fabric-covered top of a seat.

Even as she shrank from him, she 
knew that she must face the problem 
this time. It was a matter of her integri-
ty; she had never in her life imagined she 
might rightfully be accused of treating 
any human being as a piece of dirt. “Mr. 
Kofer,” she began, as always sounding 
calmer and clearer than she felt. Inside, 
though, she was quivering with misgiv-
ings. “Sammy. You may not realize it, but 
you and I have met before.”

“ We did? Where? Where did 
we meet?”

“In court. I was Monette’s psychiatric 
adviser at the time of your divorce.”

He took a step back. He then took 
a step forward and seized hold of the 
seatback with both hands. She felt 
the threatening tug of his grip, of his 
weight, against her chair. She turned her 
head toward the front, where the driver 
still reassuringly dozed.

She heard silence, absolute silence. 
And after that more silence. Not a word 
came for a very long time, time enough 
for Louise to reflect, as if this were an 
extended pause in a therapy session, on 
the many words that the patient might 
be trying out and rejecting in that si-
lence, the many self-justifications of an 
offended ego. Such reflection gave her 
the illusion of being in control again, 
even as she knew she did not have the 
fortitude to withstand the weight of ev-
erything that was wrong.

When the man finally spoke, his 
voice sounded as if it came from deep 
within the overfed regions of his abdo-
men. “You were so sure that my little 
girl would be harmed to see me as I am 

an unearthly looking cove. Gaudy green 
waves knocked against the base of over-
hanging, mustard-yellow sea cliffs. The 
exposed sides of the cliffs resembled 
the desiccated, disintegrating bones of 
a prehistoric animal.

The guide led his group toward the 
base of the cliffs, where he said they 
would see Peruvian boobies, pelicans, 
and cormorants. If they were lucky, they 
might spot sea lions stretched out on 
the offshore rocks. Louise, who regret-
ted having chosen this tour and wished 
she had remained aboard the ship and 
read a book, nevertheless started out 
with the others, but when she noticed 
Sammy Kofer hanging back just ahead 
of her, she turned in the other direction 
and strolled along the beach among the 
families of Peruvians, who, in spite of 
the leaden air, were like any other fami-
lies enjoying a day at the seashore. Then, 
disturbed by the heavy atmosphere and 
the unresolvable issue that continued to 
afflict her, she returned to the bus.

The driver was still seated at the 
wheel, dozing with his head against the 
partition behind him. He opened his 
eyes, nodded, and went back to sleep. 
Louise walked to her seat, pulled her 
bag up from the floor, and reached in-
side for her bottle of drinking water.

Someone stirred somewhere behind 
her, and she heard a voice—a high, harsh 

she merely recognized, and stopped to 
exchange a word with the Australian 
couple from her table. Halfway along on 
the driver’s side she found two unoccu-
pied seats and slid across to the window, 
where she settled her carryall bag on the 
floor at her feet.

More passengers were coming in 
behind her and taking their seats, and 
along with them came Sammy Kofer, 
who pulled himself up the last step and 
started down the aisle, his eyes search-
ing for empty places to sit.

Louise’s pulse lurched. Forgetting 
her intention to end her rudeness, and 
again detesting her own cowardice, she 
looked down to avoid meeting his gaze. 
She couldn’t bring herself even to raise 
her head and look up until one of the 
women she knew from the scrapbook 
workshop sat down in the seat next to 
her. They chatted, Louise’s dread per-
fectly hidden behind her quiet voice 
and calm demeanor, though she felt the 
hairs on the back of her neck pointing 
like magnetized needles in the man’s di-
rection. She wondered how she would 
behave this time if he spoke to her, and 
again rebuked herself for her continued 
failure to find a fair-minded position 
that would gain her some ease.

The bus began to roll, and the local 
guide introduced himself over an un-
certain loudspeaker. The plateau across 
which the vehicle sped held not a tree, a 
shrub, nor a blade of grass, and the earth 
was the uniform yellow-ocher color of 
Grey Poupon. “The coastal area of Peru 
is one of the driest deserts on earth,” the 
guide explained. “The rain clouds that 
come from the Pacific drop their mois-
ture on the Andes, never along the coast. 
No more than 2 millimeters of rain fall 
here in a year.”

The guide called their attention to 
the highway along which they trav-
eled. It was paved not with asphalt, as 
asphalt would only melt in the extreme 
heat. No, it was paved with salt. Salt re-
mained stable here. Why? Because there 
was never enough water to wash it away. 
He laughed at their surprised responses. 
“Repairs here are cheap. It’s like a cook-
ing recipe—all our road crews need to 
do is add more salt.”

