Mikve

By: Hadar Galron  
Background : 

Mikve is the ritual bath in which religious Jewish women (from wedlock until menopause ) immerse once a month ( 7 clean days after the monthly period ) in order to purify themselves from the impure blood and be once again permitted ( physically ) to their husbands. Approximately two weeks of the month man and wife may not sleep together or touch each other.  

The story:
When Ruth, the young new bath attendant at the local Mikve, learns almost by chance, that Sima the former attendant (whose place she filled) had committed suicide in the Mikve pool she's shaken.  Shoshana-the senior attendant- who never uttered a word about it beforehand - refuses to talk of it now -or ever for that matter. Shoshana wants her Mikve clean and pure, inside and out, and will take no part in any 'evil tongue' (gossip). She advises Ruth to do the same. 
But for Ruth-a 'gioret'* who converted to Judaism only a decade ago- (her father had been Jewish- her mother German) this is not 'gossip'. She truly cannot understand how in this world of faith- that she had chosen, but the luckier were born into- anyone could want to commit such a crime*.  
There was no time to ponder on it… it was a hectic night at the mikve. Young, beautiful Tehila- had just arrived for the first time – to purify herself the night before her marriage. 
Ruth was trying to understand what it was that Tehila- who was in somewhat  of a state- was requesting –what was it she wanted her to do…why hadn't she let her family and friends into the Mikve with her as was the custom with brides? She had literally slammed the door shut in her mothers face! "Sign that I'm impure!" she pleaded Ruth "that it's impossible to touch my husband tomorrow night- after the wedding! I need time- a couple of weeks –even days. I hardly know him! Please… You must sign!"
Ruth realizes this is an impossible request. An impure bride would be a disgrace to herself and both families. She calls Shoshana to help out. Shoshana, with her 15 years of experience and halachic* logic is the one who manages to calm Tehila and persuade her to perform the traditional ritual. Before Ruth had found out about the suicide she would have admired Shoshana for what she did –but now she couldn't help thinking that maybe all Shoshana had done was to prove to Tehila that she had no other choice really… 
"Maybe we could have helped Tehila –really helped her…as she had requested"- Ruth later confronts Shoshana as they are clearing up. "We helped her by giving her faith in the halacha (=Jewish laws) Shoshana says and reminds Ruth that they are here to do their job as attendants- no more and no less. 

Whilst cleaning the rooms, Ruth finds contraceptive pills in one of the rooms- the room Tamar had been in. She gives them to Shoshana who doesn't even know what they are… When Ruth explains she's shocked!
Tamar is wife of Rabbi Kaplansky who was very much against any contraceptives –it clashed with the basic ideals of jewish law. They can't belong to her! 
Just as Shoshana takes them from Ruth –Tamar comes back "I think I forgot something" She sees her pills pass form Ruth to Shoshanas' hand- but continues as if she hadn't – as if it's something else she's looking for.
But the three of them had seen all too well.  
At home that night Ruth asks Akiva what he thinks about what had happened with Tehila. He answers that she should ask the Rabbi. "O.k." agrees Ruth "but I'm asking your opinion –don't you have an opinion?" Akiva looks up "My opinion is irrelevant- but I trust you to do the right thing". 
"I'm not sure I did" mumbles Ruth "she was so deeply distressed". Akiva leaves his books, comes to her and hugs her. They go to bed.  

Tehilas' wedding is talk of the town… Her parents are powerful people in the community- her father's into politics. Anyone even remotely connected is invited. Shoshana lets Ruth leave early to join her husband at the wedding (Akiva and Hananya study in the same yeshiva)- Ruth doesn't mind missing the wedding, but Shoshana insists that it's good for her to get to know more people in the neighborhood. At the wedding Ruth tries to get a glimpse of Tehila –but she is already veiled and the veil is completely opaque… Under the chupah* (wedding canopy) –After Tehilas veil is lifted Ruth tries to catch Tehilas eyes – for a split second Ruth is sure she is looking at her but realizes that she's looking through her –her gaze far off and frightened. Ruth leaves the hall and goes outside. Standing still, in the dark, she sees Tamar leaving too. Whispering and laughing into her cell phone. Just as she reaches her car, Ruth stops her- she wants reassure her concerning the pills. "I just wanted to say- about yesterday – that I can understand" Tamar nearly jumps out of her skin - she hadn't even seen her in the dark. "You !? You don't understand anything!"   
"Then explain to me" says Ruth. 
Tamar enlightens Ruth with the details concerning the former mikve attendant… Sima had committed suicide due to post-natal depression. The doctor had warned her not to get pregnant again but the Rabbi (Kaplansky- Tamars' husband) had not permitted the pill... She was 4 months pregnant when she took her life. 
This disturbs Ruth even more so. Rabbi Kaplansky was like G-d to her.
He was the Rabbi who converted her and gave her her Hebrew name Ruth.  She relished every word he said and she or Akiva (her husband), could call him with any problem at any time- 24 hours a day. He had even helped her with this job at the Mikve- rarely women as young as herself got the job and even more rare was the fact that a 'gioret' (converted jew) got the job… Although she now began to understand that she had  unknowingly stepped  into shoes that no other woman agreed to. 
"So, what you're saying is you were depressed ?" asks Ruth innocently "No! what I'm saying is that not everything is as perfect as it seems to you" says Tamar to Ruth, adding with contempt "and maybe you should just mind your own business, like Shoshana said... it's easier to survive with eyes closed, sometimes" 

