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Prologue

In the Burial Circle

Aviva


Aviva had driven to the cemetery on the edge of the village of Peleg hundreds of times before, but the ride had never felt as eerie as it did now. She crossed the empty road that led right up to the rocky Mediterranean shore and drove down a narrow lane, passing deserted houses and abandoned fields that stared blankly up at the sun.

Almost everyone had fled south except for the farmers who had to tend their cows, horses, and chickens. Lauren and Emily were staying in the bomb shelter. They wanted Aviva to sleep there, too, but she said, “I’m not going to worry about my own safety when my son is off fighting in the war.”

After parking her car by the graveyard, Aviva stepped out into the stillness. The odd, raw silence. The sea sounded hushed, as if holding its breath, and even the dogs in the nearby kennel kept quiet. She raised her eyes toward the border, not more than ten miles away. Bombs were tearing from over the other side of the low hills, slashing the sheer curtain of sky. Something cracked above her and she flinched, but it was only a crow landing in the branches of a eucalyptus tree.

“Fly away, bird,” Aviva whispered. “You can get killed around here.”

She could still remember bird-watching with her parents and her older sister in Central Park years ago. “I sure like them birds,” her father used to say, and then he’d give her mother a wink. Her mother had been a court reporter, keen on grammar, who’d married late in life and had children almost as an afterthought, something she wasn’t sure she wanted to do. Aviva’s father had been an accountant in a large envelope company. (“I’ve never been licked,” he always said.) Her parents had led a good life in Forest Hills, and if they hadn’t spoken about relatives who’d been decimated by Hitler, and if Aviva hadn’t stayed serious and solemn, then she might have walked down another path in life, and the people she loved—of course, they would have been different people—would have been safe.

But it was too late for that kind of thinking now.

She was a widow. She had lost her eldest son, Benny, in a terrorist attack. (He’d been out on patrol with his Special Forces dog, Prince, when some suicide bomber had blown himself up, taking Benny and Prince along with him.) And now Aviva had come to the graveyard to meet Emily and Lauren and the other members of the burial circle to perform a tahara, a final burial rite, for a young woman killed in the war.

A wave of unstoppable grief and anger rose inside her and she turned in through the gate, making her way through the cemetery until she reached Benny’s resting place, right next to her husband, Rafi. At the tops of their headstones were pebbles and stones, souvenirs that visitors left behind, reminders of the circular nature of life or, Aviva suspected, its stony indifference. Her heart thundered in her ears, her throat was parched, her eyes blurred in the heat. Her black cotton shirt and patchwork skirt—faded clothes that she kept in the back of her closet and wore only when she had to do a tahara—clung to her skin. She pulled her coppery-brown hair from her face, lifted her sunglasses to wipe her eyes, and commanded herself not to cry. Not now. She had to hold herself back until the tahara was over. Until she saw the grieving family and said—what? The dangling leaves of the eucalyptus trees fluttered in the warm breeze, and in the distance, the sea shouldered on. Coming and going, without any words of consolation. Like the Kaddish prayer. Tush’b’chata v’nechemata. Beyond any consolation. Da’amiran b’alma. That can be uttered in this world. V’imroo amen. And let us say Amen.

Then there was a loud explosion, followed immediately by the siren. She needed to find some kind of shelter. She didn’t care about herself, but she still had her other sons, Yoni and Raz, to think about. She had to spare them any more grief. At least that.

She hurried to the burial house. The door was locked so she sat on the ground, leaning against the wall under the awning, clasping her arms around her knees. The burial house trembled. It felt as if the whole earth was trembling.

After a time, it grew quiet again, but Aviva stayed right where she was until she saw a beige pickup truck skid to a stop on the other side of the cemetery wall. Charlie Gilbert, the mayor of Peleg, jumped out of the driver’s seat and slammed the door. He was a heavy-shouldered man with curly brown hair and a fashionable goatee. Years ago, he’d been shipped off to Israel after being expelled from a posh boarding school in England and he’d never gone back. Now he looked unshaven and exhausted as he plodded through the gate. Behind him came Lauren in her nurse’s shirt, one shade paler than her pale, angular face, and then Emily, her full cheeks red and soaked with tears.

Charlie unlocked the door to the burial house and disappeared inside.

“I can’t believe she’s gone,” Lauren said. “I just can’t believe it. One minute she’s here and the next minute . . .”

“Maybe God needed her right away,” Emily whispered, tears filling her amber eyes. “That’s what my father used to say. Maybe—”

“If God is needy,” Lauren cut in, “then who needs God?”

Emily said nothing and glanced over her shoulder at the border hills, the prickly bushes blazing in the heat.

“It’s better not to look.” Aviva followed her gaze. “And if you see it coming, it’s already too late.”

Charlie came out of the burial house and patted down the pockets of his pants, then the front pocket of his T-shirt until he found a lighter and a pack of Camels. “I don’t know what the bloody hell the army is doing there.” He lit a cigarette and blew out a smudge of gray smoke that washed into the hazy air. “I’m going to wait by my truck. I’m sure the ambulance driver is going to drop her off and do a fast U-turn back to the hospital.”

Aviva stood there, reluctant to go inside. She had been a member of Peleg’s burial circle, the hevra kadisha, for years. She had never shied away from taking care of a dead woman on the very last stop before her final journey. It was a solemn, ancient, sacred ritual. Aviva and the other women washed the dead, dressed them in traditional burial shrouds, and recited the prayers. Aviva knew the women, and more often than not, they were in their seventies, eighties, nineties. Their lives unfurled behind them, one day after the other, like beads on a chain. But this time, she had to do a tahara for someone young enough to be her child.

“I guess we’d better go in.” Aviva entered the burial house, hushed like a tomb. Prayer books balanced in a lopsided stack on a chair, and a hairbrush rested on the narrow shelf above the sink. Rectangles of dull light spilled in through the glass slits of the windows, falling on a long metal table and an empty coffin.

Her heart plunged. She whirled around, stepping toward the cabinet against the back wall, pulling out burial shrouds rolled tightly in plain paper, cradling them close to her chest.

Faint thuds rolled through the room, rattling the windows.

“Let me do it.” Emily reached for the package of shrouds. She peeled open the thin brown paper, uncurling the colorless linen shirt, the pants, the sashes, and the head covering, and laid them gingerly, tenderly, in a line over the edge of the coffin.

“I can’t take this anymore.” Lauren’s gray eyes flashed. “I’m going outside.”

She opened the door and sunlight flooded the room, hot and white and blinding.

Aviva looked down into the coffin. “If only I’d taken her with me . . .” she mumbled, and now she was weeping, and she wouldn’t be able to stop until there were no more tears left on the planet.

“It wasn’t your fault.” Emily wrapped her soft, cushiony arms around Aviva tightly, as if to break a fall. “It wasn’t your fault and it wasn’t my fault. Please don’t cry, Aviva. Please don’t. Because when you cry, then I know it really is the end of the world.”
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August 28, 2000

Lauren


The rusty Volvo swerved into a wide left turn, jolting Lauren awake. The car sputtered down a long road through cornfields, and for an instant, looking at the tall stalks and the pale tassels, Lauren forgot where she was. Cornfields were cornfields everywhere, and in her jet-lagged state, she was reassured. But then the cornfields ran out.

“What is that growing over there?” Lauren asked, her stomach clenched in knots.

“Cotton,” David said, sitting in the passenger seat next to his father, Yossi, who was driving. Lauren couldn’t see David’s almond-shaped brown eyes behind his sunglasses, but when he turned around, she knew they were on her full throttle, the way they always were when he looked her way. “For my new bride. I’ve ordered you a field of white cotton balls.”

“I guess I’ve given up snowballs for cotton balls.” Lauren stared into the sky, streaked with clouds that reminded her of the stretch marks on her belly. In her head, she began making a list of the things she sensed she’d miss in Boston. Hot summer afternoons with thunderstorms that rolled in from Canada and brought cooling rain. The red and yellow leaves of fall: because no place on earth did autumn better than New England. And winter, with its snow circling her ankles and its glacial cold. Every square inch of her clothing was now sticking to the corresponding square inch of her body. Lauren was aware of all the inches.

“Is the baby kicking?” David asked. “Is it too warm for you in here?”

“No, everyone finds one-hundred-degree weather and high humidity refreshing,” Lauren said, and immediately regretted her sarcasm. She had promised herself to give it a chance.

David turned the air-conditioning knob higher and said something in Hebrew to Yossi.

“I’ll just open the window.” Lauren pushed on the window lever, but that only caused hot air to rush in and prick her face.

“You see those watermelons?” David asked. “We’ll go out one morning and I’ll pick you the sweetest watermelon you’ve ever tasted.”

The watermelons lay facedown in the dirt, defeated. Behind them was a line of scraggly cypress trees. The car bumped over railroad tracks, passed a tiny wooden train platform.

“That looks like it belongs on Petticoat Junction,” Lauren said.

“Like what?” David asked.

“Just a silly old television show I used to watch.”

“When I was growing up, we only had two TV channels.”

“And now ER we get to you.” Lauren’s new father-in-law spoke English so garbled it almost sounded as though he were speaking Romanian, his mother tongue. Yossi spoke seven languages, but Lauren thought you’d be hard pressed to understand him in any of them. In the rearview mirror, Yossi caught her eye and asked, “The hospital in Boston big?”

“Beth Israel is huge.” Lauren adored David, but it was rapidly sinking in that she’d just been pulled away from her job in the maternity ward, her family, and the places she loved best.

“Then how you meet if you was nurse in one place and David was—”

“I saw David at the elevator and he started talking to me.”

“You started talking to me.”

Lauren closed her eyes.

“Every bride gets nervous on her wedding day,” her mother had said as they walked through Brookline two weeks ago.

“But not every bride has to move halfway around the world! Mom, do you think I’m making a mistake?” Lauren glanced sideways at her mother; aware, with both relief and chagrin, that her face was a carbon copy of her mother’s, only thirty years younger. The same high cheekbones, the same long, aristocratic nose, the same gray eyes.

“If you want to call it off, call it off.” Her mother held herself very still even while walking, her posture so straight that it seemed as if she were balancing an invisible dictionary on her head. “I don’t want to sway you, persuade you, convince you, talk you in or out of—”

“I know, it’s my decision—”

“But the wedding is tomorrow, so now is your last chance to—”

“Call off my wedding.”

But Lauren knew that the only child of Dr. Milton and Mrs. Ethel Uhlmann did not call off weddings. For even as her mother was giving Lauren a way out, she knew Ethel didn’t believe she would voluntarily become a single mom and raise a baby on her own. Lauren had had tennis lessons, ski lessons, ballet lessons. She had not been raised to call off a wedding to a perfectly acceptable Jewish doctor the day before the ceremony. Instead, she got married.

“You’re a brave young lady,” Yossi said now. “My wife, too, God bless her soul. She moved to Israel from India. Same thing.” His watery eyes held Lauren’s in the rearview mirror. “You meet my son before one year and you soon have baby in Israel.”

“I still can’t believe it, either.” The knots in her stomach cinched tighter. She reminded herself, Keep breathing. She reminded herself that moving here was going to be an exotic adventure, and she loved traveling. She’d already been to Israel once before, with her parents on a whirlwind trip that had included Italy and Greece, and she especially liked the carefree spirit and high energy of Tel Aviv, which was less than two hours away.

“That’s the hothouse I was telling you about.” David pointed out the window. The ring on his finger glinted, reminding Lauren of what she’d done. “The guy sold the most beautiful roses, but after he died his wife couldn’t keep up the business.”

Lauren remembered hearing David’s stories, but they had sounded like fairy tales about some faraway village. She never thought she’d move here and those stories would come alive all around her.

“You are brave,” Yossi told her again.

His words double-knotted the knots in Lauren’s stomach. She placed her hands on her belly where the baby seemed to be sleeping soundly, not yet hanging upside down but almost.

Through the window Lauren saw an old stone tower.

“That’s where we had to guard day and night,” Yossi said.

“Because we had to protect ourselves from attacks,” David explained.

“A sniper killed a woman right there.” Yossi gestured toward a small house with a red-tiled roof. “He shot her when she was washing the dishes.”

“Oh, just another chapter in Peleg’s fairy-tale book,” Lauren said.

“That was a long time ago, sweetie,” David told her. “We don’t have to worry now. Look, there’s the post office, the park where the village holds holiday celebrations, the gan—the day care center—and the synagogue.”

The synagogue looked more like an armory: a small square building made of stone, with a few shuttered windows and a bronze Jewish star welded to the wall like a crucifix.

“This is replica of a synagogue in Germany,” Yossi said. “Only this one is standing.”

The founders of Peleg had been horse traders and farmers in Germany’s Black Forest, David told her again. They’d managed to get out of Nazi Germany in 1937, before it was too late, and bought these empty, sandy fields from a Turkish landowner, building up Peleg on the rock-strewn Mediterranean shore.

Lauren stared at a tall palm tree without any leaves that stood like a naked pole against the sky. “What happened to that tree?”

“The sniper missed,” David said.

“Very funny.” Lauren laughed—David could always get her to do that, which was one of the things that had made Lauren fall in love with him in the first place. They passed some houses and a chicken coop at the end of a dirt lane scattered with straw, its wire fence stretching across a mass of feathery white.

“Here’s a chicken farm,” David said. “We get farm-fresh eggs whenever we want. And the family over there has horses. We can take them out and go riding. I know you like that.”

“I think the horse will appreciate it more after I give birth and weigh thirty pounds less.”

“And smell that? It’s eau de manure. The cows! And look! Jacob and Esther Troyerman’s place. They run a kennel for dogs and cats.”

“It’s amazing to me how you know everyone,” Lauren said.

“No,” said Yossi. “We now have more than eight hundred people in the village.”

“Wow, a real population explosion.”

“We have still more cows and chickens,” Yossi told her. “That’s the Garden of Eden Hotel. And over there is the cemetery.”