The vehicle soon left the highway and 
came to a stop on a plateau overlooking 
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created by nature?” The syllables shook 
the dusty air of the bus’s interior. “And 
then, after you and Monette were done 
punishing me for the crime of going 
naked in front of my own children, did 
you or anyone in your Court of Inquisi-
tion think how I would ever win them 
back? You took away everything that 
mattered most to me. I’m like a man in 
a bad dream ever since.”

She felt the force of his body as it 
dropped into the seat behind her. Those 
were not the words she was expecting.

She shut her eyes and didn’t open 
them again until she heard people climb-
ing back into the bus. The engine started 
up, and outside the front windshield, she 
saw the guide gesturing to the laggards 
to hurry up. A woman passed along the 
aisle, stopped next to Sammy, and in-
formed him irritably that he was in her 
seat. When he didn’t move, she repeat-
ed herself.

“I’m staying right here!” Sammy 
shouted at her.

“OK, OK, OK!” the woman yelled 
back, moving toward the rear.

The other passengers filed in and 
took their places. There were a few 
more grumbles about displacements, 
but eventually the bus circled away from 
the beach and barreled toward the salt-
paved highway. The Earth itself seemed 
to tilt and spin as the recognition of the 
wrong that had been done finally pene-
trated Louise’s defenses. She had never 
considered Sammy Kofer to be her re-
sponsibility; she had been asked only to 
evaluate the little girl.

Back at the wharf, the bus had scarcely 
come to a halt before she gathered up her 
things and stood. She rushed out with-
out looking back. It was too late. There 
was nothing she could do. It had been 
hopeless from the start.

That was the last she saw of him. Be-
cause of his illness he had been missing 
from the dining room for so long that 
Louise thought nothing of his continued 
absence at dinner, and was completely 
unaware that he was no longer aboard. 
The ship made a two-day stop at Callao, 
then a final shopping stop in Ecuador. 
The next major feature of their journey 
would be the Panama Canal. Beyond 
that lay Florida, their final destination, 
where the journey had begun.

The Lead Plates at  
the Rom Press

Arrayed at night, like fingers stretch 
through bars

To clutch the lit air of freedom,
We made for the press plates, 

to seize
The lead plates at the Rom 

printing works.
We were dreamers, we had to 

be soliders,
And melt down, for our bullets, the 

spirit of the lead.

At some timeless native lair
We unlocked the seal once more.
Shrouded in shadow, by the glow of 

a lamp,
Like Temple ancients dipping oil
Into candelabrums of festal gold,
So, pouring out line after lettered 

line, did we.

Letter by melting letter the lead,
Liquefied bullets, gleamed 

with thoughts:
A verse from Babylon, a verse 

from Poland,
Seething, flowing into the one mold.
Now must Jewish grit, long 

concealed in words,
Detonate the world in a shot!

Who in Vilna Ghetto has beheld 
the hands

Of Jewish heroes clasping weapons
Has beheld Jerusalem in its throes,
The crumbling of those 

granite walls;
Grasping the words smelted 

into lead,
Conning their sounds by heart.

— Avrom Sutzkever
Vilna Ghetto, September 12, 1943

Translated by Neal Kozodoy

At the canal, Louise went out on deck 
to watch the passage through the final 
lock. The seawater drained from the 
enormous chamber and, as their ship 
slowly lowered, the shore appeared to 
rise around them. A group of passengers 
moved away from the rail and headed 
inside, clearing a view of Peter Moller 
seated in a chair at the rail observing the 
waterway. He hadn’t noticed her, and for 
a moment she considered heading inside 
after the others, going for a dish of ice 
cream or the afternoon movie. But she 
had suffered from her own insufficiency 
for so many weeks that she approached 
Mr. Moller instead, and they exchanged 
a few comments about the afternoon’s 
passage across the isthmus. Then, in re-
sponse to the discomfort that still roiled 
within, she inquired about Mr. Kofer.

“Oh, he left the ship a way back,” 
Moller, still seated, told her. “He went 
up to Machu Picchu with his tour, came 
back briefly, and decided to fly back to 
California from Lima. I ran into him at 
the buffet before he went. He told me he 
didn’t see the point of remaining on the 
cruise, he had seen what he had come to 
see. He said he didn’t have a happy time, 
that he didn’t care for this kind of travel.”

In front of them, the immense doors 
of the lock stood fully open. The engines 
started up, and their ship eased into 
the Atlantic.

“You know, Kofer had rather a fasci-
nating career,” Moller went on, angling 
his head and squinting at her. “He was 
an expert on agricultural irrigation in 
saline conditions. Started out working 
as a water engineer for the Israelis on 
some big projects, then took his ex-
pertise to California for the farmers’ 
organization they have out there in the 
desert. He was a very unusual man. Did 
you get much of a chance to talk with 
him?” he asked.

Louise thought of their sole conversa-
tion, remembered him inside the emp-
ty bus crying out, “Did you think how 
I could ever win my children back?” 
She watched as a giant car carrier that 
had been in the lane beside them began 
to recede.

