BY DEVORIE KREIMAN

For the Sake of
the Child

A neighbor is caught in a custody battle
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aizel had just turned the key in her front door when
she felt the buzz of her phone in her pocket. A text.
Her kids ran in ahead of her and disappeared inside
the house. Another buzz. She thought: That must be
Tova. She always texts in multiples.
She dumped what she was carrying onto the kitchen table:
the new suit she’d had altered to fit Asher for his bar mitzvah, a bag of pull-ups, and Benji’s preschool stuff—his sticky
lunchbox, sweatshirt, and a paper with the outline of the
letter daled painted in garish blues and yellows.
She pulled out her phone. Tova Kotler. Raizel sighed, wondering if she could ignore the texts, at least until she’d had a
chance to finish dinner preparations. She picked up a dish
towel and started to wipe the frying pan, but then she realized that Tova probably saw her pull her van into the driveway after carpool.
She read the first text. Ok if I drop Sarah off for a bit? Gotta
run back to office forgot flies.
Then the second text: Oops, files.
Raizel opened her back door. She saw Tova standing at
the picture window in her kitchen, phone in hand. Tova was
wearing one of her navy suits. Raizel couldn’t see Tova’s shoes,
but she suspected that she was still in her office heels. Her
own toes, snug in her weathered backsliders, curled in sympathy. She stepped onto the deck and waited for Tova’s back
door to open. Sarah came out and jumped down the back
stairs—in that “everything is a playground” way of eightyear-olds—her fingers tight around the padded straps of her
plaid backpack as if holding onto a parachute. On the last
step, Sarah turned and shouted, “Bye, Mommy,” cut through
the grass toward the fence marking the property line, lifted
the loose end of the wire mesh, and bent, still wearing her
backpack, to slip into the Engelsteins’ yard.
“Sarah, dear,” Raizel said. Sarah came in close enough for
Raizel to put her arm around her, but just for a moment,
before she rushed inside. Through the window, Raizel saw
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Tova wave. She waved back, her hand still holding her redand-white fleishig dish towel, like she was waving her family’s flag.
In the kitchen, she found Sarah standing by the counter.
She smiled at her. “Hungry? Dinner is soon, but I’ll cut an
apple for you for now.”
Her husband, Levi, was big on family meals. Years ago,
at a roadside stand on one of their family trips upstate, he
had bought a wooden sign: “Families that eat together stay
together.” When they got home, he nailed it to the side of the
breakfront. The sign was still hanging on its trusty nail, and
they still managed to eat dinner together on most evenings.
Except for Thursdays, when Levi worked late at his job as a
mashgiach for the takeout section of the supermarket.
Raizel carried in the oven-to-table dish of chicken and rice.
Esti made the salad, which, Raizel knew, would be a little
salty—the way the kids liked it. It felt good to be off her feet.
Her varicose veins were achy and tender to the touch.
At the table, Dovi told a long-winded story about lightning
hitting the monkey bars during recess. Sholom Shaya cut in,
“Nuh-uh. That’s didn’t happen. I was also there.”
Dovi screamed, “It did too. I saw a zigzag.”
Sholom Shaya snorted.
Levi’s voice got very low. “Let Dovi tell his story,” and they
all went quiet.
Raizel had never figured out how Levi did that—speaking
so quietly that they had to stop making noise to hear him. It
worked every time. When she tried, her voice got lost in the
chaos, and she ended up shouting above them… She looked
at Dovi. The telltale red was creeping up his neck, reaching
his cheeks. Any second now he’s going to push his chair back and
bolt. But Levi caught Dovi’s eye, nodded at him, and Dovi
sniffed into his sleeve and stayed in his seat.
She was scraping the dishes into the garbage when Levi
came in. “I’ll start bedtime. Is Sarah sleeping here tonight?”
She shook her head. “Tova forgot something in her office.”
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Levi said, “You know you can say no to her. Right?”
“It’s no big deal. Sarah blends in with our gang.”
“She’s here so often, I’m starting to feel used. We’re their neighbors, not their parents. Why don’t they hire someone to watch her?
Does Adam still own that ad company? And what does Tova do? I
forgot.”
“She’s a buyer for a department store, which is why she’s on the
road so much. Adam used to work from home. Now he’s no longer
around for Sarah. Let me see if Tova is back.”
She opened the back door. The wind whipped up the leaves the
boys had raked on Sunday. They’d placed a tire at the bottom of the
stoop, piled it high with leaves, and taken turns flinging themselves
over the three steps and into the pile, whooping, then arguing, then
shoving….
The Kotlers’ white house rose, dark and silent, twice as tall as hers.
When Tova was expecting Sarah, the Kotlers had added a second
floor and updated the kitchen. Raizel remembered the grand tour
Tova had given her. She’d been expecting then, too, with…she took
a minute to do the math…Dovi.