The gravestones flashed in the sun, and a scaly lizard sat on a volcanic boulder. Well, Lauren told herself, she’d always wanted to have a pet iguana, but her mother wouldn’t let her.

“That’s our grocery store,” David said as the car rolled past a plain building. And then the road stopped, spilling into an unpaved parking lot. Yossi bumped over the dirt and turned off the engine. In front of them lay the silvery-blue sea.

David jumped out of the car, and Lauren watched his robust torso move swiftly around the vehicle.

“Lauren.” He opened her door. “‘The time has come, the walrus said, to talk of many things.’” She beamed because he’d managed to memorize some of her favorite childhood poem. “‘Of shoes and ships and sealing wax, of cabbages and kings . . .’”

“‘And why the sea is boiling hot,’” Lauren supplied. “And whether Israeli pigs have wings.”

He took her hand and held it tightly as she stepped into the scorching heat. With her other hand, she plucked her maternity pants from off the backs of her sticky thighs, aware that there was no ladylike way to go about it.

They walked to the edge of the shore. Lauren lifted her long chestnut-brown hair off her sweaty neck and shielded her face from the hot sun. “All I need is a few days here and I’m going to be one burnt mama marshmallow.”

“It will get a little cooler once the sun goes down,” David said. “And in the morning, the sea is flat like a turquoise-blue carpet. I just love this Mediterranean smell.”

Lauren nodded and took another deep breath, trying to ignore her own discomfort and appreciate the scenery. She knew how hard David was trying to make her feel at home.

“You’ll be walking our baby to the beach in a few months,” he encouraged. “You’ll make new friends—”

“They won’t be as close as Emily—”

“Not right away,” David said. “But you’ll really like Aviva. She’s excited that you’re a nurse and you might join the burial circle.”

“And I thought I was done with cadavers in nursing school.”

“But these are women from the village,” Yossi interjected. “You’ll see.”

Lauren turned to David’s father, suddenly aware that his thin shadow had been next to her the whole time. She watched as he tugged a white handkerchief out of his back pocket and lifted his sunglasses to pat his face. He stood there, his head tilted. Beads of perspiration leaked out from the corners of his eyes. He gazed at Lauren, his face a sad tapestry woven with wrinkles of history, of time. She knew he wanted to reassure her, and she felt grateful for his soft, paternal ways, so different from her father’s intellectual, challenging approach. Before she could even respond, Yossi told her, “I leave you two alone,” and headed back toward the car.

“My father’s a member of the men’s burial circle,” David said. “Maybe I’ll help him with that, too. And he wants you to be happy here, almost as much as I do. Don’t you think this is beautiful?”

Lauren looked at the blurred bluish line of the horizon, which seemed to keep the sky from falling into the sea. Waves of heat barreled toward her. “It is beautiful, but right now all I’m thinking is that my back hurts from the plane, you could cook a dozen eggs on my head, and I could really use a bathroom.”

“We’ll get you right home.”

“Home?” Lauren fought back tears of sadness mixed with apprehension. It hit her hard: she truly was far away from home. She had become pregnant by accident, then David had asked her to marry him, and now this was where she was going to live.

“You’re going to like it here, I know you will.” David placed his hand under her chin. He lifted her head, looked into her eyes. “Ani ohev otach.” I love you.

Lauren squinted up at him. “Ani gam ohevet otcha,” she replied in the Hebrew she’d been studying hard. But her “I love you, too,” sounded like one of Yossi’s mixed-up sentences, garbled and meaningless. She placed her palms under her belly, its weight pressing her down to this very spot. “I’m just not so sure I should have started talking to you at that elevator.” Lauren smiled halfway. “Maybe I should have listened to my mother. She always said, whenever you get the chance, get some exercise and take the stairs.”
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September 13, 2000

Aviva


Aviva had planned to get to Rafi’s basketball game before it even started, but by the time she’d finished tutoring two seventh graders for their English test, she was already late. So she sped away from Peleg, out through freshly harvested fields with square bales of hay scattered randomly in the reddish dirt. She turned east, the sun behind her now, driving by a shepherd walking with his cows. The road swept her into a grove of olive trees, their shadows pale and gray, their branches twisted this way and that like the arms of mothers reaching out for children who were no longer there.

Aviva turned into a Druze village. In the dusk, the houses looked like pastel-colored boxes; pants and shirts and socks dangled on clotheslines against the flat walls. The street was narrow, more like an alley, and as a truck inched toward her, she stopped and pushed in her side mirror to let it pass. Some children crossed the road, followed by a Druze woman in a long black robe with a white veil wrapped over her head and pulled tightly across her mouth. Ever since it began, the Druze religion has been a secret, and Aviva respected that.

She believed in secrets.

AT THE BOTTOM of a steep hill sat the village high school, and when Aviva opened the heavy door of the gym, she hesitated, waiting until her eyes adjusted to the dim light filtering in from the high windows. Rafi was talking to his basketball players on the sideline. She glanced at the scoreboard. The home team—Rafi’s team—was winning, thirty-four to twenty-eight. The court was empty. It was halftime: she’d already missed the first part of the game.

From the ceiling hung heavy ropes, pulled back and hooked to the wall like braids, and on the far wall was a sign announcing that the gym had been built with lottery money. A few parents and spectators sat in the orange bleachers. Aviva climbed up the uneven stone steps to sit by herself, and then she saw him.

“Eli,” she said, her breath knocked out of her.

“Aviva!”

Eli Rothfeld stood right there, the way she’d always imagined he might one day appear before her. Aviva looked at him: not into his watchful eyes but at his stubborn jaw and chin and the naked skin around his mouth because he no longer had a mustache and a beard—he didn’t need them anymore.

He pulled Aviva toward him, still wearing the same damn aftershave. He held her for a moment too long and he let go of her all too soon.

“I can’t believe it’s you,” he said.

“I can’t believe it’s you.” Aviva tried to slow down her pounding heart.

“Do you live around here?”

“In Peleg. Don’t tell me you live nearby.”

“I’ve been living in Selah the past fifteen years. And we never ran into each other until now?”

“So, you moved here after all,” Aviva whispered as much to herself as to him, her heart thrashing wildly.

“I tried the New York suburbs for a while.” Eli smiled his crooked smile. “It seemed kind of boring to me. But now boring seems good if you can get it.”

“So what are you doing here?” Aviva asked, still walloped and overwhelmed. Her time together with Eli, their shared history, their secrets—everything came rushing back to her.

“I came to watch my son Aviv play.”

Aviv.

She repeated the name to herself, stunned. Was it more than coincidence that he’d named his son Aviv? Aviva had too many questions to ask and didn’t know where to begin. Her heart still throbbing, she turned to survey the players on the opposing team as they began to run down the court. She wanted to guess which was his son the way she used to guess where her subject would go in the middle of a Paris crowd on Bastille Day. “You like birds, don’t you?” Kagan had said. “Pretend you’re a falcon, circling. Zoom in on your prey.”

She told Eli now, “Number twenty-three, right? It isn’t that he looks like you. It’s the way he looks around like you do.”

“It must be genetic,” he joked. “So why are you here?”

Aviva lifted her chin toward Rafi. “My husband is the gym teacher here. He coaches the basketball team. He knows Arabic because his parents came from Egypt.”

She looked at Rafi, who was looking up at her with his kind eyes, his round face following her like the moon. He was very tan, very tall, and his right arm hung funny.

“Bad army accident,” she said softly. “Only eight fingers. But he still has ten toes.”

“Engineering Corps, right?” Eli said. “The famous three-finger salute. What does he know?”

“Nothing about you,” Aviva said. “He knows I worked as an English teacher in Paris. He knows I was involved with the Company. But you know, never volunteer information.”

“So he doesn’t know how Kagan suddenly transferred me to Bucharest.”

“You could have called.”

“I couldn’t have called.”

“Or written, or tried somehow. You could have done that.”

“You know I couldn’t. You know I made a commitment.” Eli looked at her sideways, frowning. “Is that when you married him?”

Aviva didn’t answer for a long time. She thought of Kagan, short Kagan, with his black rectangular glasses and frazzled hair that looked like it belonged to a scientist who kept forgetting not to put his finger in an electric socket. It was Kagan’s idea for Aviva to come to Israel for a few days after her two-year stint in Paris was up. “Get your bearings,” he’d said, as though she were a clock in need of adjustment.

Kagan had taken her to a small wedding of some friends on a kibbutz in the Arava Desert. As the band played, Aviva could feel a man watching her—her senses still on high alert—and when he walked by, he said, “I’ll dance with you later.” He let the next few songs go as Aviva got her bearings—Kagan had intuited that—and then this man named Rafi was dancing with her. By then, Aviva’s father had died, and her mother had dementia and was living in a nursing home. Looking up, Aviva saw the stars sprinkled across the sky, each one a resolute pinpoint belonging to a specific time and place in the cosmos.

The next day, Rafi had invited her for a hike through the desert. They stopped by an acacia tree and he pulled a small gas burner out of his backpack and made tea with fresh verbena leaves.

“How did you know which tea I’d like?” Aviva asked.

“I did my research.” The dimple under Rafi’s left eye deepened.

Aviva had listened to the desert’s silence, wide and deep and absolute, ancient lagoons swirling by their feet. Rafi explained that this had once been the floor of the Tethys Sea. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I never heard about it, either.” Aviva gazed at the sky, thinking that the morning sky in Paris had never been this distilled, this blue. And all of a sudden, she knew that after what had happened with Eli and after her solitary exile in Paris, when Rafi asked her to marry him, she’d say yes. Because she wanted her spot on earth.

“I guess I married Rafi because I thought that you and I would never get another chance,” Aviva told Eli now. “Like that story you told me.”

“I shouldn’t have told you so much.”

“About the man you shot,” she continued, even though she knew she was taking him back to a place he didn’t want to return to. “His bodyguard chased you down a side street. You never told me where you were. I’m guessing Tripoli. Maybe Istanbul?”

“Come on, Aviva.”

“Wherever. Anyway, the bodyguard caught up to you. He aimed to shoot you but his gun jammed and you shot first.”

“He didn’t have a lucky day, but I did.”

Aviva looked at Eli’s hands, elongated like a pianist’s. They had touched her, leaving fingerprints, invisible and indelible, on her skin. His hands had moved deliberately up and down the curves of her body while he whispered her name. Aviva, Aviva. Ah. She had even thought—

She pushed away her useless regrets and turned to the game. The players dribbled and fouled and passed and shot, but she couldn’t follow them. All she could follow was the rise and fall of Eli’s chest beneath his white polo shirt. Aviva undid the clip in her shoulder-length hair and rearranged it, aware that the copper highlights had faded fast, aware that she had not put on any makeup before she’d left the house—not even a line of green kohl pencil under her hazel eyes—aware that she’d stopped wearing makeup.

“You look good,” Eli said.

Aviva shook her head. “You look like you’ve just stepped out of an air-conditioned sports car.”

He shrugged.

“How many wives have you had?”

“Why would you say something like that?”

Aviva still felt stirred up, disquieted. “I’m sorry. I really am. I’m not one to stay bitter.”

“I didn’t think you were,” he said. “I’m on my second marriage and I’m reasonably happy. But I have to tell you something. When my wife was pregnant, I told her I wanted to name our son Aviv.”

Aviva joked uncomfortably, “Because he was also born in the spring?” She’d already guessed the answer.

“Not only that.”

His words clicked inside her like a key in a tumbler.

“Aviv,” he said quietly. “Aviva.”

Aviva lowered her head, totally flustered, and watched the boys sprinting across the gym floor.

“How many kids do you have?” he asked.

She never answered that question without thinking twice. Sometimes she said, “Two,” with strangers she knew she wouldn’t see again. It was easier that way: it spared people from their own discomfort. The basketball thudded against the wooden floor as Aviva spoke in a whisper. “I have three.” Her voice came up slow, as if from underwater. “But one of them, Benny, was killed in December. He was in Oketz, out on patrol with his dog, when a suicide bomber . . .”

“I remember the story. I had no idea he was yours.”

“He—he was mine,” Aviva stammered, turning to Eli. Her eyes seared with tears and she hoped he wouldn’t ask too many questions or say something futile, but she knew him better than that. He said nothing, his silence cradling her.

“I’m so sorry.” He touched her arm.

Aviva closed her eyes, building up a wall of sandbags inside her, attempting to hold back the grief. She relied on Kagan’s instructions: “When there’s something you can’t bear thinking about, push it into the back compartment of your brain and lock the door. Do not open the door.” She locked the door. She wanted to keep it locked, but grief always sifted out from under the doorway, or came barreling toward her like a gust of wind. She managed to formulate a question. “What are you up to?”

“Logistics for a shipping company. What about you?”

“I’m an English teacher in a pretty hopeless high school in Akko,” Aviva said. “I just fell into it after teaching in Paris. I feel like it’s my contribution, however small, to the kids in this country. And I give private English lessons, which is why I was late. And you know how much I hate being late.”

“The one thing Kagan was right about,” Eli said.

“Still, I would have liked to have been there for his funeral.”

“Me, too. But at the time I couldn’t get out.”

Aviva sighed. It was Joelle from Kagan’s office who had approached Aviva at a demonstration for Israel when she was getting her teaching degree at New York University. Her mother had already drummed it into her head and heart. “Everybody in the world hates us,” she’d say, glancing up from the court transcript she was typing in her off hours, her eyebrows arching ironically, “but we’ll outlast them all.”

Joelle had talked to Aviva about jobs and what she thought she’d do and where she’d go once she got her degree—she had no clue. When Joelle invited her to the office, Aviva thought it was an employment agency. Joelle never said what she wanted until several meetings later, when she introduced Aviva to Kagan and he offered her a job working as an English teacher in Paris. “Just keep your eyes open for the Company and pick up information here and there,” he told her.

Aviva didn’t know whether to take the job. She went to consult her older sister, Jill, who by then lived in a huge house in Larchmont, going ca-razy, as she put it, with three little kids. Jill said there was nothing she enjoyed more than this, holding out her business card: JILL MOSKOWITZ, SUBURBAN HOUSEWIFE. Aviva stared down at the words, holding the weightless card in her hand, and decided then and there to accept Kagan’s offer.

