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Sons and Brothers 
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My father’s heart attack in the summer of 1966 had more far-reaching consequences for 

myself than it did for him. To be sure, he was chastened by the experience. He went on a 

diet and lost a full forty pounds. (His doctor has suggested sixty—after which loss he would 

still have been about twenty pounds more than when he first came to newly British Palestine 

in 1922—but forty was an amazing achievement that no one, and saintly Dr. Maisels least of 

all, wished to minimize. What man of seventy-four can fit into his wedding suit anyway?) To 

demonstrate his commitment to the project, he joined the YMCA on King David Street and 

actually went to exercise class from time to time. Even though my dad hadn’t smoked more 

than a cigarette or two a week since he was in medical school, he now gave up even that 

sporadic pleasure and seemed relatively untroubled by the sacrifice.  And after a lifetime of 

drinking Turkish coffee so thick you could stand a knife up in it, he switched to herb tea 

with nary a whimper. I was amazed. My mother was amazed too…times a million. In a 

dozen ways, my dad’s first myocardial infarction brought him only good things. And that’s in 

addition to it not killing him! 

The story I want to tell begins a few weeks after my father’s release from the then-almost-

new Hadassah Hospital in Ein Kerem. He was feeling better, had begun the regimen of 

physical exercise he would eventually, if sporadically, continue at the Yimka (which is what 

the locals, Jews and Arabs alike, invariably call the YMCA), and seemed somehow to have 

escaped the much-spoken-of risk of depression that they say so often threatens the 

myocardially infarcted. My mother was out shopping, but my dad and I were drinking tea 

and coffee respectively in my parents’ kitchen. (I had put my foot down about the herbal tea 

thing and a special stock of coffee was retained for me to drink when I was over.) I didn’t 

work on Fridays in those days, which allowed me almost always to begin the weekend by 

dropping by my parents’ beautiful home on Rashba Street at the edge of Rechavia, then as 

now Jerusalem’s most elegant neighborhood. And so there we were, hanging out on a rainy 

morning in November, when my father, who just a moment earlier had seemed lost in 

thought, turned to me suddenly. 
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“David,” he said, “I have to tell you something but we’re not going to discuss it.” 

“Okay.” What else was I going to say? I had no idea what we were talking about, but I was 

game to play along. So we wouldn’t discuss it, so what? 

“This is not the easiest thing for me to say.”  

I said nothing.  

“This is a little complicated,” he began again. “But it’s also simple.” My father’s English was 

perfect, but when he became agitated I could hear a bit of Lodz behind some of his less 

secure vowels. 

“Go on,” I said encouragingly.  

“When I was in the hospital, I had time to think about a lot of things. I had a heart attack. I 

could have another. I could have died. Probably I will eventually die.” Probably! “And when 

that time comes, I imagine that you will end up going through my papers.” 

I said nothing as we veered into wholly unexpected territory. Before he mentioned his 

papers, I had thought he was going to tell me how much he regretted not being present 

when I gave the valedictory speech at Gymnasia Rechavia in 1948, thereby becoming the 

school’s first valedictorian to deliver his speech not only in the Land of Israel, but in the 

State of Israel as well. He had a good reason, of course—he was living in the O.R. for days at 

a time in the summer of 1948, coming home almost never and dealing as best he could with 

an endless parade of wounded soldiers while retaining his personal certainty—even despite 

the massacre of almost eighty doctors and nurses just a month and a half earlier—that the 

Mount Scopus hospital campus would remain a viable part of the Israeli medical system. 

Does it sound pathetic that almost two decades later, that’s still where I thought we were 

going? I suppose it must, but I quickly moved on, nodding thoughtfully and hoping he would 

take that as a sign to continue. 

“And when you do,” he finally said, “you’ll find out that I was married before I met your 

mother. It lasted three years and we got a divorce. I moved to Haifa for a few years, then 

came back to Jerusalem. I should have told you years ago….” 

As he fell silent, I was clearly supposed to say something. But what? I was thirty-six years old 

in 1966, a bit old to hear such a basic detail about my father’s life for the first time. Clearly, I 

was better off knowing than not knowing, even at this late date. But I had no idea how he 
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was hoping I’d respond. Perhaps, I thought, he just wanted me to ask the obvious questions 

so he could answer them without having to bring them up himself. 