“That’ll be one lucky baby over there,” she’d told Levi on that
night, more than eight years ago. “It’s a suite. A playroom with a
couch and an adorable table and chair. The bedroom is done up in
mint and white and silver. They did this tent-like drapey stuff over
the crib, like a canopy, and there’s a connecting bathroom with doors
on both sides. Tova said it’s called a Jack and Jill.”
Jack and Jill, she thought. Strange how life turns… Jack fell down…
and Jill came tumbling after…both of them in power suits…
A few weeks earlier, on the day before Rosh Hashanah, Adam
Kotler had moved out. Raizel had been baking honey cakes when
the doorbell rang. She’d opened it to Tova and Sarah. Tova’s voice
had been a furious squeak. “A text! That’s how he tells me. A text!”
Raizel had taken Sarah’s hand and led her into the living room.
“Come, mammale. We have a new puzzle. It’s a picture of the Kosel.”
Only when Sarah was settled, the hundred-piece puzzle scattered
around the rug, did Raizel come back into the kitchen, shutting the
door behind her.
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Tova’s eyes were red. “Thirteen years we’re married, and he leaves
me by text. Here. Look at this.” Her fingers swiped. “I’m not coming
back. Happy now?”
For a moment, but just for a moment, Raizel had thought of
reminding Tova of all the times she’d shown up in this kitchen and
declared, “I’d be better off without him.”
Raizel shivered. Winter was closing in. She turned back into her
warm kitchen and locked the door. She heard Levi and the boys
in the kids’ bathroom. Running water. Giggles. Giggles? She went
down the hall to the bathroom. Sholom Shaya and Benji were in
the tub together. Levi had placed his black earmuffs over Sholom
Shaya’s ears. Sholom Shaya was “sensory,” and if the tiniest drop of
water got into his ears… Usually he held his hands over his ears.
Usually he cried during his bath.
She said, “Earmuffs in the bath. Huh!”
Levi shrugged. “I figured it’s worth a try. We’re going for a notears bath.” She wondered how Sholom Shaya would react to wet
fleece over his ears. Or had Levi planned not to wash his hair?
She pushed up her sleeves. “I got this. You have your shiur. Go.
See you later.”
At 8:10, the younger kids were in their beds. Read to. Snuggled.
Warned to stay put. Kissed. Blue space night-light on. Door a crack
open. Benji whined for her to bring his giraffe puppet to his bed.
That was something new. Did he know? She’d told the girls the
news a few days ago. They’d been so excited. They’d promised to help
out more. They’d also let her know that this family was due another
girl.
Raizel made her way down the hall, gathering toys, shoes, baby
wipes, an empty apple-sauce squeeze, someone’s invitation to a
birthday party, crayons, bits of string from this morning when the
boys had woken up early and made kites… I’m lucky, she told herself.
No need for a gym. All those people paying good money to do what I get
to do for free…and stretch. And bend. And lift. And repeat. Then she
added: I’m lucky for a lot of other reasons. She came close to saying
this out loud. Stopped. The kids would give her funny looks when
they came into a room and heard her talking to no one. Well, not
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to no one. To herself. Giving voice to a thought or a feeling made it
more clear and more hers. They wouldn’t understand…
She set the kids’ backpacks neatly against the wall near the front
door and saw Sarah’s backpack among them. She knocked on the
door of the girls’ room. Dina and Esti were sitting on the floor.
Sarah sat between them. Her dirty-blond hair was in a sleek French
braid. Esti had tied a ribbon to the end—it looked like the black
velvet ribbon left over from Purim, when all of them—even Levi
and Raizel—had dressed up as a family of magicians and rabbits.
Raizel said, “Sarah, your hair looks beautiful. It’s time to get into
pajamas. Esti, Dina, please take her home to find her pajamas and
bring them here, so she’ll be ready for bed when her mother comes
to get her. Bring her a warm robe or a jacket, too, for when she has
to go back outside. It’s getting cold.”
She took the key to the Kotlers’ house from the hook by the fridge
and handed it to Dina. Sarah skipped between them as they went
the long way, from front door to front door.
***
He served me.
She hadn’t heard from Tova in a few days, and then, minutes
before Shabbos, she got the text. Just the three words. He served me.
Raizel laughed. Not because it was funny. There was nothing
funny about divorce papers, especially when an eight-year-old was
involved. She laughed because when she read the words “He served
me,” she pictured one of those fancy dinners where the plates are
uncovered, with a flourish and a wisp of steam, by a server in spotless white gloves. He served me. She knew what Tova meant. Still,
the image came to her, and she laughed and felt an immediate stab
of guilt. Then she called Tova—no texts, because her fingers were
clumsy on the tiny letters—and invited her and Sarah for the Shabbos meals.
On Shabbos, Tova told her, “I hired a lawyer. A mean one. That’s
what they say. You need a mean lawyer.”
Sunday afternoon. The girls were out selling raffle tickets to raise
money for their school Shabbaton. The boys were in the living room
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playing a game they invented with a small ball slipped inside a sock.
They kicked the sock-ball and each other, and Raizel thought, At
least no one is bleeding or crying.