“When did we see each other last?” Eli asked.

“I’m forty-four,” Aviva said with a sigh. “It was more than twenty years ago.” She couldn’t admit to him how often she wondered where he was and if they might meet again someday. Whose fault was it that they didn’t try to find each other? Was it circumstance, timing, fate, giving up? Or giving in to life’s unavoidable losses?

“I still remember leaving you that morning and walking through Orly airport,” Eli said. “I hate airports, but that one is really bad. I hate traveling. I’d burn my passport, but I’ll have to go back one of these days for my mother’s funeral.”

“Is she still in Riverdale?”

“You remember.”

“And your father ran guns for Palestine.”

“You remember a lot.” Eli smiled sadly.

Which was why Aviva could still remember that last night, and being in that small hotel on rue Soufflot with the long windows and long white drapes as thin as veils. The drapes blew in and out with every breath of damp air. It was January and drizzling and though it was cool outside, they were inside, in the secret warmth of their bodies. Yet Aviva knew in the blotchy gray light that they were compromising themselves. It wouldn’t last, it couldn’t last, and she wasn’t surprised when the desk clerk delivered a message from Kagan in the morning: “There are rules you’re both well aware of against fraternization. Eli, report immediately to Bucharest.”

It was Sunday, and after Eli left, Aviva went to sit in the café on the corner. She drank coffee and ate a flaky croissant and didn’t want to look at a woman standing alone at the back of the bar drinking a bright green absinthe. It was strange for Aviva to sit there just staring at the pigeons on the street. Because she was always studying or watching or waiting to casually pick up a discarded newspaper on the next table with a message tucked inside. She was ready for questions yet to be asked—probably the reason Kagan had chosen her for that sort of job—because she had learned from her parents on all those bird-watching outings to pay attention to details.

Does the subject hold his coffee in his right or left hand?

Where does he keep his gun?

What does his bodyguard do when the subject gets up to go to the bathroom?

How long a drag does he take on his cigarette?

At the café, Aviva had nobody to study, and she forced herself not to think about what had happened with Eli. She tried not to remember every detail when she’d been trained not to forget.

ELI’S SON AVIV passed the ball to a teammate, who jumped, did a fake layup, and then passed the ball to another player, who scored a three-pointer. The Druze team, Rafi’s team, still led by two points, thirty-eight to thirty-six.

“Do you go to all your husband’s games?” Eli asked.

“Almost never. But since Benny was killed, I hate being alone in the house. My other sons were staying late in school, so I showed up.”

“Somebody planned this one for us.”

The acoustics were terrible, but Aviva could hear his sigh, long and deep, isolating it the way she used to isolate somebody’s footsteps walking down a street. She used to be able to sit for hours and wait for a certain noise: a letter dropped in a mail slot, a knob turning, the spongy sound of a shoe springing off a step.

Eli’s son’s team scored two more points, tying the score. Rafi called a time-out.

“His name is Rafi,” Aviva said.

“I didn’t ask.” Eli’s voice was hard.

“I didn’t think you’d remember it, anyway. I always wondered what we’d say to each other if we met up again.”

“At least now we can talk to each other.”

“Not like that time we accidentally met on the bus. I still can’t believe we got on the same bus.”

The Druze kids ran toward Rafi and huddled around him. Rafi knelt in front of them, took out a white board, and held it in the crook of his right arm, his bad arm.

Aviva said, “He tried to detonate a bomb, but it blew up too fast.”

“About that bus,” Eli said after a while. “I sat down right behind you because there was only that one seat.”

Aviva remembered how she’d wanted to turn and throw her arms around him, already tired of living a double life. She couldn’t imagine being one of those people who dedicated their whole lives to working for the Company, who married and raised children in enemy countries, discarding their old lives like woolen coats in the sun, never seeing their parents or siblings again. As Eli had stood up, she’d felt him brush against her shoulder as if by accident, and then she’d stared through the window as he walked away, vanishing into the crowd on the street, so good at making himself disappear.

The game began again and Aviva now followed Rafi. He paced the gym floor the way he used to pace for nights on end after Benny had been killed. Aviva would wake up and find Rafi standing in the living room as though he were looking for something, and the two of them would hold each other in the darkness, the sea pounding against the shore, drumming the truth into their heads. He’s gone, he’s gone, he’s—

“Come on, Aviv!” Eli was shouting. “Aviv, pass to Noam! Pass to Noam!”

A player on Rafi’s team fouled Aviv and then the other team’s coach, a toothy bald guy, called a time-out. The score was forty-eight to forty-seven, Rafi’s team down by one. Two seconds left in the game. When they resumed play, a boy from Rafi’s team stole the ball. Wahid, their best player—Rafi had told Aviva about him—scooted around Aviv, sideswiped Noam, and sank the ball. The buzzer sounded. Rafi’s team won.

“Go fuck yourself!” Noam shoved Wahid.

“You son-of-a-bitch!” Wahid pushed him back.

Suddenly, all the other players were swept into a brawl. Rafi ran to break up the fight, Eli jumped out of his seat and bounded down the stairs, and Aviva sprang up after them, propelling herself through fists and elbows, knees and knuckles, the flash of teeth like knives. A boy yanked her out of the chaos and she tried to shoulder her way back in, but then she gave up. “Stop it!” Aviva shouted. “Stop!”

Eli wrenched Noam off Wahid and threw them apart. “Noam!”

All of a sudden the boys untangled, separating themselves.

“Inte mnih?” Rafi asked Wahid in Arabic, throwing his arm around him. Are you okay?

Aviva waited. She watched Rafi and Wahid walk back to their bench, but she followed Eli, who was dragging Noam across the gym. She noticed the bulge of Eli’s pistol under his shirt, tucked into his waistband, pressed against the small of his back. She suspected that he’d always carry a pistol, though he no longer worked for the Company, almost as if it were a part of him.

“Don’t you ever, ever do that again!” Eli pressed Noam against the gym wall, leaning in close to the boy’s sweat-stained face.

“What’s it to you?” Noam spat.

“Where are your parents?”

“What do you care?”

“Look, he realized he was wrong,” said Noam’s coach.

“That’s not good enough,” Eli said.

“Noam,” the coach said shortly, “tell him you were wrong.”

“I’m not apologizing to any Arab.”

Eli nailed Noam harder against the wall. “How do you know that one day you won’t be in the same army unit with him? The Druze make better soldiers than you ever will.”

“Abba!”

Aviva turned to see Aviv grab on to Eli’s shirt, trying to yank him away from Noam. “Let him go!”

“Aviv!” Eli shoved Aviv’s arm away. “This drives me crazy!”

“I’ll talk to Noam,” the coach said.

Eli jerked up his chin and dropped his hands. “You make sure you do.”

AVIVA FOLLOWED ELI up the cement steps and they sat down again, in different twanging seats.

“That was awful.” Aviva reached for her handbag to get a tissue to wipe her eyes, her arm accidentally brushing against Eli’s thigh. There was everything she loved about Rafi, but each nerve ending in her body now stood up, awakened. She hesitated, taking a few breaths to calm herself down. “Eli, can we meet up again?”

“No.”

“So, this is it?” She felt her entire being snuffed out once more.

“Aviva, what are you going to tell your husband later?”

“He won’t ask. He knows there are certain things I don’t talk about.”

She looked down toward Rafi, catching his eye, holding his gaze. She felt full of love and gratitude for the way he’d washed up onshore just as Eli was receding. Aviva knew she’d loved Rafi for all these years, but she hadn’t forgotten the white curtains swelling out and in, or Eli’s voice close to her ear, the way his breath coursed through her. “Eli, just now when you jumped up to stop the boys, I saw the way you used to be. When you had this spark—”

“The spark’s gone out.”

“Don’t tell me you regret all that you’ve done.”

“Why would I regret anything, considering the way the world’s turned out?” He stopped. “I remember you told me that story about the guy you met at the restaurant in Paris. You said you were having a nice conversation with him—until you mentioned that you were Jewish and he asked you, ‘Aren’t you ashamed?’”

“The idiot thought I’d be ashamed.”

“I’m never ashamed about who I am or what I’ve done. We didn’t have a choice. Still don’t.”

“What does that have to do with you and me?”

“It’s like this. Every morning, I take a run through the fields behind our house,” Eli said. “When I start running, it’s dark outside, and then the sky grows lighter. But the sky isn’t blue, it’s all white, and the hills out in the distance are black. It’s really quiet in the fields. Sometimes all I hear is the wind blowing across the earth, and the birds flying overhead, but they’re black, too. That’s all there is, just black and white. I can live with that.”

“The world isn’t black-and-white. We can still meet, even just for coffee.”

“Aviva, you know as well as I do that it wouldn’t be just for coffee. And then everything would go gray.”

“Please, Eli; I want to feel something else besides pain. Just for once, I want to feel something else.”

“But I don’t.” He paused. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

Aviva sat back in her seat and turned from Eli, hardly noticing the quiet that had swept through the gym. Rafi was waiting with Wahid in the center of the court as Noam and the other coach made their way toward them. The boys shook hands like complete strangers who had nothing to do with each other, and then they turned and walked back in opposite directions.

“It would have been nice if they pretended they could be friends,” Aviva said.

“It would have been nice if they even looked at each other. Ever notice how none of the Arab parents come to these games?”

“Jewish parents don’t come, either. You’re about the only one who’d travel to see your son’s basketball game. There’s not much school spirit. No cheerleaders or marching bands.”

“But find me another country where everything stops for two minutes on Memorial Day. In America, who thinks about fallen soldiers? It’s all about barbecues and sales.”

Aviva didn’t need those two minutes to remember Benny. She didn’t know exactly what she needed. “We can still exchange numbers—you never know.”

“We’ll do that, just in case, but I’m not going to call.”

Rafi’s head tilted up just as Aviva and Eli finished punching in one another’s numbers. Eli returned the phone to his pocket, 180 degrees from his hidden pistol. He walked down the stairs and Aviva followed. “Rafi,” Aviva said, switching to Hebrew, “this is Eli Rothfeld. His son was playing point guard on the other team. We met each other in Paris.”

“And by some crazy coincidence, again right here.” Eli extended his arm. Took Rafi’s hand gently in his own. “It was a good game. I’m really sorry about what happened.”

“Wasn’t the first time and won’t be the last.” Rafi glanced down at Eli. His voice sounded different, gruff even.

“I’m going to make sure that the coach talks to the boys, and I’m going to talk to them, too.” Eli looked at Aviva. “Nice to see you again,” he added flatly, because he was still someone who’d never give himself away.

“You, too.” Aviva kept her voice neutral. She stayed with Rafi in the empty gym while the boys changed out of their uniforms and then he turned off the lights and locked the door. The boys walked up the hill, and Rafi and Aviva got into their car.

“That was terrible when the boys fought like that,” she said. “I hope Eli talks to the other team. I think he will, but I really didn’t know him all that well.”

“Aviva, you don’t have to explain.”

She turned and touched his right arm, his three fingers hooked around the steering wheel. “Ani rak rotzah lagid l’cha,”—I just want to tell you, she began, in Hebrew, to emphasize her point—“I love you.” She loved all of him: the small mound of skin that jutted out from under his lower lip and the flattened nose that his older brother had punched and broken long ago. Rafi said that even when blood was gushing into his mouth, he hadn’t stopped fighting.

“And I don’t need to tell you how much I love you.” He gazed out, concentrating.

An orange cat darted in front of the car and Rafi braked and then drove slowly, weaving through the winding roads. White lights burned in some of the houses, but by the time they turned off the highway and into their village, the night had deepened all around. All Aviva could see was the vague outlines of the bales of hay in the darkened fields, and at the end of the road under the streetlights, the frayed edge of the sea.
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Emily


Emily could not believe she was there. Right there in Lauren’s car, driving into her village of Peleg. Most of Emily was terrified—about ninety-nine percent of her—but the other one percent was excited.

“I know my dad would have been happy,” Emily said. “Maybe not about the reason—which I still can’t wrap my head around—but because I moved to Israel to be with you. Yay, us.”

“I would never have moved here on my own,” Lauren said. “But I’m a wimp and you, obviously, are not.”

Emily looked at Lauren’s pregnant belly, waiting for her to say something else. They’d been best friends since they’d lived in the same house on Willow Street in Cambridge as UMass Boston freshmen, yet there were times when Emily still couldn’t tell what Lauren was thinking. And that was frustrating for Emily because she was born in Charleston, West Virginia, and as her mother always said, “What you think on Monday, every Jew in Charleston knows by Tuesday.” Only her mother pronounced the days Mondee and Tuesdee. Emily had dropped the accent as soon as she got a job at an art gallery on Newbury Street (she was convinced that nobody took people with Southern accents seriously), but she could still hear her mother’s words. And now it was Mondee, and Emily was craving to hear what Lauren would say about how she’d completely flipped her life upside down.

“And . . . ?” Emily waited. She wished she’d figured out by now how to get Lauren to say how she truly felt.

“I’m really happy you’re here,” Lauren finally said.

“But . . . ?” Emily knew there’d be a but.

“But it’s not paradise,” Lauren said in that practical way that drove Emily crazy. “Not by a long shot.”

“Don’t you think I know that?”

Big pause.

Emily watched a cloud tumble overhead, leafy and white, the way a tree might look if it were a cloud—or if the cloud were a tree. Birds circled the fields. She thought about how she’d come to visit Israel with her family before her father died. Shimon Freulich was born in what was then Czechoslovakia. After Hitler rose to power, he’d had the foresight to bribe some officials, finagle a visa to America, and land in Charleston because the temple there needed a cantor. (“And I needed an older, debonair husband,” Emily’s mother, Phyllis, used to joke.) Phyllis had supported the family until Shimon spoke English well enough to get a job as a used car salesman. And though he lost his entire family in the war, and though he’d struggled his whole life, he remained an eternal optimist whose motto was “Choose life.” Which was why Emily had chosen a new life by moving to Israel, taking a chance, shredding her past, starting all over, and rising like a phoenix. But any sense of hope she’d had during her flight from Logan International Airport (where she sat, not very phoenixlike, in an economy window seat) now vanished.