“No,” she replied. 

This article was originally published on 
December 11, 2019.
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Knives
Tablet Original Fiction: Anger management in a Vancouver restaurant

BY AYELET TSABARI

I saw the Hebrew lettering on the metal, 
out of place against the cool, bluish sea 
and mountains. On warm nights, I’d dip 
my toes in the icy water and wonder how 
I’d ended up here, on the other side of 
the world, by this sea that was nothing 
like the Mediterranean, in this apart-
ment, with this man.

During the year I worked there, we went 
through a long list of cooks. There was 
the glum East Van girl who spent her 
days hiding in the tiny kitchen, burying 
her face in the pots and pans. She rarely 
spoke, and made no effort to befriend 
any of us until one day, as we were both 
crouched down behind the counter, 
picking up pieces of broken glass, I told 
her about my failing relationship and 
she told me about hers.

Before or after her was the funny, 
pear-shaped East European woman who 
was so short she only reached my breasts 
when she pulled me into a hug. She used 
to come into the bar area during the 
lunch rush, flailing her hands and roll-
ing her R’s. “I came here for a reason,” 
she would cry. “I know I came for a rea-
son.” Sometimes she dashed out of the 
kitchen, flung her apron on the counter 
and said, “I have to go. It’s an emergency,” 
which was a code for her needing to use 
the washroom.

And then there was Russ. The first day 
we worked together he looked me up 
and down, his small, black eyes staring 
intensely at me from their deep sockets. 
“Where are you from?” he asked. His 
tone was demanding, almost accusing.

“Israel,” I said.
He squinted. “You don’t look Israeli. 

You look Arabic.”
I shrugged. “Many Israelis look 

like me.”
He examined me for a moment and 

then said, “What is an Israeli girl doing 
working for Iranian people?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Why not?”
He sneered and walked away.
Russ was half native, half Irish, a small 

man whose lean body was strong and de-
fined. He was one of those people who 
wore their life story on their faces—an 
art piece made of scars, wrinkles and 
veins, drawn in jagged lines. His face 
was older than the rest of him and gave 
him the appearance of an actor in some 

he year I moved to Can-
ada, following a man 
I had met in my trav-
els, I found a job at a 
busy bistro in down-
town Vancouver. It was 

on the block of Cordova Street wedged 
between the historic, touristic Gastown 
and the rougher Downtown Eastside, 
where the beautiful heritage build-
ings fool you into believing that you’re 
in Europe. Our bistro was surround-
ed by little shops: an antique shop, a 
photographer’s studio, and a couple of 
boutiques selling vintage and locally de-
signed clothing. We served Mediterra-
nean Italian cuisine and fine espresso 
but the family who owned it was actu-
ally from Iran. They had been living in 
Vancouver for thirty years.

My first day on the job, Sam, the son 
who ran the café, a sprightly young man 
with thick black hair, watched from a bar 
stool as I prepared sandwiches, poured 
shots of espresso, and foamed milk. 
“Very nice,” he said as I served a cus-
tomer a layered ice latte. “Great work.” 
He nodded at my frothy cappuccino. Af-
ter the lunch rush he climbed on a bar 
stool and high-fived me from across the 
bar. “Awesome job,” he said. “Thank you 
so much.”

Sam’s father, a lean man with thin-
framed glasses, walked in every after-
noon carrying boxes of fresh vegetables 
and bags full of deli meats and sliced 

cheeses. He once told me that when he 
first arrived in Vancouver it had rained 
for forty days straight. He always wanted 
me to make his coffee and I felt honored, 
as if I was chosen for my espresso-mak-
ing expertise. Then one day, the mother, 
a petite woman who always wore a suit 
and heels, told me he had been ordered 
by his doctor to quit coffee. He liked my 
coffee simply because everyone else was 
making him decaf. I was to start mak-
ing him decaf from then on. He never 
caught on.

The mother had held a prestigious 
government job back in Iran until the 
time of the revolution, when they had 
to flee the country. Now she was bring-
ing flowers and art to the café, helping 
her son with the interior design. It was 
a charming place with high ceilings and 
orange walls that turned golden and 
briefly Mediterranean at sunset. Large 
bay windows overlooked Cordova Street, 
and the back alley was shared with oth-
er restaurants facing Water Street. After 
the lunch rush, when I went for a ciga-
rette in the alley, I found cooks in white 
coats stained with pasta sauce sitting on 
milk crates, smoking.

At the end of the shift, the mother sent 
me home with bags full of leftovers and 
day-old pastries. As I walked back to my 
West End apartment, I would give some 
to the homeless and bring the rest home 
to my Canadian boyfriend. The two of 
us would eat our dinners silently in front 
of the flickering television screen. Some-
times, his friends would come over and 
we’d all drink on the balcony, facing the 
eerily still, gray waters of English Bay. 
Some nights, I’d leave them and go for a 
walk on the beach, sit on the rocks and 
watch for ZIM cargo containers in the 
distance. Like me, they had come all the 
way from Israel. I’d get a thrill whenever 

T
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“As soon as 
Russ felt more 
comfortable 
around us and 
assumed the 
kitchen—as small 
as it was—as 
his territory, he 
started yelling.”