Her phone buzzed. Text from Tova: Have a minute? I’m in back.
Something to ask u.
Raizel opened the back door. The rain, driven by the wind, hit her
at a slant. She held her shoulder against the door to keep it from
slamming. Tova stood on her patio and called out something to her.
Raizel couldn’t make out the words. She noticed the egg-shaped
patio chair next to Tova spinning in circles. The wind? But then she
saw the shiny black patent high-tops pushing off against the glass
table. She stepped back into the dry zone of her kitchen and picked
up her phone. “Hi, Tova. I can see you, but I can’t hear what you’re
saying. It’s wild out there.”
Tova said, “Hi. I need a huge favor. I have to fly to London tomorrow morning for a show. It’s last minute. My assistant was supposed to do this, but now they want me also. I’ll be gone for a few
days. Three. Maybe four. Definitely not more than five. I have a
new housekeeper, Maya, but she can only come during the day. She
cleans well, but child care isn’t her thing. She doesn’t speak English.
Besides, there’s the whole food issue.”
Raizel felt a tightening in her throat. Anxiety? Anticipation?
Tova ploughed on. “Adam is supposed to take her next Sunday.
That’s what we agreed until we get the divorce papers finalized. One
week Sarah’s with me, one week with him. I asked him to switch
with me and take her this week instead, but of course, he said no. It’s
his own daughter, but he’s too busy. I got so mad. I screamed at him
to get lost and—”
“Are you asking if Sarah can stay with us?” Raizel put her face
against the window of the back door to see if the patio chair was
still whirling, if Sarah could hear her mother. She saw only a blur of
grays and white on the glass.
Tova said, “If that’s okay with you. Starting tonight.”
I can say no. But what came out was “Yes.” And then it was too late
to take it back. Too late to check with Levi. Too late to check with
her girls. Sarah would have to sleep in the pullout bed in their room.
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She’d just stuck an eight-year-old in her teenagers’ room for three
days, or four days, or five…without asking them first.
Tova said, “That’s wonderful. She loves your house. What? One
second. Sarah, what did you say? Now? No. In a few hours. Okay.
I’ll ask… Sarah wants to know if she can come now. You must have
some magic going on there. Sarah, wait. It’s raining. You’ll get filthy
going through the garden. Sarah! Oh, forget it…she’s coming to
you now. Kids. They don’t listen. Okay? Thanks so much. I’m going
to keep my phone on in London so you can reach me if you need to.
Thank you…really.”
Raizel hurried to get the fluffy bathroom towel, the one they’d
gotten for Sholom Shaya because all the other ones were “scratchy.”
She opened the back door and let Sarah in, then bent down in front
of her and lifted one of her feet and then the other, eased off her
soaking shoes and tights. Sarah held onto her shoulders. Her hair
was stringy against her face. It reminded Raizel of the old dolls her
girls had outgrown and abandoned in the back of their closet. She
rubbed Sarah’s hair gently with the towel. “There. That’s better.”
When she told Levi, he said, “If it’s an emergency, chas v’shalom,
then of course we should help. But these last few months Sarah
has spent more time in our house than in hers. I don’t get it. If her
mother has to run around the world, shouldn’t she stay with her
father?”
“They’re going through a legal battle to figure that out.”
“Why is that our problem? It’s not like we have extra time and
energy. Shouldn’t our own kids come first?”
She said, “I don’t know.”
She did know. All those years later, and she was still that little girl
in the bedroom at the top of the stairs, shaking, pulling her pillow
over her head so she wouldn’t hear her father’s threats and her
mother’s hysterical shouts, often punctuated by the slam of the front
door and the roar of the car down the driveway. Once—though she
continued to hear it in her head for years afterward—there was the
shattering of glass. She’d thought about asking her brothers if they,
too, were haunted by the sounds of those terrifying nights, but she’d
never been close to them. They’d all left home as soon as they could;
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her three older brothers had gone to yeshivah dorms, and she, by
working and saving throughout high school, had gone to seminary
in Israel. It occurred to her that in their desperation to leave the
shame behind, they’d left each other as well.
She sighed. “Levi, when I was a kid, I used to have this fantasy
that I was in the hospital, in a white bed, lying very still, and my
mother and father would be there—one on each side of me—holding my hands, and they’d see me, really see me, and they’d talk to
each other and listen to each other because both of them were worried about me.” She stopped. “I’ve never told that to anyone before.”
Levi stared at her. “That’s really sad.”
“You know what’s even more sad? When I got older, I realized
that if I did get sick, my parents would blame each other and fight
over who had to do what...”
Levi said, “Is that why you take Sarah in? To rescue her? Because
no one rescued you?”
“I wasn’t thinking of it like that. Just that she’s alone and afraid,
and I know how that feels.”
“But your parents aren’t divorced,” Levi said.
“People use the expression ‘broken home’ for divorced families,
which means that officially, my home wasn’t broken. But I never
knew what I was walking into; someone could erupt at any time. I
never felt comfortable bringing friends home.”