“Did you and your first wife have any children?” I asked. 

My dad looked stricken. “You think I could have kept a child of mine hidden all these years? 

Or that I would have?” 

I didn’t know what I thought. “I think that sometimes people get divorced and move on,” I 

said neutrally.  

“We’re done,” Dad now said, the tone of finality in his voice unmistakable.  

“What was her name?” I asked, I thought, entirely reasonably. 

“Done.” 

“Does she live in Jerusalem?” 

“Done.” 

“Did she ever remarry?” 

“Done.” 

And with that he stood up, retreated rather dramatically into his and my mother’s bedroom, 

slamming the door and not reappearing by the time I had to leave. Clearly, we actually were 

done. Left on my own, I did the math. My dad was seventy-four in 1966. He married my 

mother in 1928, when he was thirty-six. So he must have gotten married in his twenties and 

was possibly even still in his twenties when the marriage ended. What did any of that have 

to do with me? People, I reminded myself, get divorced all the time. 

Later that afternoon, I phoned Sarah-Dina and told her the news. She was unimpressed.  

“So what?” she asked, successfully masking whatever emotions she was feeling. In any event, 

I knew all too well that she found my father irritating and imagined she found this newly 

revealed detail just one more reason to mistrust him. 

“What so what?” I asked. “Out of the blue, my dad tells me he was married before he met my 

mother and that doesn’t surprise you?” 

“Darryl is studying in Nepal to becoming a Buddhist monk. Nothing surprises me.” 
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I had to hand it to her that having a kid brother leave his law practice in London—his 

extremely lucrative law practice, I should say—to move to the foothills of the Himalayas so 

as to be able to devote himself to wandering his own spiritual path probably trumps having a 

dad who was married one more time than I had previously thought. 

“Aren’t you curious if he had kids? If they did, I mean.” 

“Did they?” I could almost hear her ears perking up.  

“He says not.”  

“You don’t believe him?” 

“I believe him.” 

“Why wouldn’t you?” 

And with that unanswered question hanging on the air, we ended our conversation. I had 

the idea of telling the boys—Sarah-Dina and I have three sons, one married, one engaged, 

one still in the army—but in the end decided not to. Why should I have? It was a private 

detail, one their grandfather was clearly uninterested in discussing. So I said nothing and the 

whole matter eventually became less important or interesting to me. So he was married 

before he met my mother. So what? 

 

And now me must skip forward almost a full decade. Dad’s second heart attack, which he 

rather dramatically had in synagogue on Yom Kippur during Yizkor, was worse than the 

first. Someone dialed 100. The ambulance got him to the hospital remarkably quickly. (There 

really is no traffic at all on Yom Kippur in Jerusalem.) Dad lingered for a few days, then 

succumbed. His last expressed thought, slurred but fully audible, was that he regretting 

giving up coffee. And with that ridiculous thought still hanging on the air, he had his third 

and final heart attack and died. He was eighty-three years old. 

The funeral came and went. We sat shiva on Rashba Street at my parents’ house. The place 

was filled from dawn to dusk (and then some) with relatives and friends. My mother seemed 

calm, finding solace in making sure her guests were comfortable and guaranteeing to her 

satisfaction that the countless trays of food and cakes that arrived were either set out for 

guests to enjoy or else properly packaged discreetly to be sent home with one or another of 

her girlfriends. Eventually it was all over. My mother seemed ready to see what new 

direction her life would now take. I went back to work, leaving her house on that last day of 
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shiva and proceeding directly to my office, which I found filled to overflowing with that 

day’s patients plus a selection of those rescheduled from the week I was away. That first day 

back passed in a moment. Then I went home for eight seconds and was back the next 

morning to deal with the bedlam that is the daily lot of any successful urologist. The days 

melted into each other. I went to shul each evening to say Kaddish. (My first patient was 

almost always at 6:45 AM, so mornings were out. And besides, who needs that many 

Kaddishes? One or two a day seemed more than ample for the repose of any normal person’s 

soul!) 