When he asked what I was doing in Can-
ada, I gave him the abridged version. I 
met my boyfriend on a beach in India. 
We fell in love. “And here I am now!” I 
concluded in a cheerful tone. He eyed me 
with a narrowed look, and nodded slow-
ly, as if he could see right through me. 
Our friendship was easy, simple: I made 
him espressos and cappuccinos and he 
made me food. We smoked together in 
the back alley, bitched about work and 
customers. “I’m working with a bunch 
of amateurs,” he said, complaining about 
the family and the staff as if I weren’t 
one of them.

“Why do you work here?” I asked him 
one day as we sat on the steps in the al-
ley. “You could work anywhere. You’re 
a pro.”

Russ took a slow drag from his cig-
arette. “It’s just a first step,” he said, 
squinting across the alley. “I’ve been 
trying to get clean. Get my life back 
in order.”

After a few weeks Russ brought his own 
set of knives in a soft case that unfurled 
to display a row of glinting steel.

“These are my babies,” he said. “A real 
chef never goes anywhere without his 
knives. I wanted to make sure I was stay-
ing here before I brought them.”

“What’s wrong with the knives we 
have here?” I asked.

He snorted. “You don’t know anything 
about knives, do you?”

That day he showed me how to hold 
a chef knife for best control and max-
imum precision. He stood beside me 
and demonstrated what he called “The 
Blade Grip”—his thumb and forefinger 
rested in front of the bolster, directly on 
the blade. I imitated him: the knife felt 
secure and yielding under my grip.

“Once you become good at handling 
knives,” he said, “you develop a callus on 
the base of your index finger.”

‘My Palestinian friends would never 
believe me if I told them I had lunch with 
an Israeli girl by choice. I swear I never 
liked an Israeli in my life.’

He looked over my shoulder as I cut 
vegetables and corrected me, coaching 
me how to slice mushrooms and julienne 
peppers, how to curl the fingers of my 
other hand inwards like a claw to protect 
my fingertips, my knuckles against the 

do not work for you and I won’t take 
your shit.”

He stared at me for a moment, and 
then his lip curled into what I later 
learned was a smile. He stepped back 
into the kitchen without a word.

After the rush was over, I went out 
to the dining area to have my lunch and 
found Russ eating at a table. He moved 
the chair next to him toward me with 
his foot. I sat down. We ate in silence. 
Russ ate quickly, slouched over his plate. 
The tense energy that had surrounded 
him like a barbed wire fence seemed to 
have dissipated. When he finished, he 
straightened in his chair and pushed 
the plate away from him. He wiped his 
mouth with a napkin, glanced at me and 
shook his head, laughing.

“What?”
“My Palestinian friends would never 

believe me if I told them I had lunch with 
an Israeli girl by choice. I swear I never 
liked an Israeli in my life.”

We began having lunches together, 
during which he offered his opinions 
on Israel, told me about his Arab friends 
and the Jewish girl he once dated. I told 
him how life was in Israel, how not all 
Israelis support the occupation. The 
issue was soon dropped and we began 
talking about other things, sharing travel 
stories, anecdotes from our daily lives. 

Hollywood mob film. It was the kind 
of face you wanted to photograph and 
study like a map.

Unlike the others before him, Russ 
was a professional chef who had studied 
in a culinary academy. His soups were 
the stuff of fancy French restaurants; 
his hollandaise sauce smooth, creamy, 
and rich. We all began looking forward 
to his daily specials: pasta with smoked 
salmon in rosé and dill sauce, linguini 
with roasted garlic and marinated egg-
plant, orange soups spiced with curry 
and saffron. On weekends he made eggs 
Benedict with spinach, prosciutto and 
goat cheese, baby shrimp and avocado.

For the first couple of weeks, Russ 
was on his best behavior, muttering to 
himself on occasion about the size of the 
kitchen or the incompetence of the staff. 
“This kitchen is a joke,” he said. None of 
us took it to heart. After working for a 
few years in the restaurant industry, we 
were used to cooks being capricious and 
demanding. We’d learned to expect it.

Then he started making more noise. 
There was the slamming of pots and 
pans, the banging of the oven door, the 
vigorous chopping of vegetables and 
the high-pitched shrieks of blades slic-
ing through the air as he sharpened the 
knives. This tactic was familiar to me. 
My own mother spent the years after my 
father’s death letting out her anger and 
frustration on kitchen appliances and 
ingredients in a very similar way.