“I’ve heard your parents argue, but I didn’t realize how much it
still affects you.”
“Maybe this is unhealthy, but I love the fact that for Sarah, we
are the ‘happy house’ where she likes to be. Adam and Tova are so
caught up in their own war that they don’t realize how awful it is for
her.”
Levi came home the next day excited. “I found someone who can
help. There’s this guy in shul, Mendelson, he was telling me about his
father, who’s a rav and a therapist. He specializes in mediation al pi
Torah. He saw too many people destroy themselves and each other
in the courts, so he set up a practice to work with families who are
divorcing to keep them focused on the kids. He stays involved, so
the families continue to communicate properly. We should speak to
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the Kotlers about him.”
“That would be good for Sarah,” Raizel said.
“Yes. Maybe something of value can come from what you went
through—another child will be spared some measure of suffering.”
***
Tova didn’t make it back from London in five days. She called
before Shabbos to let them know that Adam would pick up Sarah
on Sunday morning.
Raizel said, “Wait, Tova, don’t hang up. I have something important to tell you. Levi knows this rav. Actually, he knows the son of
this rav who works with couples who are divorcing. He has a system.
It’s his speciality—to do things in a Torah way. He says it’s—”
“After what Adam did? Getting such a tough lawyer. You know
how much I’ve spent already on discovery? And Adam would never
agree. No. For him everything has to be designer. The best. So we’re
having a designer divorce. Besides, we went to a rav years ago. He
told us not to make the Mizbei’ach cry.”
***
Adam rang the bell on Sunday morning. Raizel was on her way to
the front door, but Levi got there ahead of her and pulled the door
open wide. “Good morning, Adam. Come inside.”
Adam took a step backward. “Good morning. Is Sarah ready to
go?”
Levi boomed, “Raizel, do we have any of those jam squares left
from Shabbos? Coffee? Tea?”
“Of course,” Raizel said. “Please come in.” Hope pulsed through
her. Levi was good at talking to people. He would get Adam to go
to the rav.
Adam looked past them into the house, clearly wanting only to
take his daughter and go. Levi pretended not to notice; he held his
ground and his smile. Adam came inside.
Raizel hurried down the hall. She told Dina and Esti to keep
Sarah in their room for a few minutes while they talked to her
father. Then she told the boys to stay in the den. She promised pizza
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if they stayed there until Adam left, and even the possibility of soda
if no one got hurt.
By the time Raizel brought out the cake, Levi was in deep. “Who
gets to decide what’s best for your daughter? The lawyers who make
more and more money the longer this takes? The judge who has no
idea what a Yiddishe home looks like? Rav Mendelson can help you
work out a peaceful arrangement. It’s a better way.”
Adam stirred his coffee, but he didn’t drink it. “The rav will want
us to get back together, and that, my friend, is not happening.”
Levi said, “That’s not what he does. When people go to him, it’s
already a given that the marriage is over. The question is how to go
from there with the least amount of damage, especially when there’s
a child in the picture.”
A memory pushed to the surface. During Raizel’s engagement,
her mother was with her at the gown gemach, watching her try on
wedding gowns. The two of them were standing side by side, looking in the mirror, when her mother said—just like that, with no
warning—“I stayed in the marriage for you children.” Raizel had
wanted so badly to say something, but she kept quiet. Instead, after
her wedding, she moved a few thousand miles away and found
excuses to keep her visits short.
Adam stood up. “Look, I appreciate what you’re trying to do here.
I do. But it’s not going to work.” He shook Levi’s hand. “It’s very
nice of you to watch Sarah.”
On Monday afternoon, Raizel was at the grocery store near the
house. Levi always brought home the bulk of their groceries; he
got an employee discount at the supermarket. But she needed leeks
and parsley right away to add to the soup for dinner, so she made
a quick run, cutting it uncomfortably close to carpool. At the store,
her phone rang.
“Mrs. Engelstein, it’s Adam Kotler.”
Adam Kotler? That’s a first. “Hello. How are you?”
“I’m fine, baruch Hashem. Fine. Um. Yeah.” He sounded the way
her children did when they had to own up to something and they
didn’t want to. She knew to allow him time to find the words.
“The thing is,” Adam said, “I’m downtown. I got caught up here. I
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guess I’m not used to this. You know. The scheduling. Sarah gets out
of school at 4:15, and there’s no way I can make it out there in time.
I’m sorry. I feel kinda stupid about this, but could you please pick
her up when you get your girls?”
She almost told him that the high school was two blocks away
from the elementary school. Picking up Sarah meant going through
another carpool line.
“I’ll get her,” she told him. “Just call the school and let them know
she’s coming with me.
Adam arrived to pick up Sarah while they were eating dinner.
Levi told Asher to bring a chair from the kitchen, and they made
room at the table. Raizel put down a clean place setting and a bowl
of soup. Adam sat. “Mmm, vegetable soup. It smells delicious.”