“I’m just more realistic,” Lauren was saying. “I always wanted to be a nurse and you always wanted to be an artist.”

“And you ended up the nurse, and I ended up one of those almost girls leading people through an art gallery.”

“How many people actually make it in art?” Lauren asked. “You chose a very competitive field. But you’re still young.”

“In the art world, if you’re not famous by thirty, you might as well be dead.” Emily locked her fingers together and turned them upside down, thinking of her favorite childhood game. “Here’s the church . . . here’s the steeple . . . open the doors and see all the people.” Emily’s father had made her say, “Here’s the temple, here’s the steeple.” And then her mother—in that irrepressible drawl—would say, “Honey, there are no temples that come with steeples.”

Emily let her fingers unclasp and fall. The neon pink polish on her fingernails, which had looked hopeful in Harvard Square, now looked ridiculous. She again thought of her father, who would have reminded her, “This is the land of sorrow and hope. It will sustain you and make you strong.”

“Living here is far different from being a tourist visiting here,” Lauren said now. “I love the village—it’s a great place to raise kids, and it’s really charming—but I don’t want you to be disappointed, that’s all.”

“After what Rob did, nothing can disappoint me.” Emily turned back to the window. The sky was crystalline. Full of brightness, and emptiness, too. Lauren was just trying to warn her: Wherever you go, there you are. You can’t leave yourself behind. Lauren was still Lauren, exacting and temperamental. “Well, she can afford to be,” Emily’s mother once said, “her parents are loaded.”

“Oh, you’ve been through so much.” Lauren reached for Emily’s arm. “I’m sorry. I am happy you came to be with me. I just don’t want you to get hurt again.”

“I don’t want to get hurt again, either. But I didn’t want to stay in Boston, and I didn’t want to go back to Charleston, and I didn’t know where else to go.”

“Cantor Freulich’s daughter makes aliyah.” Lauren’s gray eyes softened as she broke into a smile. “That’s big news. I can’t believe that I moved to Israel before you did.”

“Hey, check out those palm trees,” Emily said. “They look like Hawaiian dancers doing the hula. You couldn’t have planned a move more exotic than this.”

“I didn’t plan it.” Lauren pushed her hair behind her ears and over her shoulders. “You know it was an accident.”

“An accident meant to happen. You know how my dad always said accidents are God’s secret plans for us.”

Lauren shook her head. “With all due respect to your father, I think it’s all random.” Her voice was firm. “There’s nothing planned for any of us.”

This was one subject they’d maintained a running argument about through all these years. “I still think things happen for a reason,” said Emily.

“And I don’t.”

Emily let that go. The sun was glistening off the silver silos of the chicken coops. A man with a floppy blue hat pulled out on a tractor in front of Lauren’s car, hauling a wagon loaded with logs, a black Labrador trotting behind him.

“This is a perfect film set for a farming village,” Emily said.

“Wait until we go to the Independence Day party and then the Shavuot celebration, when all the farmers bring their first fruits and newborn calves, and parents parade their new babies.” Lauren patted her belly. “It is the perfect little village . . .” Her voice trailed off. “Except for the wars.”

They passed a small shop, its plate-glass window plastered with announcements. A petite woman with glimmering white hair pulled back into a bun was talking to a woman whom Emily’s mother would have called zaftig. Fat, in other words. Lauren waved and they waved back.

“That heavy lady is your landlord, Leah Zado,” Lauren explained. “She has an opinion about everything.”

“Just what I need.”

“And the other woman is Sophie Zuckerman. She lives next door to David and me, and she’s incredibly sweet.”

“Don’t tell me that is where you shop.”

“Can you believe what my world has come down to?” Lauren laughed. “In a few days, I’ll take you to Aga’s for the real deal. Aga started selling watermelons just outside the Arab village of Maloul and now he has a big market. But the cement floor slants, so if you don’t chain your shopping cart to a hook at the cash register, it rolls away. And don’t forget to wash everything really carefully. I once bought lettuce in the market in Akko and found a frog in the leaves.”

“No way! Now tell me what’s wrong with the cottage you found for me.”

“Besides the fact that you have to live in Leah Zado’s backyard? The kitchen is tiny, but you have a microwave and a normal-size refrigerator, and you can actually hear the sea. Emily, are you listening to me?”

“Of course I’m listening to you.” But on the car radio was Bob Marley singing “Waiting in Vain,” the very song that had been playing when she had walked into her kitchen in Boston to see her husband, Rob, a blue apron wrapped around his waist, stirring something at the stove. He gazed in her direction, his thin lips parted, with the same expression her father used to wear when he was about to deliver bad news.

“I’m sorry, Emily,” he’d said. “I don’t know how to tell you this. The thing is . . .” He hesitated, as if thinking twice about what to say. “I’m really sorry but I’m—I’m leaving you for—well, I think it’s best you hear it from me before you hear it from someone else. For a dancer named Taylor.”

“Do go on,” Emily had said, because it happened to be April Fool’s Day and because she always used to joke that she was one of the only Jewish girls in all America who’d never taken dance lessons.

“I don’t want to hurt you. I know this is not what you’d ever want to hear . . . I don’t know what else to say.”

Emily should have thrown a plate at Rob or said something, but she’d had no air left inside her. She couldn’t breathe. She burst into tears. And Rob did not move to comfort her. How could a man comfort a woman he was about to leave? Emily cried and tried to catch her breath as he moved efficiently around the kitchen, the guy with his own cooking show never breaking his stride.

“I am very sorry,” Rob had told her. But it was after a long time. And it hadn’t sounded like he really meant it.

Lauren drove into a gravel parking lot and got out of the car. Emily followed, slamming the door, and walked across the sand to the rocky shore. The tide had rolled in and sunlight splashed across the deep, choppy water.

“I’m really trying to accept it, but I still can’t get it through my thick skull.” Emily knitted her eyebrows together. “I never suspected a thing! All of a sudden, Rob was really into going to see the Boston Ballet. And it was all because of this stick-thin, anorexic, twenty-three-year-old with legs as long as stilts. Really, I should donate my brain for scientific research.”

“Join the club of people whose lives haven’t gone the way they thought they’d go,” Lauren said. “Look at me. I never thought I’d end up here with David. I was sure I’d end up with a preppie like Hunter.”

Emily looked at Lauren’s chino pants, Bass Weejuns, and kelly-green sweater. Never in a million years would Emily have pictured Lauren with someone like David. In the beginning, Lauren had mentioned introducing David to Emily—he was Israeli and Emily’s father was a cantor and all that—but then Lauren had started to like him herself.

Lauren was looking out at the water. “The village is like summer camp with its get-togethers, and I can ride my bicycle to the library and to the playground and to the gan.” She stopped. “But I’ve still got a jones for Beantown. I miss the little things like Maverick Square and riding the T, especially the part in Brookline when it goes aboveground, and meeting my mother at the café in the Giorgio Armani store.”

“My kind of designer. If I could have afforded it.”

“You have your own style.” Lauren turned to her. “And I like your hair cut short like that.”

“After Rob left I went to Miro and told him, ‘Chop it all off.’” Emily fluffed her fingers through the blunt ends of her thick chocolate-brown hair, thinking of Taylor’s naturally blond locks tied up in a perfect dancer’s bun, accentuating her long neck. Emily knew she had to lose the pounds she’d gained eating pints of Ben & Jerry’s Chubby Hubby ice cream (as if, she had joked morosely) after Rob had left. She gazed down at her white button-down shirt—now wrinkled from the airplane ride—black-and-white-checkered pants, and black patent leather shoes, an outfit that suggested she was funky, fashionable, and free to do what she wanted with a vengeance.

“You’ll do great here,” Lauren said. “We’ll find you a job. I like my work at the maternity ward, and I love Aviva. She’s the one who convinced me to join the burial circle.”

“It amazes me how you take care of babies entering the world and you take care of dead women who are leaving it.”

“I know, right? I get to experience such powerful moments of life. But the dead can never thank you. That’s why the rabbi here, Rabbi Lapid, says it’s the greatest mitzvah.”

“I could never—”

“Never say never. I’ve learned that from my own experience.”

“Maybe I’ll join, but after my father and now with Rob, I feel so raw.” Slowly, Emily faced the sea, which tumbled on and on until it cascaded over the edge of the earth. And then all the emotions that she’d been holding back for so long crashed in violent waves over her, and she bawled.

Lauren stepped in close, putting her arms around Emily.

“Here, take, blow.” Lauren handed her a crumpled tissue from the depths of her enormous black leather pocketbook. “Now that I’m a mother, I have a license to carry partly used tissues.”

“Oh my God, these remind me of my mother’s tissues, except hers had bits of Virginia Slims tobacco stuck to them.”

Emily wiped her nose and then pitched a flat gray stone into the water, hoping it landed somewhere that meant good luck. She turned to the north, aware of the ridge of hills and huge white rocks hanging over the sea. “What are those?”

“The white cliffs of Dover.” Lauren looked in the same direction. Then, after a moment, “Those hills form the border with Lebanon.”

“How close are we?”

“About ten miles.”

“What the fuck?” Emily said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Why didn’t you look at a map before you booked your flight?”

“It never even dawned on me that you were so—”

“Don’t remind me,” Lauren said. “It’s like living near the San Andreas Fault. Just don’t think about it.”

Emily stared hard at the border and took a deep breath. “At least the zigzag slash in the hills looks like the mark of Zorro.”

“It’s the army patrol road,” Lauren said.

A FEW WEEKS later, just as Emily entered the lobby of the Garden of Eden Hotel, the manager, Yoram Kluger, called out, “Boker tov, Emily!”

“Good morning to you, too.”

“Emily!” Yoram looked at her from under his shock of white hair. “Meet Boaz Lichtenberg, one of the best farmers in the village. And Boaz, meet Emily Freulich, an artist from Boston.”

“An artist is stretching it a bit.” Emily blushed. “I worked in an art gallery.”

“I gave her the job at the reception desk only until she finds something else,” Yoram said decisively. “But even Chagall wouldn’t be able to find a job around here.”

“I’m open to anything.” Emily turned to Boaz, who was wearing a black T-shirt with a thistle stuck to his left sleeve. His face was ruddy and broad, and his eyes were the color of the sea. Not the morning sea, when the water was turquoise laced with jade, but the late-afternoon sea, when the sun hung low and the water took on a wistful shade of blue.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Boaz said in hesitant English.

“Emily, you want to improve your Hebrew, and Boaz, you want to improve your English!” Yoram walked away. “Perfect for both of you!”

Emily stepped behind the reception desk and hung her pocketbook on a metal hook by the office door. She sat down and studied the expected arrival times of the guests, unaware that Boaz was still standing there until he asked in English, “Do you like working here?”

Emily looked up. “Well, it’s not at all like the kind of job I had in America, but meeting tourists is interesting.” Since she’d come to Peleg, she’d kept to herself, except for hanging out with Lauren and David. But Boaz seemed harmless enough, so Emily added, “I’d only hope the original Garden of Eden had nicer rooms.”

“The breakfast is great.”

“It’s like a wedding buffet with all the cheeses and breads and salads.” Emily dropped her voice. “To tell you the truth, I’m not so wild about the hot lunch.”

“It’s that goulash—Yoram’s mother’s recipe.” Boaz smiled at her, as though letting her in on a secret. “Have you gone to see the banyan tree on the side lawn?”

Emily was about to reply that she hadn’t when the telephone rang.

“Garden of Eden Hotel, shalom!” Emily made a point of saying that last word clearly, breaking its two syllables right down the middle, the way Rob used to take hold of a Granny Smith apple, breathe in deeply like a yogi, and split it in two. Emily felt pathetic, still obsessing over someone who had betrayed her, discarded her, and no longer wanted her. She pushed him out of her brain with an image of her mother walking through temple saying, “Shalom, y’all!” Emily smiled even as the woman on the phone said something in rapid-fire Hebrew.

“Do you speak English?” Emily asked.

“I said pil-lows. Room 212 wants more pillows.”

“Room 212.” Emily jotted it down. “We’ll bring some right up to you.”

“So, nu, do you want to practice Hebrew with me?” Boaz asked in English after Emily hung up.

“Lamah?” Emily replied. “Why? You don’t think Hebrew School in West Virginia taught me enough?”

“What about what I learned in Western Galilee High School?” He smiled. “I can come here tomorrow evening after you finish work and we can practice.”

“You already want to start tomorrow?”

“How old are you?”

“I’m thirty-four. Why do you ask?”

“Because I’m forty and I have less time.”

Emily’s eyes followed his hefty, decisive frame moving through the lobby and out the door.

When Emily’s shift finally ended, she cut across the hotel lawn as light trawled over the dusky grass, headed for the banyan tree Boaz had mentioned. It took her breath away. It was feral-looking, with silvery rope-like roots rising up out of the earth—or were they diving down into it? Birds sang out at the top of their lungs within its glossy leaves. Emily stepped in close, spotting graffiti carved into one of the huge trunks. Underneath a geometric design she knew was Arabic writing were three Hebrew letters: an alef, a lamed, and the final yud that looked like an accidental scratch, and at the bottom was the name Ali, written in English.

EMILY GLANCED UP from behind the reception desk one night the following month as Boaz walked in, whistling and freshly shaved. He wore a blue-and-white-plaid shirt with lapels that were way too wide, his sleeves rolled up just above the elbows.

“Very dressed up, you,” she said. “What’s going on?”

“Tonight is our tenth lesson,” he said. “Instead of staying here, can I take you out to dinner?”