As soon as Russ felt more comfort-
able around us and assumed the kitch-
en—as small as it was—as his territory, 
he started yelling. Whenever the place 
filled up and the orders began pouring in 
he became flustered, then angry. Angry 
because a customer asked for no garlic 
in his pasta sauce, because four different 
orders came at the same time, because 
the can of tomato paste was not where 
he knew he had put it. He yelled at the 
busboy, pointed fingers at Sam and made 
the other barista cry, but he left me out 
of it. For some reason he wasn’t interest-
ed in engaging with me.

Until one day, in the middle of a busy 
lunch shift, he stuck his head out of the 
kitchen and screamed at me, the fat vein 
that sliced his forehead threatening to 
cleave it in two. I yelled right back at 
him, “Hey, don’t talk to me like that. I 
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Russ good morning as I walked by the 
kitchen. He nodded without looking 
at me and then turned to face the wall, 
sneaking a long object into his pocket. A 
pipe? I stopped. His cheeks were puffed 
out as if he was trying to hold water in. 
The room smelled metallic: cheap per-
fume and burnt plastic. A thin cloud of 
smoke swirled up to the kitchen’s ceiling. 
“What are you doing?”

He laughed, letting out smoke. It 
didn’t smell like pot.

My heart sank. “It’s not cool. 
You should at least step outside on 
your break.”

“Whatever, we’re not open yet.” He 
sprinkled salt into the soup of the day. 
“Good morning to you too.”

After that I started to notice the 
drinking. In the beginning we’d both 
sometimes tip a splash of Baileys into 
our cappuccinos. It was no big deal. 
But then I saw Russ pouring wine into 
a mug as he was mixing it into his pas-
ta sauces, sneaking more Baileys into 
his coffee when he thought no one 
was looking. What was I supposed to 
do? The one time in my life I had con-
fronted a friend about his addiction he 
got angry and distanced himself from 
me. I was afraid to alienate Russ. And 
I couldn’t tell the family. As long as he 
had this job, he still had a chance to 
get better.

One evening I passed by the kitchen on 
my way to bus tables as Russ was chang-
ing into a T-shirt. His tattooed skin was 
taut over his muscles, sharp pointy an-
gles that wouldn’t make for good cud-
dling. When he saw me, he covered him-
self up a little too quickly. On my way 
back to the bar, he poked his head out. 
“Can you come in for a sec?”

He was sitting on a stool, nodding 
somberly toward a milk crate. I sat down.

“I have to show you something,” he 
said. “And I don’t want you to freak out.” 
He pulled his sleeve up. On his right bi-
cep he had a faded tattoo of a swastika.

“Oh my God.” I gasped, hand on my 
mouth. My stomach caved, then filled 
with a sick, helpless feeling, like that 
time in Greece, when a blond-haired 
tourist yelled Heil Hitler to my friend 
and me as we walked by. Then my nausea 
was replaced by rage. I started punching 

“You’re kidding, right?”
“It was a conspiracy,” he said.
“Oh my God. You’re serious. Why 

would anybody make it up?”
“So they can get Palestine, of course.”
I stared at him without speaking, my 

mouth drying. I swallowed. It was the 
first time I’d met somebody who’d said 
that to my face. My own family came 
from Yemen, not Europe, but growing 
up in Israel the Holocaust was embed-
ded in our national consciousness. Not 
only was it in our school curriculum, in 
art and books, and commemorated an-
nually, but the survivors were still walk-
ing amongst us, faint purple numbers 
tattooed on their arms. As a child I was 
haunted by images of children in striped 
pajamas, of death trains and gas cham-
bers. Despite the obvious geographic 
improbability, the threat felt palpable. 
It could have been me. “There’s hard 
evidence,” I said finally. “Pictures, docu-
ments. Eyewitnesses. I have friends who 
lost half their families.”

“I’m not saying Jews didn’t die, but 
the numbers are grossly exaggerated.”

“That’s crazy. What are you basing 
this on?”

“Hey guys, can you keep it down?” 
Sam peeked nervously into the kitchen.

I took a couple of deep breaths. I knew 
Russ identified with minorities and de-
spised the white upper class, so I said, 
“Why do you find it so hard to believe 
that white Europeans would do such 
a thing? Look at history, look at what 
happened in Africa, look at slavery, 
look at what happened to the natives in 
North America.”

Russ was quiet for a moment, wiping 
the counter in circular motions, and then 
said, “I guess you have a point.”

When I got out of the kitchen I found a 
customer waiting at the bar with a horri-
fied look on his face. As the man ordered 
coffee to go in a thick German accent, 
Russ peered out from the kitchen and we 
exchanged amused glances. The man left 
in a hurry but not before tipping extreme-
ly well. I ran to the kitchen, and opened 
my palm to show Russ the coins. “Look,” 
I said, “the poor guy was so freaked out 
we got ourselves a guilt tip.” We laughed 
until we had tears in our eyes.