Levi and Raizel were walking him to the door when Adam said,
“Um. There’s actually something else, if it’s okay, I, uh, I was going
to ask the two of you.”
Raizel looked at Sarah, who was shrugging into her coat, and at
Dovi and Sholom Shaya, who were supposed to be doing homework but were actually creating something out of what looked like
a lot of glue; all of them were well within earshot. She said, “Do you
want to go outside to talk?”
Adam shrugged. “It’s okay. It’s not private. It’s about Shabbos.
My apartment is in Tower Hill. A bunch of my friends live there.
Mostly singles. They have a Kiddush club for young professionals.
But the shul is a little far from my apartment, and there’s no kids’
program. Shabbos—you know, when it’s my turn with Sarah—is
an issue. I can’t leave her alone on Friday night and Shabbos morning, and I can’t take her with me to shul because there’s nothing for
her to do there. I should have thought about this before I signed the
lease, but I didn’t think clearly. I was really angry. Tova can be so—”
This time, Raizel remembered to say, “We’ll discuss it, and we’ll
be in touch.”
Levi said, “Adam, before you go, I don’t mean to be pushy, but I
want to tell you something else about Rav Mendelson. There’s a
family nearby, the Bergmans. He helped them. He’s still helping
them. They ended up with an arrangement where the kids continue
32

CollectionPesach2021_Devorah.indd 32

3/2/21 5:07 PM

For the Sake of the Child

to live in the house, so their routine isn’t interrupted, and the parents switch off, taking turns living in the house with them. Something like that could make it easier for Sarah, and possibly for the
two of you.”
Adam frowned. “There is no ‘two of us.’ There’s Tova. And what
Tova wants. And what Tova does. She’ll never go to a rav.”
“What if we speak to her? If she agrees, then you’re okay with
meeting with Rav Mendelson?
“She won’t. Besides, at this point, we’re too far in. I’m not really
interested in that type of agreement. We have lawyers. They’re doing
a bang-up job.”
A bang-up job, Raizel thought. That could mean more than one
thing…
Later, Levi said, “I’m sorry, Raizel. I gave it my best shot. And
as far as Shabbos, does he want us to invite him to come here with
Sarah every other week? Once in a while I’m okay with, but as a regular thing…”
Raizel said, “I think he wants to stay in Tower Hill for Shabbosim
and send Sarah here by herself. He didn’t factor in a child when he
moved there.”
“That’s the problem,” Levi said. Too loudly. And she said, “Shhh,
the kids.”
Levi lowered his voice. “When you’re a parent, you don’t make
plans that don’t include your kid.”
“I know,” she said. “I keep telling myself that this mess is temporary. They’ll have a legal agreement from those fancy lawyers soon.”
“What will that change?” Levi asked. “They switch off taking care
of Sarah every week now. It doesn’t seem to be working. I feel sorry
for Sarah. She’s such a nice kid. Always so quiet, so well-behaved.”
Something Levi said niggled at her. Something that was important, she sensed. She brought her hands to her head, concentrated.
Ahh! There it was! Sarah behaving so well was not necessarily a
good sign. She was eight, after all. Raizel thought of Dovi. A few
days earlier, when he’d had to backtrack during a game of Chutes
and Ladders, he swiped everyone’s game pieces off the board.
“Maybe Sarah is afraid that if she’s not good, she’ll be dumped
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somewhere else,” she said. “Poor kid.”
“Either that,” Levi said, “or it’s just our children who throw fits.”
Raizel shook her head. She remembered the heat wave last
summer, when she’d turned on the sprinklers and let the boys run
through, and a bunch of kids from all over the block had joined the
fun. Sarah had come running out, but Tova had called her back.
“That’s for boys, not for you. Besides, you’ll ruin your clothes.” That
day, in front of all the neighbors, Sarah had shrieked and stamped
her feet, and Tova had taken her by the hand and half-dragged her
inside.
“No,” she told Levi. “She acts out, too. But only when she feels at
home.”
Adam dropped Sarah off on Friday. When Raizel stuck her head
into the girls’ bedroom to remind them to set the table, she saw
Dina, Esti and Sarah sitting on the trundle bed. On Sarah’s lap was
one of the huge sticker albums the girls had created when they were
in early elementary school. Sarah’s fingers brushed the well-preserved stickers: the puffy ones, the little animals with cartoon faces,
the sparkly ones. Raizel remembered the years of dedicated collecting. She’d take the girls and their friends to the sticker store in the
farmer’s market on Sundays. Looking back, it seemed like a gloriously simple time. She wondered if the sticker store was still there.
Sarah would enjoy that. And she herself hadn’t had an excuse to go
there in ages.
On Friday night, Raizel heard Dina tell Sarah, “On Shabbos
morning, I like to sleep. So if you get up and I’m still in bed, you
need to stay very quiet. Do you understand? No noise at all.”
Sarah nodded in that serious way she had and said, “No noise. I
promise.”