Tamar knew her words would have an effect on Ruth– but had she known that it would lead her to examine and explore everything more closely she might have thought twice. She had enough to hide. She had been leading a double life for almost 5 months now… Her 'formal' life as wife of a well-loved and admired persona in the community and mother of their 4 children (much less than other women her age)- and her other life…
Tamar had met Dror on her first job outside the walls of Bnei-Berak – the town in which she had been born, bred and married. Bnei-Berak, 90% populated by ultra-orthodox with their dozens of kids, was crowded with buildings built so close it seemed the town itself had no horizons... 
Dror was Tamars' horizons. With him she was a completely different person- physically and otherwise. He taught her poetry and bought her jeans- made his bachelor apartment kosher for her, made her laugh and cry and feel special– but above all- he loved her as she had never been loved and his love made everything else seem endurable. His love and his world became her oxygen –she couldn't understand how she had lived before it and without it, she knew she would suffocate and die. 
Dror is waiting for her. He's frustrated. Lately he's always waiting for her and she either turns up hours late or not at all! But their passion puts out his frustration. After they make love he says "I can't bear hiding you – 
we can't even go out for a drink together". Tamar has tears of sadness and happiness in her eyes “That much I can promise- to go out for a drink together –soon."  

Two months have gone by since Ruth came to work in the Mikve and no salary had been received. They badly needed this extra salary. 5 children, high rent- Akiva didn't work he only studied in yeshiva, and although Ruth was a children’s nurse in the mornings it just wasn't enough! Shoshana knows the problem- it takes time… a little patience –they'll pay. She also needs the money –her medication for diabetes is costly.
Tehila turns up in the Mikve for the first time since the wedding looking like a bird with broken wings. A scarf completely covering her beautiful, unruly red hair and her hands moving nervously.
Ruth feels awful and wants to help her, but Tehila doesn't cooperate. Her answer to every question is "I asked you to sign". Ruth gives Tehila her home number tells her she's a nurse and can help her with any problem. Shoshana loses patience saying Tehila was always a troublemaker- running away from home, getting expelled from schools… "She'll get over it! And if she has any problem her parents will help her –it's not our duty- anyway many women are waiting for us…" 
The only one who manages to cheer Tehila up is hilarious Miki. She's not religious at all –in fact she's a singer* - but her husband has become religious and will not touch her unless she immerses-so she drags herself to the Mikve once a month. Tehila, surprisingly, is a great fan of hers, and ecstatic to meet her- here of all places!   

Much later that night- whilst Ruth and Shoshana are cleaning up –Tehilas' husband turns up looking for her –she never came home after the Mikve… he looks very worried and nervous. Ruth tells Hananya to go home and asks him not to involve anyone else- she promises to find Tehila and bring her back. She informs Shoshana that she must leave  early tonight, finds out where Miki is performing in Tel-Aviv and drives straight there. Lo and behold there is Tehila- at the rear of the club, looking totally out of place, but fully absorbed in the show- singing all the songs by heart, slightly drunk. Ruth pushes off two guys who have put an eye on Tehila- but she refuses to leave with Ruth shouting that she's never letting him do it to her again- ever! 
In between the songs Ruth asks Tehila questions and suspects that Tehila had undergone some kind of abuse as a child. 
Just as they are leaving an the place an attractive couple is walking by to a nearby bar… for a split second Ruth's eyes meet the woman's'. Although her head is uncovered and she's wearing trousers –there is no doubt in Ruth's' mind as to who she is – Tamar.    

But Tamar has more to lose- and she's the first to use their unofficial meeting… 
By the time Ruth arrives home her husband has been given full details of where his wife had been seen. Ruth, not wanting to expose Tehila, doesn't say a word in her own defense while her husband speaks of their reputation, and she only mumbles "It’s not what you think". To this Akiva replies "What I think is irrelevant… and I'm very worried about what's happening to you lately" 
They go to bed separately.  