“I’ve been wondering when you’d ask me that since our fifth lesson.” Emily thought of how she’d come to look forward to their lessons and the ease with which they spoke to each other in a mixture of English and Hebrew, what she called Engbrew. After being in a marriage that revolved around Rob and his constantly changing schedule—and how she felt he squeezed her into it—she liked looking up from the reception desk to see Boaz patiently waiting for her to finish her shift, proving that for her, he had all the time in the world. She liked his sunburned neck, his hairy forearms, his worn-in work shirts, his reticence. She liked how he patiently answered her questions about life in the village. She also liked imagining how it would be to sink into his bearish frame, and the comforting way she thought he’d hold her.

Emily stopped her reverie to study the hotel list. There was a wedding scheduled for the following night, which meant ten wake-up calls for five thirty A.M., three for six thirty, dry cleaning pickup for rooms 114 and 122, and extra vases for the newlyweds’ room. “There’s a wedding for eight hundred people tomorrow,” she told Boaz.

“Who knows eight hundred people? Who even likes eight hundred people?”

Driving along the main road in his burgundy pickup truck, Boaz pointed out the sights. A stone aqueduct from Ottoman times—“They were smarter than we are because they figured out how to build the aqueduct at just the right angle to bring water down from the hills”—towering eucalyptus trees—“The early Jews planted them to drain the swamps”—and the Bahá’i Gardens—“The founder is buried right in there. Don’t ask me why everyone calls this place the Holy Land.”

“But it could be.” Emily thought of her father.

“Holy as in holes.” Boaz frowned. “Have you been to Akko before?”

“With my parents and my brother, Matt,” she said. “But I won’t tell you how many years ago that was.”

“You don’t must to.”

“Have to.”

“Have to what?”

“Must and have to are tricky.” Emily spoke patiently, the same way she used to explain English grammar rules to her father. “You don’t need to with must. You could have said, ‘You don’t have to.’”

“I don’t have to what?”

“It’s really not important!” Emily was exhausted, and by that time they’d reached Akko, anyway. Boaz parked the truck. They got out and stood by a rampart wall as thick as a fortress, overlooking the inky black Mediterranean. Behind them, the city looked ancient and mysterious, layers upon layers of stone buildings huddled together on the precipice of a peninsula that jutted out over the sea. Centuries of salty air and rains and desert winds had faded the structures to weather-beaten tattered gray, left them pocked with holes and almost crumbling. But still standing.

“They built this city thousands of years ago.” Boaz patted the impenetrable wall in front of them. “Even Napoleon couldn’t conquer this place.”

“I can see why.” Emily breathed in the salty, damp air, encircled with time like the rings on a tree. Then she and Boaz made a sharp left turn and then a sharp right, walking deeper and deeper into the warren of dimly lit alleyways. The faint sounds of televisions and voices drifted out of apartments ensconced deep within the serpentine passages.

Emily wore a black satin Chinese jacket decorated with gold dragons and a black wrap-around skirt, and she could hear her high-heeled pumps click against the weathered cobblestones. The dense stones rose on both sides of them like a cave, trapping the briny air, as if the same darkness had lurked there for millennia.

“It’s like an eerie maze,” Emily whispered, leaning into Boaz.

As they passed shuttered shops nestled in arched alcoves, Boaz said, “In the daytime, the souk is packed.”

“Yes, I remember it.” Emily could picture the noisy, lively market crowded with shops selling long robes and glittery belly dancer costumes, water pipes, kitchenware, incense, exotic spices and weird tchotchkes (her brother, Matt, had bought real birds’ eyes and a tortoise shell that the salesman said would bring good luck). No matter where they were in Israel, her father served as their impromptu tour guide, pointing out in his slow, careful English things that Emily, Matt, and their mother might have missed. She could hear her father saying, “If you don’t look at the Bruce Lee videotapes, you can imagine how this place looked long ago. Remember, it’s not our time, it’s God’s—”

“I don’t care whose time it is,” her mother would have interrupted, “I’m hungry as all heck.”

“Jews, Christians, and Muslims have all lived here over the years and built synagogues, churches, and mosques to leave their mark,” Boaz said softly, as though not wishing to disturb the quiet.

“And now?”

“It’s still a mixed city.”

“That’s unusual.”

Boaz navigated them down one dark alley, then another. He told a story about how, when workers were repairing the septic system a few years ago, they accidentally dug into a passage dating from Crusader times.

Emily and Boaz crossed a stone plaza surrounded by curved arches, and then he held open the door to a restaurant for her. They followed the maître d’ out to a glass-enclosed terrace decorated with candles on the tables and little white bulbs strung across the ceiling. Emily sat across from Boaz at a table by the window, overlooking the harbor. The air smelled of grilled fish, cigarette smoke, and the salty sea air, and the lights were soft on the water.

“Do you know what you’d like?” Boaz asked.

“Tell me what’s good.” Rob might be a respected chef in Boston, but he wouldn’t have known what to order here, Emily thought smugly, focusing on Boaz and the way he gave their order to the waiter.

“Tabbouleh. Arugula salad. Hummus and tahini,” Boaz said. “Tomato salad. The fennel salad. Smoked eggplant and toasted pita bread. Two of your freshest fish on the grill. And two glasses of good white wine.”

After the waiter left, Emily asked, “Do you believe that things happen for a reason? Or do you think everything just happens?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Lauren and I have a running argument about that. And because now I’m sitting here with you and I used to be married to a chef in Boston.”

“I used to be married to a social worker.”

“What happened?” Emily asked curiously, because this was the first time they’d ever talked about their private lives.

“She went folk dancing every week.”

“And?”

“And nothing. She left me for another folk dancer.”

“That’s weird. My husband left me for a dancer, too. A ballet dancer with the—” Emily stopped. She had promised herself she would not talk about them. It was bad enough thinking about them. She quickly asked, “What was your wife’s name?”

“I don’t remember.” Boaz turned it into a joke and they laughed as the waiter brought the wine.

“How about a toast?” Emily said.

“L’chaim.”

“L’chaim.” To life. Not to her old one, but to her new one. Maybe a new one with Boaz? The waiter set out the array of appetizers and the pita breads, opened like full moons and coated with olive oil, oregano, and garlic. She took a bite of the garlicky tomato salad. “This is all so delicious. Ta-im, right? I’m going to stuff myself on all the salads. And I’m really trying to watch my weight.” She thought of beanpole Taylor with a twinge of pain.

“Why? You look fine.”

She smiled at Boaz, who caught her eye, grinned back, and winked. After one glass of wine, the waiter returned with fresh grilled fish, French fries, and more toasted pita bread.

“I really do want to know what you think about whether things happen for a reason,” Emily said. “My father said there are no mistakes in life. It’s all fated even if we don’t understand why.”

Boaz rubbed the side of his face. “One time during the war in Lebanon, I went into a toilet stall and when I stepped out, another guy went in, and then, just seconds later, a missile exploded and he was killed. He was as close to me as you are now. Why him? Lamah lo ani? Why not me?”

Emily sat very still—her father would have done the same thing—and let the weight of Boaz’s words sink to the bottom of the sea. She put down her fork on the side of her plate and let her hands fall into her lap, linking her fingers together. Boaz raised his bushy eyebrows as if to apologize for something and she smiled at him, trying to convey the message that whatever he wanted to tell her, he could tell her.

She sat for a long time, waiting for him to say something more. He seemed like a wounded soul, someone her father would have tried to comfort and befriend. Emily felt relieved that she no longer had to be entertaining and amusing all the time, the way she had to be with Rob or some of the other guys she’d dated in Boston. She gazed down at the sea. The water was drizzled with squiggles of light coming from the harbor lamps. It was a calm evening and the boats swayed gently.

“Why aren’t you eating?” Boaz touched her arm.

Another welcome change: Rob would have given Emily a look that implied, Why are you eating so much?

“What’s wrong?” Boaz asked.

“Nothing at all.” Emily smiled.

They ate the rest of the meal in comfortable silence, as if, she supposed, they had been together for years and didn’t have to make small talk. With Hebrew and Arabic conversations going on at the tables all around them, Emily thought that she could get to know Boaz over time, gradually, not all at once. She wondered what his house looked like, which side of the bed he liked to sleep on, and how it would feel to snuggle with him, cuddling up in the crook of his body. After Turkish coffee and baklava, she teased, “Isn’t this way past a farmer’s bedtime?”

“It is late,” he said sheepishly. “For me, anyway.”

Emily waited while he paid, and they left the restaurant, retracing their steps through the city. The moon was sliced in half and silvery bright and the sea slapped against the rocks. The air was lukewarm and tender, a salty breeze lifting off the water. As Emily walked, the heel of her shoe caught in between the cobblestones.

“You okay?” Boaz asked, catching her as she tripped.

“I’m going to be fashionable even if it kills me,” Emily joked, and she allowed herself to rest against him, aware of how he kept his arm around her until they reached his truck. They headed out of Akko, and were driving down the ruler-straight road into Peleg when his beeper went off.

“An irrigation pipe burst in the groves,” he said. “Sorry, I have to go check.”

The truck jerked along a bumpy dirt lane and then into Boaz’s groves. The headlights slid over the trees, illuminating the circular faces of the oranges.

“I’ve computerized the irrigation pipes in these groves.” Boaz stopped the car by a wooden shed. “In my father and grandfather’s time, they worked like dogs hauling the pipes on their backs.” He reached over Emily’s legs, opened the glove compartment, took out a flashlight, and left the truck. The circle of light Boaz held in his hand shrank to the size of a firefly and then disappeared altogether. Having nothing to do, Emily grew tired of sitting there alone, so she opened the door and stepped down onto the soft earth, raising her arms. An owl hooted.

“I heard your ex-husband was a very good chef,” Boaz said, reappearing from out of nowhere, and she pictured Rob right then, almost half Boaz’s height and weight.

“I heard you were a very good soldier and a very good farmer.” Emily spoke with conviction. “And you look like you belong right here.”

“I love watching things I plant grow.”

Emily stood still. She knew what was about to happen—finally—and she waited while Boaz took a step toward her, and then another. She could see the outline of his rugged face in the moonlight. He kissed her hard, wrapping his arms around her, and guided her back to his truck.

“Are you sure?” he asked, taking off her blouse and burying his face between her breasts, unwrapping her skirt like a gift, and unzipping his pants, and then sliding himself inside her as if he’d been lost and wandering his whole life and had finally reached his destination. She’d thought she’d end up at his place or hers, anyway, and making love with him in the cramped front seat of his truck with the door opened onto the trees, the earth, and the darkness was the exact opposite of anything she’d ever done with Rob. She was thrilled that Boaz wanted her. And she knew that if she was the journey’s end for him, then unlike Rob, Boaz would never betray her.

“I found them!” Boaz called afterward. He’d been kneeling on all fours by the truck, looking for her shoes. He handed them back to her. “How do you walk in these things?”

“A lot of practice.”

They both laughed. “Will you come have dinner with me on Friday night?” he asked.

“Oh my God, please don’t cook for me.” As Emily dressed, she remembered how Rob had made roasted leg of lamb, her favorite dish, and wild rice with shallots and pine nuts that day he said good-bye. (“Of course he cooked that for you, like Brutus or somebody,” Lauren had told her. “To soften the blow.”)

“I’ll order in,” Boaz said.

“Now you’re talking.”

“My ex-wife said I never talked.”

“And Rob talked too much.” Emily was suddenly aware that the ache in her heart was gone. She felt calm, at peace, thankful that she was no longer a lonely transplant in the village.

She settled back in Boaz’s truck. He drove deliberately along the path imprinted into the earth. The road wasn’t an accident and her life wasn’t an accident, and even though she’d been through so much, as Lauren had said, she’d find her way out, as her father had promised. Emily smiled at the idea of doing something so spontaneous and reckless (making love in the middle of an orange grove!) and then remembered Lauren’s words. Never say never.

She’d never thought she’d get over Rob. And she’d never thought she’d try to fall in love again. But now she stared at the truck’s headlights lighting up silver patches of the velvety night.

“Had we not been in the darkness,” her father used to say, quoting from one holy book or another, “we could not have seen the light.”

“Tov,” Boaz said. Good. He set his hands on the steering wheel. They had felt calloused going over her skin, durable and resilient. Emily rolled down the window and stuck out her head, feeling the air roll over her skin the way Boaz’s hands roved over her face, her neck, her hair.
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Lauren


Lauren always dreamed she’d settle down in a house by the Chestnut Hill Reservoir. If not there, then she could have named a dozen other places she hoped she’d live other than where she was: in Peleg. She thought about that as she rode her bicycle from the village into Nahariya, two miles away. Then she remembered her mother’s suggestion: when life gives you lemons, make lemonade. Lauren pedaled through the streets of the awakening seaside town, reminding herself to appreciate the beauty of the sea, the sidewalk cafés and the rows of colossal eucalyptus trees with leaves rustling in the breeze. Coasting along, riding fast, she felt better and almost carefree. Even her hair swished back and forth against her back like a horse’s tail.

The morning was bright and hot. They called this autumn, she thought, and her mood abruptly changed again. The only signs of the fall season were the brittle, brown leaves of the pecan and carob trees. No stunning red maples, no fiery colors like in Boston. She locked her bicycle on Hannah Senesh Street, thinking that David would have said, “But in Boston, there’s no street named after Hannah Senesh.”

Lauren walked past a street cleaner sweeping the curb and a store lined with a sidewalk display of household necessities: plastic pails, toilet brushes, fly swatters. The next store had an outdoor rack of conical brassieres so massive that Lauren wanted to laugh—she could have fit her whole head into one cup. Everything reminded her of Boston and nothing reminded her of Boston.

Running along both sides of the street were squat apartment buildings that resembled old freight trains abandoned and left to disintegrate in the sun. David had explained that the buildings were put up in a hurry to house new immigrants back in the 1960s. The front yards were yellowed, scattered with stones and weeds. The windows had no screens, and they were wide open, blankets and mattresses airing out and hanging over the sills like giant tongues.