It could be that simple, Raizel thought. Sarah comes and the kids are
okay with it.
Until Sunday afternoon. “I can’t believe you forgot,” Asher said.
“We’ve had these tickets forever. They’re going to expire if we don’t
use them.” He held the family bundle they’d won at the Chanukah auction—eight tickets for Golf-N-Carts. All-inclusive. Even
the bumper cars.
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Raizel put the laundry basket full of clean towels on the table
and started folding. “I didn’t forget we had tickets. I forgot that we
planned to go today. Sarah is staying until tomorrow. Her father is
on a ski trip, and her mother is away for work. We don’t have a ticket
for her. They’re expensive. What if we go next week?”
But then she remembered that next week Dina was starting her
job as a counselor at the school Sunday program, and Asher was
taking lessons for his bar mitzvah. After that, it would be too cold
outdoors. There might not be another Sunday that worked…
Raizel said, “I don’t need to go. Those kinds of places aren’t really
my thing.” She thought, I can get the linens changed, get a jump start
on dinner prep for the week, with the house to myself...
Levi said, “No way you’re getting out of this. We are having fun as
a family. We’ll buy a ticket at the gate for Sarah. Adam can pay me
back for it.”
Asher said, “I wanted to bring Choni. I asked you. Remember?
It’s more fun with a friend. You said we only have eight tickets and
there’s no room in the van, and now Sarah is coming.”
They ended up double-belting Sholom Shaya and Dovi in the
van. They turned on the music and gave the kids nosh bags, and
everyone was upbeat. It turned out to be a delightful day. There were
enough activities at Golf-N-Carts to keep all of them, big and little,
entertained, and they stayed until closing.
It was dark and chilly by the time they got back into the van. Benji
fell asleep in his booster seat before they left the parking lot. His
head kept dropping down, and Sholom Shaya nudged him back up
gently. Levi drummed his fingers on the steering wheel to a song in
his head. Raizel leaned back in her seat. Everyone had a good time.
Dina and Esti were whispering frantically. It might be an argument,
but it’s not reaching my ears, so I’m leaving that one be... This is nice…
Then Sarah whimpered, “My tummy hurts.”
Levi said, “We’ll be home in about 20 minutes.”
Sarah started to cry. “It hurts so much. I’m gonna throw up.”
Raizel opened the glove compartment and took out one of the
bags from the stash they kept for when Sholom Shaya got carsick.
“Esti, hold this in case she needs it.”
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She called Tova. No answer. She passed her phone to Dina.
“Please text Mrs. Kotler to call me right away. I’m worried Sarah
could have a stomach bug.”
“Or it could be all the nosh she ate,” Levi said. “Or too much
jumping on that bouncy thing. She was fine all day. But we should
get hold of her mother. Where is she?”
“A conference somewhere in Connecticut. She’s supposed to
come back tomorrow night.”
Seconds after Dina sent the text, Tova called. “Oh, no! I’m in Norwalk. Even if I leave tonight, there’s no way I could get her until very
late. I’ll call my doctor’s after-hours service. Someone usually calls
back within the hour.”
Raizel said, “Give the doctor my number and permission to talk
to me. Should I call Adam? Sarah might be more comfortable with
a parent right now.”
Tova practically shouted, “No. He’ll use it against me. That I
wasn’t there. I know this is a lot to ask. Please. I’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll rush.”
Levi dropped them off at home, then turned to go to the pharmacy to pick up Pedialyte. “Get pink, if they have,” Raizel called
after him. “She likes pink.”
Sarah was tucked in on the couch, a bucket within easy reach.
Raizel settled in the recliner nearby. When Sarah vomited, Raizel
held her hair off her face and murmured, “You’re going to feel better
soon.”
Sarah’s eyes went big with terror. “I’m sorry. I made a mess. I’m
sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Raizel said, easing her back onto the couch and covering her with the blanket. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
The doctor called. “Sounds like a stomach flu. She needs hydration and rest.”
It was a long night. Sarah dozed. Thrashed. Moaned. Raizel
brought cool wet cloths to wipe her face. Urged her to drink.
In the morning, the kids whispered as they got ready for school
because Sarah was finally sleeping. They propped up homemade
get-well cards on the coffee table. Benji laid his giraffe puppet
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gently on Sarah’s pillow.
Tova picked up Sarah in the middle of the day.
A day later Sarah was well and back in school. Tova worked late,
and Sarah joined the Engelsteins for dinner.
Raizel served salmon, broccoli and sweet potatoes. Sarah slid into
her chair, looked over the food on the table and said, “Yucky.”
“Sarah,” Raizel said, “you can have fish sticks instead of salmon if
you want. Like Benji.”
“Fish sticks are yucky. And broccoli is yucky.”
“Do you want sweet potatoes?”
“Yucky.”
Dovi said, “You’re not allowed to say ‘yucky’ about food. Right,
Mommy? You’re supposed to say, ‘It’s not my taste.’”
Benji put his hands to his cheeks and spit. “Yucky. Yucky. You
yucky.”