This is how the world works. Time passes. The dead stay dead. The widow flounders around 

for a few months, then finds herself in…something. Or in a series of somethings—my 

mother joined a bridge club, then, to my slight surprise, a tennis club as well. And then she 

found volunteering and ended up serving as a volunteer English teacher in a rather rundown 

school in Kiryat Moshe, where she met Gadiel Caspi, her eventual second husband. But I’m 

getting way ahead of myself…and the real point here is that, except for Dad, we all moved 

on successfully to the next chapter of the book that is our lives. A year later, we (including 

by then Gadiel Caspi and his two daughters) gathered at my mother’s home to mark my 

father’s first yahrtzeit. It was a sunny day. The mood was upbeat. My oldest son read a 

chapter from the Psalms. I told some a funny story my father used to tell about his brief 

return to active service at age sixty-four during the Suez Crisis of 1955 to participate in a 

mission so top-secret that he himself had no idea what it was about. My oldest son read a 

poem by Bialik that my father particularly liked. There was a moment of silence and not an 

hour later we were all having lunch, including the Caspis. 

So that was in the summer of 1975. Two full years after the Yom Kippur War, Israel hadn’t 

fully returned to normal. People were still in a skittish, uncertain mood; things felt good and 

not good at the same time. (We did win the war, after all. But the price was very high, not at 

all something the nation was used to or wished to become used to.) And then, a few weeks 

after the second anniversary of the war passed, I was at work one evening working on 

patients’ files when the phone rang and, because I was alone in the place after hours and 

assumed it was Sarah-Dina or one of the boys, I picked it up myself. 

“Is this Dr. Sonnenschein?” The caller was speaking in fluent Israeli Hebrew, but his voice 

was unknown to me. 

“This is he,” I said, already regretting having picked up the phone.  

“David Sonnenschein?”  
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“Who is this?” 

A long silence. “My name is Paltiel Barr,” the voice finally said. “And I believe myself to be 

your brother. Well, your half-brother at least.” 

He had my full attention, but I couldn’t think of anything intelligent actually to say. “You 

believe yourself to be my half-brother,” I repeated idiotically.  

“Yes, I do.” 

“What makes you think that?” A plausible question, I thought. But one I already wasn’t sure 

I wanted him actually to answer. 

“It’s a long story, one I’d like to tell you in person.” 

“I’m a busy guy,” I said quickly, now more sure than ever that I was speaking with a crazy 

person. “I don’t have that much leisure time.”  

“Perhaps I could come by right now?” 

“Now?” 

“Or in a half hour? I’m not far away.” 

“You’re not far away?” I had to get rid of this guy, but I was too flummoxed to think of how 

exactly to end the conversation. So, as though I were already somehow in his thrall, I asked 

the obvious question instead. “Where are you?” 

“I’m actually in Bayit V’gan, near Shaare Zedek. I could be in your office in twenty minutes. 

Or, could I…” I heard the hesitation in his voice now and began to wonder if he might 

possibly not be a crazy person after all. “If you want,” he began again, “if you’d be willing, 

perhaps we could have dinner. If you’re free.” 

I was free. I was heading home to any empty house. Sarah-Dina was in having dinner with 

two of her girlfriends in Baka somewhere and wasn’t going to be home until at least ten or 

eleven. I had been planning to eat leftovers from Shabbat. I must have been crazy even to 

consider agreeing, but something in his voice called out to me—although it only struck me 

much later on that evening that it must have felt that way because he sounded incredibly 

like me on the phone—and I heard myself agreeing to meet him at the Café Yinon in 

Katamon, just down the road from near the then-brand-new Islamic Art Museum. I was, he 

said, to be his guest. At eight, I left my office on foot—my practice is on Ussishkin Street in 

Rechavia, not far from my mother’s house—and was there in less than a quarter of an hour. 
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And there he was, waiting for me just inside the front door. I shook his hand. He looked 

normal enough, an Israeli man either my age or perhaps a bit older in khaki trousers and a 

short-sleeved white shirt. We were the same height. He had reserved a table, so we didn’t 

have to wait. We ordered a bottle of iced vodka, then sat almost shyly in each other’s 

company and waited for the bottle to come, which it eventually did. We both poured 

healthy doses into our glasses and then, as though some invisible curtain had just gone up on 

a production featuring him as the company and myself as the audience, he began to speak. 