Ruth tries to speak to Shoshana about Tehila, but in vein. Shoshana doesn't want to hear a word. "If I believed every 'evil tongue'- I wouldn't have let you into my Mikve either" Ruth is stunned- beginning to feel the full impact of being an outsider. "Anyway" adds Shoshana "be careful about who you speak-and what you are insinuating… Tehilas' father is an important man in our community – and he's the one who pays our salary"  

In Tamars home things heat up- her husband personally received the contraceptive pills belonging to his wife, and although Tamar denies they are hers, he has already found another packet of exactly the same pills in her drawer. " I give orders not to use this stuff and my wife is found using it ! You can't make a fool of me like this!" 
"Oh –is that what's bothering you? Well maybe it's time to change a few laws after one woman has already committed suicide because of them?!"
He's not used to her answering him back like that- her sudden confidence scares him - and also arouses his suspicion…  

The next time Tehila doesn't turn up at home –Shoshana finds her hiding in one of the Mikve rooms. Ruth had let her stay there overnight but Shoshana won't hear of it! "She has to learn to live her life –every society has its rules and she can't keep running away. She has a wonderful husband." 
"That's true – but her husband isn't the problem –it's something much deeper and she needs treatment – unless you want her to end up like Sima…" 
"Well this isn't the place – there are Rabbis, Psychologists … let her go to them!" For the first time Ruth realizes Shoshana is petrified of any 'mess'.
She herself had paid a heavy price in order to save face with the orthodox community – she had excommunicated her daughter and not spoken to her in 7 years… 
But Ruth doesn't give in. After explaining to her Akiva what she felt had happened to Tehila he was appalled. He knew that Ruth herself had been raped once, as a child and he was totally with her. In fact it was his idea to take Tehila to the childrens' clinic for a while- and he promised to speak to Hananya. But Hananya himself was confused and his family thought they had been fooled and given a sick person for a shidduch*. They demanded a divorce! 
Tamar's life had become a living hell – she was being followed and found her car upturned when she left work with malicious graffiti sprayed all over it. They can barely meet and her husband has found a job for her back in Bnei-Berak instead of her job in Tel-Aviv.   
Dror puts before her- for the first time- something he's given a lot of thought to… He asks her to leave her husband and come and live with him- he's willing to father her children, too. Tamar is thrilled and shocked- this was unexpected. Leaving her husband was something she rarely dared even to dream about during the last year–  and when she did she awoke with nightmares of her children being taken away from her and prohibited to see her or even utter her name! She knew a woman whose fate had been thus. There was no way the rabbinate would give an 'adulteress' custody of her children. When her 4 year old son asked her, "mummy, is it true you're a whore?... What's a whore?" she realized there was no way out. 

As the plot unfolds, Ruth manages to help Tehila – and help her save her marriage and destroy her father's politics – the next candidate is Rabbi Kaplansky – Tamars' husband. However, after 6 months the attendants have not yet received their salary. Tamar, stuck back in Bnei-Berak has befriended Ruth and persuades all the women to fight for them –not to go to immerse in the mikve (thus prohibiting their husbands to touch them) until the salaries have been paid!  The mikve doors are locked. 
It is the first time anyone has fought for Shoshana and only when she sees all the women of the neighborhood standing up for her, does she realize how little faith she really lived by and how much fear .
The mission is successful. Rabbi Kaplansky comes personally to give the attendants their overdue pay and promises all the women that if he is chosen priorities will be changed for the better in the neighborhood. He also says that after much thought due to the tragedy of Sima, there are special cases in which contraceptive pills can be considered. He is cheered as the Mikve doors are opened… But upon entering–Ruth realizes where she missed –big time- there floating lifeless on the purifying waters was the body of another woman who had reached her 'dead-end'- Tamar.    

*Gioret = a woman who has converted to Judaism. (Male is 'ger')

*Crime= suicide is considered one of the gravest crimes in Jewish law. In fact. People who commit suicide are buried separately

*Halacha= Jewish law. Halachic logic = logic that is based on the laws and its agenda.

*Singer= by Jewish law men are prohibited to hear a woman’s voice in song

*Chupah= wedding canopy 

Leading Characters :  

Ruth : (30-40)Married to Akiva + 5 children 
Ruth was born and grew up in Germany to a Jewish father and non-Jewish mother. She always felt very much connected to her Jewish side and at an early age decided to convert when she grew up- because Jewish law has it that one is Jewish by mother. 
She is a strong-willed character and is dedicated to her beliefs. But there is also something innocent about her, almost refusing to see the darker sides until they come right up to her – face-front-and then she has to change all her beliefs again.  

Tamar: (35-40)Tamar is intelligent, attractive and witty – and comes from one of the elite families of the neighborhood). She had always dreamt of doing something big –of becoming something when she grew up- but she was married  by the age of 19 and by the age of 23 was mother after 2 miscarriages. She worked as a teacher for 10 years although she continued dreaming of much more and literally felt she was suffocating. When a business course for women only was opened for the first time - within Bnei-Berak –Tamar was the first to enroll… and took the first job she found outside of Bnei-Berak. Although she found much more than she bargained for- in fact she found the essence of life in the arms of a stranger who knew her better than any of her family. Little did she know that the essence of life is something, once found, one cannot live without. 

Tehila: (19+) beautiful redhead full of spunk on the one hand and fear on the other . She’s always been a ‘misfit’ in the orthodox community although she hasn’t stop trying to do the right thing in the eyes of the Lord - and her mother …
Getting married is one of her last resorts to be like everyone else and she really wants to make it work. 
The  first time she arrives at the Mikve is ( as Jewish law demands) the night before wedlock. However, she is petrified of intimacy with a man she hardly knows, and the more she tries to force herself to love him – the more she detests him – and herself.. 