Lauren spotted a sukkah hut with white cloth walls and palm fronds stretched across its roof in one of the side yards. Through the doorway she noticed a few chairs and some overturned plastic cups on the table. She lingered, thinking of the sukkah that David had put up in their backyard, which she’d decorated with tinsel lanterns and twinkling colored lights. “People eat all their meals in the sukkah to commemorate the Israelites’ forty-year trek in the desert with Moses,” David had explained, because Lauren had known nothing about the holiday. “The hut is supposed to look simple.”

“But I miss seeing Christmas lights,” Lauren said. “And if they sell blinking lights in Israel for people’s sukkahs, then I’m buying them.”

David hadn’t argued, and she decided not to mention to him the year her parents had put up a Christmas tree in their living room. “Just for the fun of it,” her mother had said, until her father put his foot down. “I have to consider my reputation,” he said. “What will my Orthodox patients think?”

Lauren reached David’s clinic, with its sign on the door in Hebrew, Arabic, Russian, and English. DR. DAVID UZIEL, FAMILY MEDICINE. PLEASE KEEP QUIET AND WAIT YOUR TURN PATIENTLY. THANK YOU.

She stood in the doorway for a moment. Too many people were seated on chairs lined against all four walls of the waiting room. A painting that Emily had made for David—a colorful rendition of Boston Common—hung next to a NO SMOKING sign. The air-conditioning unit mounted on the far wall blew out slightly cool puffs of stale air.

“Look how they sit here with all the diseases they’ve brought from Africa,” a doughy-faced woman with frizzy orange hair and a black chiffon blouse suddenly said to nobody in particular. She lifted her chin at an Ethiopian woman and her son sitting in the far corner of the room. “Are they even Jewish? Nu, just look at them.”

“You Russians think you’ve got culture because you came here with a couple of violins,” said a silver-haired woman with a hoarse smoker’s voice.

“Who brought us the Mafia?” An olive-skinned man jumped into the conversation. “Who brought us whores and entire stores filled with pork sausages?” He drew his long pinkie fingernail through the air like a saber. “You Russians! You pretend to be Jewish, but you’d sell your own mothers for visas to America.”

The Russian woman scowled.

“Who’s last in line?” Lauren asked in the silence that followed.

“We are,” said the Ethiopian boy, a white yarmulke floating on top of his soft brown hair.

“Then I’m after you.” But the only seat available was next to the Russian woman, and Lauren vehemently did not want to sit next to her, so she stepped outside to wait her turn. She plopped down on the cement step under the overhang and opened the worn copy of Everything That Rises Must Converge that she’d brought along in her backpack, but, as usual, she was too tired to read. She sighed and closed the book, watching people enter and leave the clinic. After a while, the olive-skinned man stepped out, followed by the Russian woman, so Lauren went back inside and sat across from the Ethiopian woman and her son. Lauren could see blue circles tattooed along the woman’s gaunt jaw.

The wait was long. Lauren leaned her head against the wall, closed her eyes, and tried to appreciate this moment, drowsy and undisturbed. Maya, her older daughter, was two, and she now had a six-month-old daughter named Yael. Lauren had named Maya after David’s mother, Miriam; Yael was named for his father, Yossi, who had died a year ago. Lauren liked the name—it sounded glamorous—but her mother still pronounced it as Yale.

“At least it’s Ivy League,” Ethel said whenever Lauren tried to correct her.

Lauren dozed off until a swirl of fabric brushed across her shoulder and she blinked. It was the Ethiopian woman stepping out of David’s office. Lauren stood, pushed open the door, and found David sitting at his desk in the examining room, his head bowed (as usual) over his papers, his eyebrows furrowed in concentration, his tousled hair dark against his white doctor’s jacket. He looked up distractedly through his glasses, about to greet his next patient, and then a puzzled look crossed his usually serene face.

“Sweetie!” He took off his glasses, raising his hands in disbelief. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to surprise you,” Lauren said. “Maya is at the gan, and Aviva is taking Yael from the nursery until four today as a special treat. Until four! When I start work at the hospital again, I’ll almost never get to see you, so I came today. Carpe diem, as they say. Seize the day.”

“I’d love to hang out with you now, but did you see how crazy it is out there?”

“I can’t believe how many people fit into your waiting room.” Lauren sat down. “Like a trick car in the circus.”

“It’s been nonstop all morning.” He shuffled the papers on his desk.

The shades were pulled up to let in the morning sun. Lauren looked around at the Detecto scale, the wastebasket, the sink in the corner with a pink bead about to drip from the soap dispenser. On the medical cot covered with creased thin paper was the stethoscope she had bought as a birthday present for David, his name engraved in the silver. Lauren joked, “Who would have thunk that eight years of medical school gets you this?”

David’s expression soured. “What did you expect? Your father’s cardiology practice with a secretary and a coffee table piled high with magazines?”

Lauren had hoped to have some quality time alone with David and immediately wished she hadn’t said that. She almost wished that she hadn’t even come to his office.

“That Ethiopian woman and her son walked for hundreds of miles to get to Addis Ababa, and one of his sisters died along the way,” David said.

“That is awful.” Then Lauren couldn’t help herself and blazed on, “But honestly, I wanted to have a minivacation from all of life’s problems for just a little while.” She fiddled with the wedding band around her finger. Three interlocking bands, three types of gold. David had paid a pretty sum for the ring at Cartier. Lauren knew it was an extravagance, but wasn’t she allowed to spoil herself even if other people were suffering? Or was it her obligation to suffer, too? The gold flashed in the dull light. David’s cell phone rang. He let it ring and ring.

“I’m sorry.” His voice sounded sad.

“No, I’m sorry.” Lauren offered David a genuine smile from her heart. She loved him and her daughters. She liked her work at the maternity ward. She liked the different pieces of her life, but they somehow could not complete the puzzle. Was she happy some of the time?

She thought of her father. “Which percent of the time?” he would have asked, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses over the bridge of his hooked nose to study his only child. Then he would have continued in the same academic tone, “How would you measure happiness?”

“The same way you measure suffering,” Lauren might have said. And wasn’t her suffering still bad to her, even if it wasn’t as terrible as someone else’s? Maybe Lauren was feeling a wave of homesickness, something that came over her on a regular basis, as David knew. Like her downhearted mood before her period each month. “Everything here is still so different.” Lauren paused. “Even at the post office, with Gabriel standing at the counter licking people’s stamps because they don’t have adhesives yet.”

“I hope Gabriel won’t come in here to show me his worn-out tongue.”

“Very funny.” Lauren smiled. “David, I admire your dedication, I really do. It’s just that when I see you with all these patients, and you hardly get paid, and in Boston you’d be—”

“I know what I’d be.” He stood up to tilt up the blinds tight against the sun. To obscure things, Lauren couldn’t help thinking. To hide—how could she put it diplomatically?—the aesthetically challenged landscape outside the window. “Nobody in America can even afford to get sick,” he added.

“I also believe in socialized medicine,” Lauren said earnestly. “I guess I believe in it more as a patient and less as a doctor’s wife . . . Anyway, what was wrong with that Ethiopian boy?”

“It was his mother who was sick. I sent her to the E.R. for tests. She doesn’t even know how old she is.”

“Beth Israel was bad, but this seems worse.”

“Because they’re our people.”

Lauren paused. She was a fourth-generation American. One of her great-grandfathers, Abraham Harding, had founded a temple in Boston that held services on Sunday instead of Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath. Lauren knew she was a Jew, she never pretended otherwise, but who were her people? Her funny, smart, easygoing Jewish friends at college who ate cheeseburgers, fasted until two o’clock on Yom Kippur, and made jokes throughout abridged Passover seders. Not the ragtag group of patients out in the waiting room.

“You’re still not giving it a chance,” David said. “Your mother spent her last visit here pointing out each man picking his nose at stoplights.”

“There were so many of them.”

Now it was David’s turn to hold the silence.

Lauren said, “My mother told me the other day that when a fund-raiser called her and asked for a donation to the UJA, she said she wasn’t going to donate any more money to Israel because she’d already donated a daughter.”

That didn’t bring the laugh she’d hoped for. “I’d love it if we could do something fun, just the two of us, for even an hour or two,” she tried.

“You know what we’ll do? As soon as I close the clinic, I’ll take you for a motorcycle ride. We haven’t done that for a long time.”

“That would be so nice,” Lauren said. When was the last time they’d taken off and done something impromptu like that? That was one reason why she’d fallen in love with David. When he was in Boston, he made everything seem new and exciting. “Let’s go to the North End and eat Italian. Let’s go to Secret Squantum Park. Let’s go . . .” Now they were so caught up in their daughters and their jobs that they rarely had time together—alone—anymore.

“Why don’t you go home and wait for me and I’ll be back as soon as I can.” David rose and walked around the desk. “Come here.” He pulled her off the chair and kissed her.

“Is this what you do with your other patients?”

“Lauren,” he whispered, his arms around her, “I just want you to be happy with me.”

“I am happy with you.”

“Here.”

“Here?” She glanced around the office and he gave her such a look of exasperation that she apologized.

“I didn’t mean right here in this room,” he said.

A FEW MINUTES after leaving David’s office, Lauren was back on her bicycle, riding on the old army patrol road that ran along the shore. She looked down and saw sea foam throw itself over a ledge of flat rocks, glittering sunlight on turquoise-blue water, and farther out, the line of the horizon dissolving between the sea and cloudless sky. The heat was solid against her skin. When she reached the hill at the edge of Peleg, she stopped for a moment to watch the surfers riding the waves. She’d never been tempted to surf—the thundering waves of Cape Cod always intimidated her—but she used to enjoy sailing, harnessing the energy of the wind. She and David had gone sailing a few times before they’d moved to Peleg, before their kids were born. Then she reminded herself not to keep thinking about her life as a swath of before cut short and an endless after.

She crossed the parking lot and turned down the road to her house. First came the matching farmhouses that belonged to Idan Cohen and his brother, Udi. They had identical orange-tiled roofs, identical signs (DON’T PANIC! IT’S ORGANIC!) and almost identical-looking wives, Ora and Efrat, the four of them like matching bookends.

Gila Salomon and her husband, Omri—beekeepers who made Garden of Eden Honey, pastries, and lotions—lived in the next house. Then came Sophie and Heinz Zuckerman’s house.

“Shalom, Lauren,” Sophie called, rising carefully from where she had been kneeling in the dirt.

“Hi, Sophie!” Lauren got off her bicycle and leaned it against the hedge. She stepped through Sophie’s gate and into her garden, planted to bloom at different times in an array of wild colors, its borders edged with bougainvillea bushes, their blossoms like butterfly wings, paper-thin and delicate magenta red.

“Can I get you something cold to drink?” Sophie wore a peach-colored shirt, brown pants, and flip-flops. She was more than eighty but she still worked in the garden almost every day, her iridescent white hair tied back, her wrinkled, pale face peeking out from under a floppy straw hat.

“No, thank you.” Lauren took off her helmet, brushing some stray hairs from her damp face. “I just came back from Nahariya and all I want to do is lie down. I would have thought the weather would be cooler by now.”

“We’re in the Middle East, my dear,” Sophie said. “I always think about how if the Nazis hadn’t come to power, I’d probably be living in a fancy old house in Strasbourg, sitting around playing cards with friends.”

“And if David hadn’t come to America . . .” Then Lauren stopped. If she hadn’t broken up with Hunter, he might have asked her to marry him and she might be living in a fancy old house, maybe even in Beacon Hill. Why hadn’t she stayed with Hunter? He was nice. Yet she’d wanted one last fling with an exotic somebody before she devoted the rest of her life to playing Scrabble and sailing with a bunch of Republicans.

Lauren remembered the precise moment she’d seen David at the elevator, leaning against the wall, huddled over some hospital charts, one leg bent up. With a pair of tortoiseshell glasses set on his boxy nose, he looked like a guy who could talk about books and still know how to fix things; and his olive skin and mop of black curls gave him a naturally mysterious appearance that all-American Hunter could never have. Lauren had suddenly veered from the stairwell despite her mother’s admonishments and headed in his direction. One step to the left: that was all it would have taken. One extra step. Even Lauren’s old ballet teacher, Madame Magar in Brookline, could have told her that.

“Life is full of surprises.” Sophie’s voice was gentle.

“I know a thing or two about surprises.”

“Bad surprises, but also good ones.”

“I hope so.” Lauren wiped away a trickle of sweat from under her eye.

“It took me a lot of years to get used to the heat.”

“So by the time I’m eighty-five?”

“You’re in luck.” Sophie smiled. “I’m only eighty-three. Speaking of which, I have to give you something for the burial circle, would you mind waiting?”

Lauren sat in the shade by some purple-and-yellow pansies, their fragile, silken faces turned up toward the autumn sun.
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In the Burial Circle

Lauren


Sophie and Aviva had invited Lauren to join the burial circle a few months after she’d given birth to Maya, and a few hours after the death of their neighbor, Ruth Rosen. They sat in Sophie’s living room, surrounded by a half century’s worth of books, photographs, paintings, knickknacks. Gila Salomon, who ran Garden of Eden Honey, was also there, along with Leah Zado.

“I tried to get some of the other villagers to join, but they all declined with one excuse or another.” Leah’s dull brown hair hung like ear muffs.

I don’t blame them, Lauren thought. In nursing school, she had hated even dissecting a frog. The stink of formaldehyde made her want to gag. She held her breath during entire lab periods and didn’t inhale deeply until she was safely out on the street, breathing in gargantuan gulps of smoggy Boston air.

“Most people don’t have the—I don’t know what—the inner strength—to be so close to death,” Leah continued, dressed in a white blouse and a black skirt, her clothes a study in extremes. White and black. Like life and death, Lauren thought. “Nobody pays the hevra kadisha, and the dead women can’t give us anything in return.” Leah said the rite was a hesed shel emet. An act of remarkable kindness.

“What do you think?” Aviva looked at Lauren over her teacup.

“I’m not sure.” Lauren had been trying her hardest to get used to life in Peleg, but how could taking care of the dead help her with that?

