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DEDICATION
THIS STORY IS DEDICATED TO THOSE WHO SHOWED ME

THE JOY OF A LIFE FILLED WITH MUSIC: 

DOLORES KEEFE, LENORE MOONEY, HAZZAN HAROLD LERNER, 

AND ABOVE ALL MY MOTHER, REBECCA R. SIEGEL, 

WHO PLAYED ALL THOSE GREAT RECORDS

AND MADE ME PRACTICE MY SCALES.



it’s funny how the mind works. I’m sitting

here in the car, in the temple parking lot.

In the rain. Tapping on the steering

wheel in counter-rhythm to the drops. Checking

my watch. Repeatedly. 

(things to do, things to do)

Waiting for my son to finish his bar mitzvah

lesson with the rabbi. The water sliding down

the windshield makes it impossible to see

anything—and when the mind can’t look out, it

often looks in. Thoughts and images that

haven’t floated up for years are doing so now.

One in particular. A different synagogue in a

different town in a very different time. And a

different bar mitzvah boy. My brother, Gerald.

Jerry.

The Jerk.

And, of course, Cantor Jacobs.
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July 1960. We had just moved again. Dad was

career army, so we moved from base to base,

town to town, school to school. I remember four

moves before I was ten. Making friends wasn’t

tough. Keeping them was the problem. It’s hard

to feel like you belong anywhere. Anyway, we’re

Jewish, a fact that mattered about as much as

the current weather on Mars. None of the towns

we lived in had a synagogue or any Jewish

population that we knew of. Except this one.

And out of the blue, Dad decides that Jerry the

Jerk should have a bar mitzvah. 

And he decides that we should all go and meet

the rabbi.

“Why do I have to go? I haven’t done anything

wrong.” At ten I was the master of the fast

comeback. Also a connoisseur of rock and roll at

a time when, in my not-particularly-humble

opinion, rhythm and blues was threatened by

the smotheration (Chuck Berry’s word) of white

bread and mayonnaise. Elvis had come out of
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the army and was singing duets with Frank

Sinatra (gag). Buddy Holly was dead. Chuck Berry

was in jail. Jerry Lee Lewis, while still married to

his second wife, had married his thirteen-year-

old cousin and (surprise) couldn’t find anyone

who wanted to record him. And Alan Freed, the

disc jockey who’d brought the music from the

inner city to the outer suburbs (and army bases)

had been kicked off the air for accepting money

from record producers. All that was left was

perky teen queens in prom dresses and pimple-

free pretty boys who were about as exciting as

warm Jell-O. 

Meanwhile back to Dad. Remember, the

question before we left the house was: why do I

have to go.

“Because I said so, that’s why.”

My least favorite response. Rats! It meant I had

won the battle (he couldn’t think of a reason

why I should go) but had lost the war (I was

going anyway).
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We piled into the Plymouth, and in ten minutes

pulled into the parking lot of Temple Something-

Or-Other. It was a gray day, and the building

seemed to be trying to brighten things up for us.

It was new (the cornerstone said 1958, along

with a bunch of Hebrew letters), and it was

shaped like no building I’d ever seen. Round

parts. Pointed parts. Square parts. I had a feeling

that the architect’s idea for the building had

come from playing with Tinker-Toys while very

drunk. 

I was aware of Dad saying something about

having other Jewish kids to hang around with.

(yawn) 

Predictably, Jerry the Jerk was pretty excited

over all this. To him everything was great. At

thirteen you’d think he’d ponder a little before

agreeing with everyone about everything. 

(jerk)

I mean, I’m only ten and I know when I’m

being snowed. Take the base dentist, for
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example, Dr. Lollipop. That’s not his real name,

but it might as well be. Every time you see him

he’s handing out lollipops. His pockets are full of

them. In the office, out on the base—any time

you see the guy he’s throwing them around by

the pound. And he smiles. A lot. This alone

makes Jerry the Jerk think Dr. Lollipop’s a nice

guy. Amazing! The man is ensuring his future by

helping my brother’s teeth along the happy road

to rot, and my brother thinks the dentist is a nice

guy.

Oh, in case you’re wondering why I haven’t

mentioned Mom, it’s not that I forgot her, it’s just

that she doesn’t figure in any of this. She left two

years and one or two bases ago. Dad says that

some women can’t handle army life and that

Mom’s happier with her new life and that she’ll

always keep in touch and stuff like that. It all

makes sense, and they (she and Dad) parted

friends sort of. It doesn’t hurt as much as it did a

while ago, but the hole is still there.
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Meanwhile back at the temple…

The rabbi met us at the door. I don’t remember

anything about him. He was nice enough, I

suppose, but he seemed to blend into the

background. The temple had that almost-new-

building smell, and as we sat in his office, the

rabbi chatted amiably with Dad and Jerry while I

counted floor tiles and scanned the bookshelves.

That I remember. Lots of books. Many in English,

but a lot in Hebrew. Three possibilities here: One,

the guy’s really smart. Two, the guy likes to buy

8



books to impress people. Three, he had to buy

these books in Rabbi’s School and there’s no

room for them in his house. As I mull over this

puzzle, I’m suddenly aware that the rabbi is

talking to me.

“Huh?” As good a response as any when you

don’t know what’s going on.

“I asked if you’d like to explore the building on

your own while I talk with your father and

Gerald.”

(the jerk, don’t forget)

“Sure.”

(hallelujah)

“We’ll join you in a little while.”

I was out the door like a shot.
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