One day I arrived early and greeted 

1981

A letter arrived from the town of 
my birth

from one still sustained by the 
grace of her youth.

Enclosed between torment and 
fondness she pressed

a blade of grass from Ponar.

This grass and moribund cloud with 
its flicker

once kindled the alphabet, letter 
by letter.

And on the face of the letters, in 
murmuring ash,

the blade of grass from Ponar.

The grass is my doll’s house, my 
snug little world

where children play fiddles in rows 
as they burn.

The maestro’s a legend, they lift up 
their bows

for the blade of grass from Ponar.

I won’t part with this stemlet that 
yields up my home.

The good earth I long for makes 
room for us both.

And I’ll bring to the Lord my 
oblation at last:

the blade of grass from Ponar.

— Avrom Sutzkever
Translated by Cynthia Ozick

blade, how to mince parsley as fine as a 
professional chef could. It was the kind 
of stuff my mother, a gifted self-taught 
cook, never bothered passing on.

“Restaurants are often judged by how 
fine their parsley is chopped,” Russ said. 
Soon I was running into the kitchen to 
get his approval for my parsley, which 
was now as fine as sand. “I declare you 
the queen of parsley,” he announced one 
day. I giggled, pleased.

One evening, toward the end of our 
shift, after the sunlight had leaked off 
the orange walls and the bistro was quiet 
and abandoned, we got into an argument 
about the Holocaust. Russ didn’t think it 
had happened.
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“Our one decent 
knife struggled 
to cut through 
the thick, gooey 
crust, the cherry 
filling dribbling 
out the more 
pressure I put.”

was the rainy season and every after-
noon it rained heavily and briefly, cool-
ing the intense heat. The quietness, the 
vastness of the Caribbean Sea, and the 
distance from my boyfriend gave me 
ample time to confront my doubts, my 
increasing discontent. I longed to travel 
again. Alone. Sitting with a few travel-
ers, all on their way to somewhere else, 
I thought, What if I didn’t show up to 
the flight tomorrow? What if instead 
of going back I took a bus to Guatemala 
or Belize? The desire for a different life 
ached in my chest.

When I returned to work after my vaca-
tion, I found a man in a neatly pressed 
white coat chopping onions in the kitch-
en. I looked around. “Where’s Russ?”

“Who? Sorry, I’m new.” He wiped his 
hand on his apron and extended it for 
a handshake.

The mother was sipping coffee by the 
window. “Welcome back.” She placed 
her hand on the small of my back. “How 
was your trip?”

“Good,” I said. “Where’s Russ?”
Her face darkened. “Russ is gone. I’m 

sorry. I know you two were friends.”
“What happened?”
“His anger problem was getting to 

be … too much.” She was choosing her 
words carefully. “It affected business, 
customers were complaining. We had to 
let him go.”

I stared at her for a moment, nod-
ding wordlessly. I wondered if they 
had caught him smoking crack in the 
kitchen, but I couldn’t ask without im-
plicating myself. Though I had known 
all along that this might happen, I felt 
blindsided by Russ’s sudden departure, 
by this abrupt end to our friendship. 
Our relationship couldn’t have sus-
tained itself outside of work, I knew 
that; our lives were too different. Still, 
I wanted to say goodbye. I wanted to 

neither of us belonging, both alone in 
different ways. I didn’t know how to tell 
my boyfriend that hanging out with his 
friends wasn’t enough. That sometimes 
he wasn’t enough. That some days my 
loneliness was like a living thing I car-
ried everywhere with me and couldn’t 
shake off, that it was heavy, and I was 
tired. That I walked around the city des-
perate for someone to call my name on 
the street, tap on my shoulder, chat with 
me on a street corner. That I walked 
through our neighborhood streets, 
watching the rows of windows and the 
people living in them, and wished for a 
single door that I could knock on.

In July, the coffee shop became as hot 
as summer in Tel Aviv. The orange walls 
blinded our eyes, reflecting the sun. 
Tired fans provided some breeze for cus-
tomers but not much for the staff, work-
ing near the ovens, toasters, and coffee 
machines. Sweat poured down my face 
and from my armpits onto my shirt.

In August, I took off to Mexico for a 
week with my friend, a flight attendant 
from New York who offered me a cheap 
buddy pass I could afford. We shared a 
beach hut in Tulum with sand for a floor 
and woke up at night to crabs crawling 
on our bed. In the mornings we opened 
the door and walked straight into the 
sea. We subsisted on rice and beans. It 

Russ’s arm, hard, right where the swas-
tika was, as if I could make it go away, 
fist clenched, aiming to hurt. He just sat 
there, swaying with each blow, his face 
frozen and vacant, a slab of rock.

“Are you OK?” he said when I stopped, 
rolling down his sleeve.