“In any event,” Leah said, “we need to use an extra-large shroud tomorrow”—she pursed her lips smugly because Ruth Rosen was even more overweight than she was—“and we should try to find smocks to wear over our clothes.”

“I might be able to get some jackets from the hospital.” Lauren jumped in before she’d even had a chance to think.

“So that means you want to join.” Aviva smiled. “Thank you.”

What had she gotten herself into, Lauren wondered. “How did the burial circle even start?”

“Jewish communities have always had burial circles to take care of their dead,” Aviva replied. “It’s an ancient tradition.”

“Since the start of the village, we’ve always buried our own. There was nobody else to do it for us.” That was Sophie’s matter-of-fact voice. “The men took care of the men; the women took care of the women, obviously, for modesty’s sake. I’m getting old . . .” Sophie paused, but her blue eyes twinkled, indicating that she wasn’t the least concerned. “I’d love to teach someone in the next generation.”

“I know next to nothing about Jewish laws.” Lauren drank some tea. “I’ve never even heard of this.”

“You’ve heard of the shroud of Turin, right?” Gila said. She had limp, graying hair parted down the middle and pale gray eyes with no lashes, and wore the clear-framed, octagonal glasses of a lab technician—or a beekeeper. “That was similar to the kind of shrouds we use today. They’re sewn by hand. Simple linen. The most basic clothes you can find.” That struck Lauren as funny since Gila was wearing plain black Bedouin pants and a loose beige T-shirt with the Garden of Eden Honey logo.

“The shrouds have no buttons or zippers.” Leah Zado reached for a piece of lemon cake. “Because there’s nothing you can take with you.”

“And the pants’ feet are closed, like very loose pajamas,” Gila added.

Lauren listened, curious but polite, thinking of her father. “Your death and your salary,” he used to say, “two topics that are not up for conversation.”

“The dead are holy.” Sophie leaned her slender body toward Lauren and spoke almost in a whisper. “We are closing the circle of life for them. Just think— we’re the very last people to be with them before they’re buried underground.”

Lauren reluctantly agreed, and the next afternoon, she was surprised during her first tahara in the burial house. Taking care of Ruth Rosen was infinitely easier than trying to take care of a suffering, dying patient.

Ruth’s body lay covered on the long metal table in the center of the room, her feet facing the door. Gila removed her bandages and hospital tags. Sophie filled a bucket and poured water over Ruth’s head and neck, her right shoulder, arm, hip, leg, foot. Then, another bucket, and water cascaded over Ruth’s left side. Aviva helped Gila and Leah roll Ruth to the side and Sophie poured water down her back.

It was like a sacred dance, an ancient, hallowed, healing rite. It seemed to Lauren that all of Ruth’s sins were being washed away. All her mistakes, missteps, misunderstandings, and missed opportunities. All the minutes and hours of her life washed away in a few sweeps of water. Even the acrid smell of the dead was washed away.

(Like a kosher baptism, Lauren would tell David later, for want of a better description. A consecration, before life returned to the foreverness of death.)

“We make sure to keep the woman modestly covered at all times.” Sophie stood next to Lauren, guiding her through the ritual. “We want to give her the dignity she deserves. We don’t even pass things over her body. It’s still her space.”

Lauren was fascinated, awestruck, and humbled all at the same time. Helping a woman give birth was so noisy, filled with moans and screams and commotion. But death was quiet. So calm and unruffled. It was almost as if the mystery of life could be found within that silence. It was something Lauren had never experienced before. A holy stillness. Grace, she thought. Grace.
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October 23, 2002

Lauren


Now Sophie reappeared in the garden, the twinkle still in her blue eyes. Could it be, Lauren thought, that being around death all these years had enhanced and deepened Sophie’s joy of life? Sophie stopped in front of Lauren. “When something happens to me—”

“If something—”

“No, Lauren.” Sophie bent down to deadhead a dry geranium. “When something happens to me, and you’re doing my tahara—”

“Don’t talk like that,” Lauren pleaded.

“I want you to have this list of the names of my mother and three sisters,” Sophie said calmly. “I want you to say their names, too, during my tahara, because they were all killed and never—”

“Oh, Sophie . . .”

“I told Heinz to engrave their names on my gravestone, too. So at least they’ll have some kind of marker.” She handed Lauren a piece of paper, folded so many times it almost looked like origami, and escorted her back through the garden. “You promise?”

“I promise.” Lauren closed the gate behind her.

THERE WAS DARKNESS inside Lauren’s house, and slightly cooler air. She closed the wooden door behind her, aware of the creak that David didn’t want to fix because he said he wanted to hear if someone was sneaking in. “Who might that be?” Lauren had asked. Then David told her how terrorists had snuck ashore from the sea and attacked a building in Nahariya some years ago. A woman hid in a crawl space with her baby daughter. She tried to soothe her and keep her quiet, muffling her cries, and accidentally suffocated her to death.

Lauren stepped into the living room. There was a couch with worn burgundy fabric, an armchair with claw feet, and a porcelain lamp with a pleated shade. Against the back wall was a mahogany breakfront displaying antique dishes, its drawers filled with sterling silver napkin rings, cloth napkins, and the special holiday tablecloth that David’s mother, Miriam, had embroidered. Cross-stitches, double stitches, tiny pom-pom flowers made with twirls of silver and blue. Miriam had died when David was sixteen and he and his father had kept the room pretty much the way she’d left it.

Lauren placed Sophie’s piece of paper in the bottom drawer, wandered over to the wall of photographs, and stared at a grainy black-and-white picture of Miriam when she was a little girl in India.

“I didn’t know there were Jews in Calcutta,” Lauren had told David when he’d spoken about his family on their first date.

“There were Jews all along the Spice Route,” he said. “India, Pakistan, Afghanistan . . . My father said they were traders. Salt, spices, tea, opium. Whatever they could sell, they sold.”

Lauren stopped at the next picture, of Miriam as a bride in Israel with her dark hair swept back, wearing a beautiful, modest white chiffon dress, and a later one, when she was a young mother holding David in her arms. Miriam had a long neck, a narrow, thoughtful face, and David’s almond-shaped dark brown eyes. Those eyes stared now at Lauren.

“We both picked up and moved somewhere else,” Lauren whispered to Miriam’s photograph. “And we both love your son. I am trying, but how come my life just doesn’t seem right?” She studied Miriam’s face underneath her own reflection in the glass. “It’s sometimes so hard for me here.” Lauren’s lips quivered and tears formed in her eyes. She walked away as if to keep one step ahead of herself, first down the hallway and then into the kitchen, where she stayed by the sink, splashing water on her face.

Breathe, Lauren told herself. Don’t forget to breathe. She looked through the window at their sukkah with its white cloth walls, its ceiling of palm fronds, and its colored lights, still blinking. Lauren had turned them on for Maya before they left for the gan, and she’d forgotten to turn them off. There were the olive tree and the oleander bushes with pinkish-white blossoms. If she stood at the kitchen sink in her parents’ house, she’d look out on elm, oak, and birch trees. Wide-spanned, august trees under skies that never failed to be blue and sharp, or soft and gray. Lauren had assumed that she’d always be surrounded by familiar sights. As if she belonged to them as much as they belonged to her. How could she stop herself from missing the things she loved?

She let the blinds fall with a snap, returned to the living room, took off her sneakers, and lay down on the couch, hearing the quiet, then the sea, and the sound of the muezzin calling worshippers to prayer from Maloul. His mournful voice. His fervent prayers.

“Want to come for a swim in the sea?”

Lauren wondered why the muezzin would ask her for a swim.

David was standing over Lauren, his hand on her shoulder.

“Oh, I thought you were . . .”

“Do you want to come for a swim with me?”

“That means I have to get up, squeeze into my bathing suit that still doesn’t fit, get a towel, and walk across all that sand and wade into the water . . . Sounds wonderful.” Lauren, she told herself, imitating her mother’s scolding tone. Sarcasm in Greek means tearing the flesh. “I’m sorry, David, it does sound nice. I’m just so sleepy.”

By the time David returned from his swim, Lauren had showered and changed, and then she climbed behind him on his motorcycle. (The one, she noted to herself, he rarely got to use but never complained about.) Clasping her hands around his waist, she made a silent vow not to complain about anything, either, so that they’d have a pleasant afternoon.

They rode out of Peleg and turned north, passing the village of Maloul, then Aga’s Market and the graceful arches of the aqueduct.

When they reached Nahariya, Lauren pointed to the elderly woman handing out free food to soldiers in the “We Thank the IDF” kiosk by the traffic light. “That’s so sweet!”

“You have to admit this country feels like one big family!” But before the light had even changed to green, the car behind them honked, and David shouted, “Where the speed of sound is faster than the speed of light!”

On the edge of town the traffic thinned. The slipshod buildings fell away and the kibbutz fields began with their orange-tiled houses, banana groves, and wild cactus plants sprouting along the edge of the road. The motorcycle swung toward the shore. The pale yellow sun hung on a washed-out sky, and Lauren envisaged her parallel life happening at that very moment. The life she’d assumed she’d have. Maybe not with Hunter but with someone else. They’d be walking by the Charles River on a crisp autumn afternoon (a crew team would be rowing on the water, a coxswain calling) and then meander to Copley Square Farmers Market, and she’d come upon that fruit vendor she liked who sold Macoun apples, and as he handed her the change, he’d say in a thick Boston accent, “Thanks, sweetheaaaaht . . .”

Lauren had not understood how much she’d miss before she had moved here. She had not predicted the depth of her yearning. She thought it would be temporary. Not the rest of her life. Not her own unhappily ever after. Not this. Not riding through a cluster of eucalyptus trees, their mottled trunks shedding like snake skin. Not riding toward those white cliffs, the ones that she’d told Emily were the white cliffs of Dover. “Don’t think about it,” Lauren had said.

But Lauren did think about it. And about how Emily had blossomed in Peleg. Like an introduced tree—the avocado, for example—that took to Israel as if it had always been there, as if it weren’t an upstart, an émigré. Lauren cared so much for Emily. Lauren admired her friend’s spontaneity, her openness, her acceptance. She secretly envied Emily’s immediate connection to the land. Was it because Emily’s father had been a cantor and passed on a love for Israel? Or some daringness inside Emily? A courage that Lauren lacked? It had been so easy for Emily to switch from her old life in Boston to her new one in Peleg. For Lauren, it was sometimes still so hard.

David parked at the top of the hill. Lauren dismounted the motorcycle, took off her helmet, and shook out her hair. Walking up to the border fence, she looked up at the red-and-white tower with its satellite dishes and cameras and read out loud, “‘No trespassing! Keep out! Border!!’”

“But what about this other sign?” David urged. “‘Beirut, one hundred and twenty kilometers; Jerusalem, two hundred and five kilometers.’ We’re closer to Beirut than to Jerusalem.”

She stood and faced the sign, observing sadly, “So close and yet so far.”

“Let’s pretend that tower is the lighthouse in Chatham.” David clasped her hand. “Remember that great weekend there in Cape Cod?”

“How could I forget it?” They had made love early in the morning, still half-asleep, and David’s condom had somehow broken. Which was how she got pregnant. And ended up here.

“Look at this view.” David pulled her back to the present. They peered down the cliffs at the emerald-green lagoons linked in a daisy chain up and down the shore. “I’m now inviting you for a tour of the grottoes.” He grabbed her elbow and bought two tickets from a brooding man smoking a cigarette in the ticket booth.

“Remember how I wanted to bring my parents here but they refused to visit this place?” Lauren asked. “My mother called it a tourist attraction in a war zone.”

“Next time I’ll convince them,” David replied. “I’ll say it’s the Jewish version of Stratton Mountain.”

“Good luck.” Lauren didn’t want to think about skiing with her parents in Vermont and how much fun she used to have. It was the snow, always the snow, that she missed most. Crunchy, sparkling, icy snow that lay in a glittery carpet on the sides of the mountain and fit like mittens on the needles of the pine trees.

The cable car stopped, its hydraulic doors yawning open, and Lauren and David got on behind a religious family, the father and three sons in dark pants and white button-down shirts, the mother and her daughter wearing sneakers under their dowdy ankle-length denim skirts. Lauren could tell they were American, and she gave the woman a smile to signify, We’re in this together, two chosen women in the chosen land, but the woman stared her down.

“Is it my jeans she doesn’t like?” Lauren whispered to David as the cable car descended. “My shirt? My boots?”

“Motek,” he said. “Sweetie, it’s the whole package.”

“In this version of Stratton, the cable car goes down.”

“With our own Frau Farbissina.” David looped his arm around her.

That made Lauren laugh again, and when the cable car stopped, she waited patiently as the family got off first, all backpacks, cameras, water bottles, and shouts about who last punched whom. Lauren and David walked behind, and as soon as they stepped into the grottoes, David kissed her.

“Don’t stop,” Lauren whispered. “Please don’t ever stop.”

“I won’t.”

Then one of the boys yelled, “Hey, guys, wait up!”

“Just our luck,” David said.

Lauren pulled away and peered into the warm, cavernous, echoing darkness, listening to the water trickle down the grotto walls. “I don’t remember if they’re stalagmites or stalactites.”

“I can’t know.”

“Not ‘I can’t know.’ It’s ‘I don’t know.’”

“Lauren . . .”

She felt bad that she’d corrected him and took his hand. “You’re right, David, some things you can never know.” They walked through the dimly lit passages and reached a cove where the reckless sea flung itself against the rocks. “The sea sounds happy.”

“The way I want you to always be.” David was about to kiss her again but the boys darted by, playing tag. Lauren wanted to find someplace private and she tugged at David’s sleeve, backing up, until suddenly she was out of the grottoes and in the sunlight.

“We’ll have to pick up where we left off later tonight.” David took her hand.

“No matter how tired we both are.” She smiled coyly at him.

They walked along a path. The sun had moved a few notches lower in the sky, as though inching down a ladder, following a path that had been predetermined. By whom? Lauren wondered.