The short version is that his mother was my father’s first wife. They divorced, Paltiel told me 

openly, because his mother was unfaithful and got caught in the act. Today, they would 

probably have been encouraged to see a counselor and try to find a way forward as a couple. 

But this was a different world, not just a different decade. The Jews of British Palestine in 

1924 took marriage seriously. No husband would have just looked the other way after 

coming home unexpectedly at one in the afternoon and finding his wife in flagrante delicto 

with the greengrocer from around the corner on Alfasi Street. This, Paltiel assured, me was 

what had happened to my father’s first marriage. 

There was, however, more to the story…and Paltiel appeared to know this part as well. My 

father, known to all (and surely to myself) as an essentially non-violent man, turned on his 

heel and left the flat, never to return. He sent his brother, my Uncle Shimshon, to pack up 

his clothing, had his lawyer write to his wife with the bad news about her new and well-

earned status as the soon-to-be former Mrs. Sonnenschein, and had his rabbi prepare the get 

that would end their marriage just as surely in heaven as my father’s solicitor was going to 

get some mandatory magistrate to end it on earth. As far as Paltiel knew, they never met 

again...not even one single time. Which would explain why she did not feel particularly 

obliged to tell him when she found out that she was pregnant a month or two after the de 

facto end of their marriage, thus obviating the need to explain how she knew that the baby 

was my father’s—which, Paltiel assured me, it most definitely was. For one thing, he said, 

the greengrocer was a very diminutive Yemenite with quite dark skin, whereas the fruit of 

my mother’s adulterous fling, with whom I was apparently dining that evening at the Yinon, 

was at least six feet tall, possibly even taller, and had eyes as blue as my own.  

Later, Paltiel explained, his mother went to nursing school, joined the army, and ended up 

making a career in the IDF, during the course of which she met her second husband, one 

Ephraim Barr who duly adopted her son after they married and raised him as his own.  

Paltiel was obviously not told any of this as a child: his mother, understandably eager not to 

bring the greengrocer (or, apparently, my dad) into the story, had simply told him that she 
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was unable to have children and that she and Paltiel’s father had adopted him. A child of 

nine or ten when he first heard the story, Paltiel had been far too young to ask to see his 

adoption papers and simply accepted that he was adopted, which was at least half true, and 

that his parents had chosen to adopt because his mother was unable to bear children. The 

Barrs, conveniently for the story as told, did not have more children. Neither did my parents, 

choosing for reasons that even today remain unclear to me to close up shop after I was born 

and to be content, as they always said they were, with one perfect son. And so there we were 

seated across the table from each other at the Café Yinon, two only children and, at least in 

some peculiar sense, two brothers. Or half-brothers. Or something like that. Only children 

and siblings. Is that even possible? Apparently, it is! 

And why, you are probably wondering, did Paltiel chose this particular day to find me? Well, 

that’s the question, isn’t it? And the answer is really where the interesting part of this 

complicated story really begins. 

Eventually, Ephraim Barr died. Paltiel’s mother at ninety-six was an ancient lady suffering 

from a dozen ailments and more than enough dementia to keep her confused without being 

totally disconnected from the world. And now, her internal censor finally fully gone, she had 

finally told her son the full story of his birth, revealing his biological father’s name as though 

she hadn’t spent a lifetime shielding him from the precise knowledge she was now sharing 

with him openly and freely. At first, he said, he thought she was just making it all up. But 

then he began to do the math—figuratively and literally—and he began to realize that she 

was telling the truth, that his biological father was not the faceless, nameless impregnator of 

the also nameless and faceless young girl who had delivered her newborn up to some 

unspecified adoption agency for placement with a childless couple, that his mother was his 

birth mother, and that his birth father was none other than her first husband. Once 

possessed of all that information, he said, finding me was almost simple. 

I listened carefully, then decided to move the conversation off in a new direction. “Where’s 

your mother living these days?” I asked. 