Levi said, “Sarah, no one is going to force you to eat something
you don’t like. You can make yourself a sandwich. There’s bread in
the kitchen and peanut butter. Use a plastic knife from the basket
in the cabinet.”
Sarah went into the kitchen. They heard her wail. “It’s brown
bread. I don’t like brown bread. I don’t like anything.”
Raizel went to her. Sarah sat at the kitchen table. Her head was
down, and her fists pounded, hard, on the table. “Not fair.”
Raizel sat down next to her. “Sarah, tell me what you want.”
“I wanna go home.”
“Okay. Your mommy isn’t there right now, but I can ask Dina or
Esti to go with you to your house and stay with you.”
“I wanna be with Mommy and with Daddy. Home. The whole
time,” Sarah sobbed.
Levi called from the dining room, “Everything okay in there?”
Raizel called back, “We need a little time.” She stroked Sarah’s
thin shoulders. Sarah cried. Eventually, she accepted a cup of water
and a wad of tissues. She looked at Raizel. Her voice wobbled.
“Daddy got so mad, and he went out and didn’t come back. I dunno
when he’s gonna come back.”
“Oh, sweetie,” Raizel said.
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The girls cleared the table. Dina brought Raizel’s plate to her in
the kitchen and bent down next to Sarah. “Want to come to my
room to try on my jewelry?”
Sarah nodded. Raizel said, “She hasn’t eaten yet.”
Sarah said, “Could I have bread with jam?”
Dina pulled open the whole-wheat bread. “Good idea. The jam
makes brown bread taste really good. And you can have some cantaloupe.”
When Tova texted that she was home, Raizel called for Sarah, but
instead of watching her go through the fence in the yard, she took
her hand and walked with her to her front door.
She didn’t respond to Tova’s greeting. She said, as calmly as she
could, “Sarah, why don’t you go upstairs to your room. I need to
speak to your mommy for a minute.”
Tova looked at her nervously. “Did something happen? Did she
act up? I told her to behave.”
Raizel said, “This may be none of my business, but I’m wondering
what you told her about the divorce.”
“Nothing.”
Raizel stood very still. Waited. There has to be something more.
Tova fiddled with her phone. “I wasn’t sure how to explain it to
her. I figured I would get to it, but I didn’t…I mean, I… um… What
should I say?”
“There are people who can guide you. You have to tell her something. Probably that when Mommy and Daddy divorce each other,
they don’t divorce their kid. A reassurance that she’ll still have what
she needs? I’d do it right away.”
“Oh, could you?” Tova asked. At first, Raizel was sure she was
joking. But then Tova said, “She likes you so much. And I don’t
know…”
“When I said I’d do it, I meant that if I were you, I’d do it, not that
I would do it…” Raizel had a powerful urge to scream. She forced
herself to take a deep breath. “Remember when I told you about Rav
Mendelson? I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Sarah misses home.
Rav Mendelson has worked with families to keep their kids in the
house and have the parents switch off. If you and Adam switch off,
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Sarah could be home more. Especially since Adam works from
home.”
“My lawyer said it’s a trap. He claims that I’ll end up getting hurt.
Besides, there’s no way I’m moving out of this house every other
week for Adam to come here.”
***
They didn’t see Sarah for nearly two weeks. Levi asked, “Did we
push too hard?”
“We did what we had to. I wish it had worked.”
A day later, Tova texted. Could you get Sarah from school? You’re a
doll.
A second text immediately after the first one. Forgot. Sarah has
dance class on Tuesday. It’s around the corner. Stern basement. Could one
of your big girls walk her? 5 to 6. Just drip off and pick up. Thanks. Big
time!!
And a third text: Meant drop off.
Esti walked Sarah to the dance class. She came back, red-cheeked
from the wind, and told Raizel, “It’s really cute. The little kids are
joining the high school production. They’re doing a cheder boy
dance. Shani Stern said Sarah has to come to more rehearsals or
she won’t get to perform. She misses every other week because Mr.
Kotler doesn’t take her. She may be the only one in the group who
won’t be in the production.”
When Raizel told Tova about this, Tova said, “That makes my
decision easier. I’ve decided to fight for full custody so that she’ll
be here all the time. My lawyer said I need a court reference letter.
Here. He made you an outline. Please, just fill this out and explain
why Sarah belongs with me.”
After dinner, Levi was sorting through the mail when he said,
“Raizel, Adam sent you a letter.”
Her hands were in the sudsy dish water. “Open it for me. Okay?”
“It looks like a form. Character affidavit. Adam wrote a note.
Hmm. He wants you to write something to let the court know that
he’s a good father. Oh… look at that… Adam is asking for full custody. He wants to keep Sarah in Tower Hill all week and send her to
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Tova every Shabbos.”
Raizel wiped her hands, pulled open the kitchen drawer, and
found the paper from Tova. “And then there were two.”
She placed them side by side on the table. “I’m supposed to choose
between Tova and Adam? I’m going to tell both of them that I’m
not doing this.”