My knuckles throbbed. “No, I’m not 
OK. What the fuck, Russ. Why? Why do 
you have it?”

He pulled his other sleeve up, reveal-
ing an anti-police tattoo on his left arm. 
“Look, I have this and my father was 
a cop. I was young when I got them. I 
hung out with the wrong crowds.” He 
searched for my eyes. “I’m not proud of 
it.” Apparently a couple of weeks ear-
lier the father had noticed the tattoo. 
Disturbed, he had asked Russ to make 
sure that I never saw it and forbade any 
further conversations about Israel, the 
Holocaust, or Jews.

We sat there for a moment, quiet.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I really like you. 

I just wanted you to know. I didn’t want 
to hide it anymore.”

“What’s wrong with you? Aren’t you 
mad?” My boyfriend paced around our 
West End living room. “Because I’m furi-
ous.” In high school, my boyfriend once 
found himself in a skinhead house party. 
He was tipsy, so it took him a moment to 
notice the whispers and stares, the num-
ber of shaved heads, the fact that he was 
the only brown person in the room. His 
white friend rushed over and whisked 
him out before something happened. 
When he first told me that story I was 
horrified. I thought of Canada as a haven 
of diversity and tolerance. I didn’t know 
there were neo-Nazis there, and that 
one could randomly wander into one of 
their parties.

“Sure I’m mad,” I said, but I could tell 
he wasn’t convinced.

“I don’t get it.” He stood with his arms 
on his hips, looking at me as if he didn’t 
know me. “How can you possibly be 
friends with someone like that?”

I gave him a half-shrug. I didn’t know 
how to explain my friendship with 
Russ. How sometimes Russ’s impolite-
ness, bluntness and hot temper felt fa-
miliar, strangely comforting, reminded 
me of back home. How it felt as though 
we were both outsiders, somehow, 
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I always thought I’d run into Russ again. 
For a while I wanted to believe he’d 
found another job in an upscale restau-
rant downtown, one with a spacious 
kitchen and stainless steel appliances. 
Still, whenever I passed by the Down-
town Eastside, I searched for him in the 
weathered faces of the city’s underbel-
ly, hoping not to find him.

The family and I kept in touch. 
Sometimes they came to dine at the 
restaurant where I worked next, after 
my relationship ended yet I stayed—
the loneliness that once burdened me 
lifted off, and the anonymity felt lib-
erating, thrilling. We hugged, kissed, 
and talked at length. One evening, 
Sam came in and we sat in the smok-
ing room and reminisced. I told him 
that I saw the East Van girl sometimes, 
that she seemed better, less glum. Then 
he said, “Guess who I ran into last 
week? Russ.”

“You did?” I let out a sigh. “How did 
he look?”

“Not good.” Sam shook his head. 
“Looks like he’s been doing a lot of 
drugs. He hangs out in the Down-
town Eastside.”

“I’ve looked for him there,” I said. 
“I’ve been thinking about him. I don’t 
know why some people get stuck in 
your head like that.”

Sam said he also ran into the Sal-
vadoran guy but I wasn’t listen-
ing anymore.

For a while, I looked harder for Russ 
whenever I passed through the Down-
town Eastside, scanning alleys and 
parks and the lineup outside the safe 
injection site, until it started to feel 
foolish and pointless, his face blur-
ring in my memory like a fading pho-
tograph. Finally, I stopped. 

This article was originally published on 
January 22, 2018

I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have a crush 
on you. He might be trying to kill you.”

I ended up walking out on the job in 
a fit of anger. It was a particularly hot 
day; a customer complained his espres-
so didn’t have crema, the layer of foam 
that indicates an espresso made right. I 
took pride in my coffee-making skills. 
Telling me my espresso didn’t have cre-
ma was a personal insult.

“It had crema,” I said in true Israe-
li fashion, still untrained in the polite 
Canadian style of conversation. “You let 
it sit on the counter for a few minutes 
while reading the paper and it dissi-
pated.” I grabbed his espresso cup and 
emptied it into the sink.

Sam’s father walked over from where 
he sat. “Make the customer anoth-
er espresso.”

“I am.” I pressed the button on the 
grinder. “I was just saying it had crema.”

“I’m sorry—” The customer started, 
looking at the father for help.

“Don’t be sorry.” The father held his 
palm up like a stop sign. He raised his 
voice. “Why are you arguing with the 
customer? He said there was no crema. 
Make him another coffee.”

I paused in mid-action and looked at 
him. Anger washed over me and swal-
lowed me in. I undid my apron and 
threw it on the counter, grabbed my 
purse and walked out into the bright 
afternoon. I didn’t even make it to the 
end of the block before the rage melt-
ed away. What had I done? I sat on the 
stairs of a nearby building and cried. I 
wished I could walk back in as if noth-
ing happened but I knew it was over. 
I found a pay phone and called, said I 
was sorry and that I wanted to make 
sure they were OK. “I can come back 
and finish the shift if you want me to.”