“She’s still in the apartment I was raised in.” 

I was surprised. “Is that safe?” 

“It’s safe enough because she has a fulltime aide in the flat with her.” 

I was impressed. “She can afford that?” 
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Paltiel seemed uneasy. “My mother is a wealthy woman, David. My father—the man I’ve 

always thought of as my father, I mean—my father was a lawyer—I am too—but he was also 

an investor and he had a remarkable knack for buying just the right thing at just the right 

time.” 

“And for selling at the right time too, I suppose.” 

Paltiel smiled. “He hardly ever sold anything until it was trading for twenty or thirty times 

what he had originally paid for it.” 

“So your mother has no financial worries in her old age.” 

He smiled. “None at all.” 

And now the time had come to get to the point. The main course lay half-eaten on the plates 

before us. We were into our second bottle of Finlandia. “So what does any of this have to do 

with me?” 

Paltiel looked surprised and slightly taken aback. “You mean, aside from learning that you 

have a brother in the world? That you aren’t an only child after all?” 

I made a conscious effort not to roll my eyes. “Yes, aside from that.” 

And now, both from the way his eyes narrowed and the way the color in his face became a 

shade more intense, I could tell that we had come to the crux of the matter. He wasn’t drunk, 

I didn’t think, but all that vodka had clearly loosened him up sufficiently to say what he had 

apparently wanted to say all along. “My mother is consumed with guilt,” he said. “She loved 

my dad. She really did. And they had a great marriage. But now that he’s gone from the 

scene, she’s living more and more in the past. And she is sinking under the combined weight 

of regret, remorse, guilt, and shame.” 

“Shame? What is she ashamed of?” 

I had mentioned earlier in the evening that my father had died fifteen years earlier. Paltiel 

had reacted to that information emotionally, which at the time had seemed a bit exaggerated 

to me. But now, as the alcohol took over and Paltiel, his inhibitions shed, answered my 

question openly and clearly, I began to understand. “What she’s ashamed of? Of what she did 

with the greengrocer. Of what she did to her marriage. Of how she denied your dad the 

knowledge that he had a son. Of how she deprived us both of the pleasure of growing up 

with a brother…if not by our sides then at least in our lives. Of never having had the courage 

to tell the truth. Of being responsible for the burden of loneliness that I bore as a boy and 
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still bear, even now.” I was amazed—but also not amazed—to see tears on his cheeks. “Of 

having committed the greatest of all sins, or possibly the greatest….” 

I leaned in over my dinner plate. “The greatest of all sins?” 

“She betrayed your father’s trust—our father’s trust—and denied him his son. And now he’s 

dead and gone, and that wrong can’t be made right.” 

“She denied you a father too.” 

“But she provided me with a dad in his stead.” 

“My dad ended up with a son too.” 

“He had two sons, David.” 

What could I say to that? “She knows my dad is dead?”  

“She hardly knows what planet we’re on. But, yes, she knows. Or at least I told her. After she 

told me the story—this was just weeks ago—after she finally told me the whole story, I 

investigated a bit and found out that your dad had died in 1975. There hardly seemed any 

reason not to tell her.” 

“And she wants to make this right?” 

“To say the very least.” 

 “You understand that I can’t bring my father back to life, right? I’m not that good a doctor.” 

“I want you go see her,” Paltiel replied, finally getting to the point. “I want her to see that 

you’re okay, that you grew up to be a fine man, that your dad didn’t have me…but he had 

you. I could have been your older brother. Maybe it’s too late for that now. Probably the best 

we could hope for now is to become friends. But who knows if even that’s possible…we’re 

strangers, after all, just strangers who happen to share half our DNA. If she sees that your dad 

ended up with a son whom he loved, she’ll feel better. Maybe even at peace. And she needs 

to be at peace, David. She’s dying, I think. Or maybe not dying exactly…but she’s clearly 

coming to the end of her road. To say she’s confused all the time is really to say nothing at 

all. She has to be dialyzed three times a week, but can’t seem to understand why. She’s a 

breast cancer survivor too, but who knows when that could return and what it could do to 

her? She’s suffering from congestive heart failure. She needs to be at peace. She did a terrible 

thing. But she needs someone to forgive her…and the only man left standing is yourself.” 
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I felt queasy, as though I had eaten something bad that was only now beginning to churn and 

roil around in my gut. I reached for the water glass, but somehow managed to knock it over 

instead. I righted it, ignored the puddle on the floor. I tossed down the end of my drink, then 

thought I might vomit. But then I suddenly calmed down and felt better. For the fleetest of 

moments, I thought I saw my dad at the door of the restaurant. But when I looked again, the 

doorway was empty.  