Levi said, “If ever there was a time to take advice, it’s now. We’ll
call Rav Mendelson and ask him.”
Rav Mendelson’s advice made a lot of sense to them. “Don’t focus
on choosing between the mother and the father. Think about the
child and what she needs. Write only what you know to be the absolute truth.”
Days went by. Then weeks. I’ll get to it, Raizel told herself. Tova
texted a few reminders. Adam called Levi to ask when he could
expect it.
It was an unsettling throwback to her high school days—those
weighty end-of-year projects, the overwhelming pressure, not
knowing how to get started, waiting until it was almost too late.
Today is the day, she finally told herself sternly. Tonight. After the
kids go to bed. Me and those papers at the kitchen table.
Once she put pen to paper, the words came easily. “Part One.
Describe who you are and what qualifies you to make this statement.”
My name is Raizel Engelstein. I’m 35 years old. I have six children
ages 15 to three and am expecting our seventh child in four months. I
work as a substitute teacher at an elementary school. I’m good at stepping
in when the regular teacher is absent. Come to think of it, I’ve been stepping in as a substitute parent for Sarah Kotler for months.
“Part Two: What is your relationship with the Kotlers?”
We met the Kotlers when they bought the house next door ten years ago.
We’ve known Sarah since the day she was born.
“Part Three: In your opinion, what is the best placement for the
minor child?”
That’s a tough one. Tova is on the road all the time. Also, she’s so angry
about…well, I’m not sure what she’s angry about, but she’s angry…and
she’s not careful when she speaks, which means that Sarah hears a lot of
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negative things about her father. Not a good choice as a full-time placement even if Tova manages to find a housekeeper who speaks English
and is willing to stay nights. I mean, what’s the point of fighting for full
custody if you’re not around to take care of your child?
And Adam? I feel like he has to be reminded that he has a child. He has
his own life—his Kiddush club and ski trips and whatnot—and Sarah
has to fit in around his activities. He wants full custody? But only during
the week? So he can play on Shabbos with his chevrah?
You’d think they’d have enough time to get their stuff done in the weeks
they don’t have Sarah—they switch off every week. I’m trying to imagine parenting that way: one week on and one week off. Not that I want
that, G-d forbid. I’m just thinking of how much I’d get done, and then I’d
be able to focus fully on my children when they were with me. But both
Adam and Tova leave Sarah in my house in the time she’s supposed to be
with them.
Raizel’s hand cramped the way it did when she was in high school,
scrambling to get every word down. She couldn’t remember the last
time she’d done this much writing by hand. Any writing by hand,
actually, other than shopping lists and mitzvah notes. It dawned on
her that she could have typed it. But computer writing could be cut,
pasted and deleted. This, in her own sloppy script, was her way of
making sure that what she wrote stayed whole. She shook her hand
until she felt some relief and continued to write.
I say yes every time they ask. And they ask all the time. Could I have
made things worse? Stepping in and allowing her, and her parents, to
think she’s fine here with us? What if I said no? They’d be forced to take
care of their own child.
I’ve been telling myself that I’m doing a good thing. I’m not. Not for
Sarah, or her parents, or my family. This stops now! And as far as my
opinion on placement, I don’t know where Sarah should be. I only know
where she shouldn’t be. She shouldn’t be with Tova. She shouldn’t be with
Adam. She shouldn’t be with me.
“Levi,” she said, handing him the paper, “I sat down to write, and
this is what came out. Crazy stuff. I won’t send it, of course, but I
wanted you to see it before I tear it up.”
Levi took the paper from her. He read it so slowly that she was
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tempted to grab it out of his hand and read it to him. She paced in
small circles around him, watched him, until he got to the end.
He said, “Oh, boy!”
“Yes. I wrote without filtering. Let’s forget the whole thing. They
can work it out themselves and leave me and my affidavits out of it.”
“Actually, no.” Levi spoke very slowly. “We should send it.”
“Send it?”
“I’m going to scan this and email it to both of them.”
“What are you talking about? This is definitely not what they
asked for.”
“You wrote the truth. That’s what Rav Mendelson said to do.”
“Yes. But…”
“The truth. That’s what we’re going to give them.”
She nodded, still not believing what they were doing. But Levi
was already heading to the computer in the den.
Adam responded first. He sent an email to Levi: I can’t say I’m not
thrown by this. I’m asking you not to send this document to the court as
it could cause grievous harm. That said, I have to admit that, while this
is painful to read, it is true. It made me think. I’m willing to meet with
Rav Mendelson to work out an arrangement that puts Sarah’s needs
first. Can I prevail upon you to convey this to Tova?
Tova answered. By text, of course. Except it showed up on Raizel’s
phone as Text deleted. Then a second text. Deleted.
Regret tightened like a vise in Raizel’s chest. I should have said no
when they asked me to get involved.
Then Tova texted and didn’t delete it: What’s the contact info for the
rabbi who mediates?
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