“No, it is fine,” the father said. I could 
tell he was still mad.

The next day I called Sam and apolo-
gized again. I didn’t ask for my job back, 
just wanted to let him know I appreciat-
ed them giving me my first job in Canada 
and how much I’d enjoyed working for 
him. Sam wished me well. I promised to 
come and visit. A few months later, they 
sold the coffee shop and bought a bigger 
one on Main Street.

offer something as a parting gift: sym-
pathy, gratitude, maybe even a hug.

“Good riddance,” said my boy-
friend when I got home that night. We 
were sitting on the sofa, sharing left-
over pasta from work, the dark living 
room washed blue by the television 
light. I stiffened, stirred my pasta and 
said nothing.

In our galley kitchen, I pulled out a 
day-old cherry strudel from a waxy bag 
for us to share. Our one decent knife 
struggled to cut through the thick, gooey 
crust, the cherry filling dribbling out the 
more pressure I put. Frustrated, I tossed 
the knife into the sink, and it made a loud 
metallic ring as it bounced against the 
stainless steel. My boyfriend looked up, 
startled. “Whoa there, knife thrower.”

“Our knives are shit.” I tore the pastry 
into two and handed him the mangled, 
smaller half of the strudel, heaving 
myself on the other end of the couch. 
“I told you we need new ones, like, 
weeks ago.”

“Umm, then buy new knives?”
“With what money?”
He frowned. “ What are we 

talking about?”
I knew I was being unreasonable. I 

knew I should stop. I knew he hadn’t 
done anything to warrant this. Instead, I 
raised my voice. “You never listen to me.”

My boyfriend studied me for a 
moment, forehead furrowed. “Wait, 
you’re mad at me?” He shook his head. 
“Wow. OK.” He grabbed his smokes and 
stepped outside on the dark porch.

I chewed my strudel silently, watch-
ing him behind the smeared glass door, 
shoulders hunched, the tip of his ciga-
rette lighting up as he inhaled, illumi-
nating his pursed lips, the tight muscles 
around his mouth. At that moment, 
swallowed by dark shadows, he looked 
like a stranger. My loneliness weighed 
so heavy on my chest that I could hard-
ly breathe.

The cook who came after Russ was a 
soft-spoken Salvadoran guy who had a 
bit of a crush on me. He made me special 
pastas that were not on the menu and 
huevos rancheros for breakfast. As soon 
as he found out that I liked spicy food, 
he began spicing all my food to the ex-
treme. My boyfriend, who once shared a 
pasta he sent home with me, said, “Yeah, 
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Step 1 
To make the crust using a food processor fitted with a metal blade, pulse the 
flour, salt, and 1/2 cup sugar together. Divide the butter or coconut oil into 
smaller amounts, add gradually to the bowl, and process until crumbly. Add the 
egg yolks and process until a ball is formed, adding more flour if necessary. 
(To make the dough by hand, use your fingers or a pastry blender to work the 
butter into the flour, salt, and 1/2 cup sugar until the mixture resembles coarse 
breadcrumbs. Add the egg yolks and work the dough into a ball.) Flatten the 
dough with your hands or a rolling pin to about a half-inch thickness, wrap in 
plastic wrap, and refrigerate for at least a half hour. 

Step 2 
Preheat the oven to 450 degrees and put the fruit in a 9-by-13-inch Pyrex pan. 
Sprinkle lemon zest, the candied ginger, and the remaining 1/2 cup sugar over 
all; mix together with the fruit, using your hands. Then remove the crust from the 
refrigerator, pinch off nickel-sized bits of dough, and sprinkle over the top. You 
want it to be rustic. 

Step 3 
Bake for about 30 minutes or until the crust is golden brown and the fruit 
juicy. Remove from the oven and set on a rack to cool. Serve warm or at room 
temperature, topped with generous scoops of vanilla ice cream.  
 
You can make different variations of this dessert all year round—with apples, 
cranberries, and fresh ginger in the fall and winter, or with rhubarb, apricots, 
plums, and strawberries in the late spring. The combination of strawberries and 
raspberries, blueberries and blackberries is a way to make it red, white, and 
blue for the Fourth of July. (Don’t forget the vanilla ice cream, the white part of 
the dish.)  .

Yield: 8 Servings

1 ½ cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour

 Dash salt
1 cup sugar (1/2 cup for the crust, 

1/2 cup for the filling)
1 ½ sticks unsalted butter, or 3/4 

cup coconut oil
2 large egg yolks
10 cups mixed strawberries, 

blueberries, blackberries, and 
raspberries (or other fruit—see 
note above)

1 teaspoon grated lemon zest
¼ cup candied ginger, diced
 vanilla ice cream

Red, White, and Blue Fruit Crisp
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