“I’ll go see her,” I said.  

And then he started really to cry and so did I. The waiter must have thought we were both 

mad. The room was filled with other diners, but no one seemed to notice or care that two 

fully grown men were sitting across from each other and quietly crying. It was, to say the 

very least, a strange moment. 

 

And then it was all over. We dried our faces. We ordered baklava and Turkish coffee. I 

suggested that we should split the bill, but he wouldn’t hear of it and, because he had after all 

invited me to dinner, I backed down. As a big brother might, he walked me home, then 

waited on the sidewalk in front of our home until I disappeared through the front door. 

When I got inside and looked down from our living room window at the sidewalk below, he 

was gone. 

 

As he promised he would, Paltiel phoned me the following week and gave me his mother’s 

address. I suggested a time I could stop by and he said he’s confirm within the hour, which 

he did. And so, just a few days after that, I drove to Mevaseret Zion to meet my father’s first 

wife. 

 

I walked up the path, rang the bell, was admitted by Irit, Paltiel’s mother’s aide, who shook 

my hand and thanked me for coming. She knew why I had come, she said. Irit ushered me 

into the living room and, suddenly, there she was, stretched out on a chaise longue with a 

pretty afghan over her lap. She was frail-looking and pale, but her snow-white hair was 

neatly pulled back into a ponytail and she was dressed in a sky blue satin dressing gown. Irit 

stayed in the room briefly, then left us alone.  

For a few long minutes, she seemed unaware of my presence even though she was looking 

directly at me. The obvious thing would have been to introduce myself, but I found myself 

uncertain how to begin or what to say. If her eyes hadn’t been wide open, I might have 

thought that she was sleeping. I could see her chest moving up and down, so she was clearly 
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alive. But where her mind was, I had no idea. Sitting down on the couch, I said nothing for a 

few long minutes. And then, by that point almost unexpectedly, she spoke. 

“Daniel?” she asked. 

A good start, except that Daniel was my father’s name, not mine. I said nothing. 

“I didn’t do right by you, Danny,” she continued. “I denied you what was rightfully yours. 

You deserved to raise your son…or at least to know that he existed. Can you ever forgive 

me?” 

Now I really didn’t know what to do. Clearly, she was watching the right show on the wrong 

channel and, apparently having forgotten to remember that my father was dead, she seemed 

to imagine I was he, that I had come to allow her to apologize for the horrific error of 

judgment that cost a son his father and a father his son. Was she playing me? To what end 

would she have wanted to? She surely didn’t need or want to apologize to me—I wasn’t 

either of the men she had wronged, for one thing—but she seemed unable to see clearly that 

I wasn’t my father. Of course, she hadn’t seen my father since he walked away from their 

marriage in 1924, more than sixty-five years ago. In 1924, my dad had been thirty-two, about 

twenty years younger than I was as this whole strange scene unfolded around me. So maybe 

she was just imagining that my dad had aged into looking like me. 

I had to say something. But what? It was too late to ask forgiveness, because the only person 

she seemed to want to ask forgiveness of was gone from the world and was clearly not going 

to return any time soon. Would it be helpful to point that out? Or pointless? Did honest 

trump cruel? I wasn’t sure. 

So far, I hadn’t said a single word. For an odd moment, I thought I caught a whiff of Arturo-

Neff No. 6, my father’s signature cologne. For a strange few seconds, I felt myself floating off 

and had to make an actual effort to draw myself back into the moment. In the meantime, 

though, her question was still hanging on the air. And then, suddenly, I knew how to 

respond. 

 “Yes,” I heard myself saying quietly in my father’s name if not quite in his voice, “I can.” 

 