“Trains used to come from Jerusalem through this tunnel on their way to Istanbul,” David said when they reached a fenced-in tunnel. “Maybe one day there’ll be peace and we’ll be able to take a train to Turkey.”

“All aboard to Constantinople! That was Istanbul’s old name, you know.”

“I see you’ve learned more in high school than the Boston Tea Party.” He leaned against the rocks, opened his legs, slid her between them.

“I could give you a whole private history lesson.”

He smiled again but then patted the rocks behind him, his expression darkening. “It’s strange to think that on the other side of this hill is Lebanon.”

“You never talk about being there.”

“There’s nothing I want to talk about.”

“You know I still want to know.”

“Well, you know that I served in the security zone.” He spoke with the same stiff, formal tone he used when explaining things to Lauren’s parents. “We were stopping Hezbollah from attacking civilians here in northern Israel. They shot at us instead. I was a medic.”

“And?”

“And nothing. There. I’ve already told you all this.”

“David—”

“It’s very beautiful,” he said. “Soldiers used to say, ‘If heaven exists, this is what it would look like. And if hell exists, this is what it would feel like.’”

“I’m still trying to understand all that you’ve been through.” Lauren kissed the hidden, smooth skin of his sturdy neck under his chin. She breathed in the musky scent of soap from his shower, his apple-scented shampoo, and underneath that, some long-ago scent that still lingered, carrying memories of places he’d been and things he’d seen that he rarely shared with her. Lauren thought of the Shoah that had claimed Sophie’s mother and sisters, and the list Sophie had pressed into Lauren’s hand. She felt an urgency to know even more about David, as if it would enable her to move past her own reluctance and commit herself totally to him and to her new life. She wanted, really wanted, to fathom what he’d experienced before he’d met her, now that she lived here and the events and places he’d spoken of were tangibly real.

“You’ve never been in a war, thank God, so you’ll never understand,” David said protectively. The dusky light from the sun fell on half his face, turning it melancholy.

“But that’s not fair. At least try me.”

“Israelis serve in the army because we have to.” David paused. “We don’t think about it and question it because it’s a necessary part of life. That’s our reality.”

“I wish I didn’t love you so much, because . . .”

“Because then you wouldn’t have to stay.”

“What I meant was—”

“Lauren,” he said. “Don’t bother.”
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November 20, 2002

Aviva


Aviva closed the front door of her house and didn’t lock it. She walked down the path, turning once to look back at her house. It was a small, modest farm cottage that Aviva and Rafi had bought from a retired couple who’d moved to Haifa. When they’d bought the house, it had looked hopeful, full of pastoral promise (its rear windows backed onto the Cohens’ fields) and another family’s good fortune. Now it sat forlorn and empty.

The house was symmetrical, with a sloping red-tiled roof. The two windows on each side of the front door looked out on a garden that Rafi had kept immaculately landscaped. There were trees scattered around the small property: a loquat tree that was heavy with tear-shaped fruit in the spring, a tree full of lemons in winter, and a frangipani tree, scattered with sweet-scented white blossoms through the summer. But now the yard and the trees looked tattered, neglected.

Lauren and Emily were waiting by the gate in Lauren’s car, the engine idling. Aviva opened the door, climbed in the backseat, and heard Emily’s excited voice as she spoke on her phone.

“I know it’s the last minute,” Emily was saying. “But I do want the baby’s breath. I know I said that I didn’t like it, but I really do. Thank you again and shalom!”

“Hi, Aviva.” Emily turned around. She wore long silver earrings dangling under her hair, which was now shoulder-length and streaked with blondish highlights, and a cotton leopard-print shirt that would have looked ridiculous on anybody else. “I want to make sure that this wedding is absolutely different from my first one, and I suddenly remembered that I didn’t have baby’s breath in my centerpieces with Rob—he liked everything so dramatic, you know—and now I want to have lots for Boaz and me.” She paused. “Oh, Lauren, I forgot to tell you, I gave your parents the honeymoon suite at the hotel.”

“Since when is there a honeymoon suite at the Garden of Eden?”

“Since yesterday,” Emily said. “It’s the same room, totally boring, but I bought a new bedspread and sheets.”

“I don’t think that will endear my parents to the place,” Lauren said.

“Aviva, my mom and brother and Lauren’s parents are all resting now, but I can’t wait for you to meet them—it will be so much fun.” Emily suddenly stopped, catching herself, her eyes filling with empathy, as if her look alone could soften all of life’s sharp edges. “Oh, Aviva, I’m so sorry. Really I am. Please forgive me. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“It’s really all right,” Aviva said in the miserable, awkward, silent moment that followed. “Don’t mind me. Soak it all in. Soak in all this happiness. Don’t feel guilty for a second.”

But Lauren’s arm jerked up instinctively and she shut off the radio. Aviva sat and listened to the quiet, her chest constricting. Her eyes flooded with tears and the checkerboard squares of the fields flattened into one greenish brown blur.

It had begun as a quiet, peaceful Friday morning the previous May. Aviva had been sitting with Rafi as he knelt in the dirt, purposefully digging and planting vegetables, the way he did each spring. He had cordoned off a small plot of land on the side of his work shed where he planted the usual staples like verbena, basil, and cherry tomatoes and sometimes experimented with new plants, such as snow peas and squash. This year he was planting cucumbers.

“I promise I’ll make you very good pickles,” Aviva had said. “How about some iced tea now? The thought of all that garlic is making me thirsty. Would you like that?”

“If that’s what you want to make me,” Rafi replied in his easy, diffident manner.

“I want to make you happy.” Then Aviva remembered Benny and felt her heart smash inside her chest.

“You make me as happy as you and I can be,” Rafi told her, and then they shared the look that only two people who have lost a child can share.

In the kitchen, Aviva made iced tea with lemon slices and extra sugar and set two glasses on a tray with some cookies. She carried it outside humming a Sheryl Crow song (“Are you strong enough to be my man? . . .”) and there was Rafi, lying in the dirt, his pitchfork with four rusty metal prongs lying next to him, his head hanging oddly off the side of his neck, his eyes open. Opened to what?

“Oh, Aviva,” Lauren whispered.

Aviva had been trying not to make any noise.

Lauren held a tissue over her shoulder. “Don’t mind that it’s crushed, it’s clean,” she said as Aviva wiped her tears.

“You’d think that Lauren would have more sanitary tissues.” Emily tried to make a joke and reached for Aviva’s hand.

“It’s only dust,” Lauren protested.

Dust to dust, Aviva thought.

Emily held her hand while Aviva looked out the window again. Her eyes refocused and now she could make out the sweep of the fields and beyond that, the sea murmuring, and then the dark green line that marked the start of Boaz’s orange groves.

“They’ll be your groves soon, Emily,” Aviva said. “It’s not every day that I get to take a bride to have her legs waxed before her wedding.”

AVIVA STAYED QUIET as they turned into Maloul, passing a large billboard in Arabic, Hebrew, and in English, ABU-SALIM POSTT OFFICE, and then turning left where the post office stood with another sign in front in all three languages. This time, ABU-SALIM POSST.

The twisting street was filled with unfinished houses, loose wires, crisscrossed wooden pallets, large white burlap bags brimming with cement mix. A van idled in the fork of the road, its back doors open, crates of vegetables piled within, the vendor hawking his produce through a megaphone. Lauren drove up a hill and as they turned a bend, the aqueduct appeared, its arches traveling from behind Aga’s, across the wadi, and bumping into the village.

“Just look at this,” Emily said. “An archeological site that’s filled with junk. You could film an antilitter advertisement here.”

“Or a really trashy movie.” Lauren parked the car.

Aviva got out, climbed up a flight of stone steps, and pushed open a green metal gate. Lauren and Emily knocked on Em-Hassan’s door while Aviva walked into the garden and looked out over the fields and orchards. She could vaguely locate her lonely house before it was lost to the sky. Grief poured down upon her like the sun. Benny and Rafi were no longer with her, and even though her mother would have warned her not to use a double negative, and even though she told her students the same thing, Aviva knew that Benny and Rafi were never not with her.

She dried her eyes as Em-Hassan, a lumbering woman in her early sixties, stepped out through the door. She wore a fuzzy burgundy house robe that trailed over her flip-flops, and had her dark, oily hair pulled back, a few strands of gray curling by her temples. She shook Lauren’s hand, then Emily’s, and then turned to Aviva.

“I pray for you every day.” Em-Hassan stared at Aviva with eyes the color of tar. “How are your other sons?”

Aviva shrugged. “Yoni is back in school and Raz’s back in the army.”

Em-Hassan clicked her tongue. “Inshallah, you should know no more sorrow. With Allah’s help, no more sorrow.”

Aviva had known Em-Hassan ever since she gave English lessons to the woman’s son, Hassan, a serious student who wanted good grades to get accepted to medical school. Over the course of tutoring Hassan for three years, Aviva and Em-Hassan had become friends. Aviva had attended the weddings of three of Em-Hassan’s daughters, and Em-Hassan had paid condolence calls when Aviva was sitting shiva for Benny and then Rafi. Em-Hassan was industrious, matter-of-fact, and self-absorbed, but she had a wry sense of humor that attracted Aviva. She also thought it was important—crucial and vital, really—for her to have a Muslim woman as a friend, despite the religious discord, the clashes, and strife of the Middle East.

She followed Em-Hassan into her house: past the living room packed like a furniture showroom with ornate couches and chairs; past a kitchen, spotless and still; past a room with three thin mattresses on the floor. Em-Hassan made a sharp turn into a small room that had a couch and chairs facing a television set. An Arabic soap opera was on—a woman was crying in some fancy living room—and Aviva knew Em-Hassan wouldn’t bother to turn it off.

“Please.” Em-Hassan gestured toward the seats. “Please.”

Aviva had been here so many times that she felt comfortable, but she was equally uneasy, though she tried not to be. It wasn’t because of the Arabic prayer on a wooden plaque or the photographs of Mecca and the mosque in Jerusalem. It was because of some kind of treatise hanging on the wall, with Arabic writing and crude drawings of an olive tree with spidery roots, a black-and-white-checkered kaffiyeh, and a hand dripping with blood. The images were clearly anti-Israel, Aviva knew, and they jarred her, reminding her of the conflict that had no end. She’d lost her son, dammit, and all she wanted was to be surrounded by beauty and some kind of hope, but the world could not offer her that.

Aviva looked down at her hands lying lifelessly in her lap like a mourner’s hands. She quickly turned to Lauren, taking in her aquiline nose, her porcelain skin. Did Lauren mind being here in this harsh little room, so far away from everything she had ever known?

“You’re the bride.” Em-Hassan stared hard at Emily. “Boaz is lucky he found you. I know his ex-wife. What normal woman leaves a good husband for another man she meets at folk dancing?”

Emily giggled and Em-Hassan lit a cigarette and then went out of the room.

“So, this is our outing to Elizabeth Arden,” Lauren joked.

“It was your idea,” Emily pointed out.

“I thought we could broaden our cultural horizons,” Lauren said. “And I asked Aviva.”

“These are our neighbors and I want us to get along.” Aviva spoke in a lowered voice. “I like supporting women in business, and she does do a good job waxing legs.”

“She seems nice enough,” Emily said.

“Well, Em, you go first and then I’ll ask her to do my legs, too,” Lauren said.

“Where did she disappear to?”

They both turned to Aviva. “To get us something to drink,” she replied. “You’ll see—she always serves orange soda.”

“Nothing worse than wasting calories on something that isn’t even good,” Emily griped. “Maybe if it were an iced frappe . . .”

Em-Hassan soon reappeared with a big bottle of orange soda and plastic cups. Lauren, Emily, and Aviva sipped politely as Em-Hassan finished her cigarette. On the TV soap opera, the woman was now arguing with a man. Then Em-Hassan led them into another room, even smaller than the last, that had a couch, a cot, and three windows facing the street. In a cabinet against the wall were bottles of nail polish, lipsticks, face creams, scrubs, and a carefully folded stack of towels.

“Yallah, Emily.” Em-Hassan bent over a container on a Bunsen burner, stirring wax with a Popsicle stick, and then switched to Hebrew as she patted the cot. “Come.”

Emily took off her sandals and black tights and lay on the cot in her shirt and black bathing suit bottom. Lauren sat on the couch while Aviva stopped in front of a mirror hanging on the side wall, pulling back her hair. Her face had grown hollow, parched like the desert, and dark shadows hung under her eyes.

“It’s a smart tradition to cover the mirrors during shiva,” Aviva said almost inaudibly. “I still can’t look at myself.”

“Let me give you permanent tattoo eyeliner.” Em-Hassan turned toward her. “I’ll wax your eyebrows for free.”

“I don’t want to look prettier,” Aviva said. “Who am I going to look prettier for?”

“I only want to help you.”

“I know.” Aviva moved past Em-Hassan, sinking down next to Lauren on the couch. Aviva knew she had to get a grip on herself and make sure she stayed on top of this pain. She could not allow herself to go under. She didn’t want to ruin Emily’s joy. And how would crying even help?

“You like the food here,” Em-Hassan told Emily, lying on the cot.

“I love it. Especially the mangoes, the papayas, persimmons—”

“I can tell.” Em-Hassan gave Emily a pinch on her arm. “A man likes a little meat.”

“Nothing like tact,” Lauren muttered to Aviva under her breath.

“She thinks she’s just being honest,” Aviva observed as Em-Hassan lifted the bifocals hanging from a silver chain around her neck, balanced them on the bridge of her wide nose, and examined Emily’s legs.

“But she shaves.” Em-Hassan glared at Lauren and Aviva.

“Of course I shave,” Emily said. “I’ve been shaving since I was twelve.”

“She shouldn’t shave,” Em-Hassan said brusquely. “It makes the leg hairs tough.”

“I’m sorry! I didn’t—”

“It’s going to be a lot of work to pull out all her hairs.” Em-Hassan spoke over Emily. “And I have a very bad back.” She placed her hands on the base of her spine and pushed out her pelvis. “Girls in the village don’t shave. They wait until the last night before their wedding and then they take off all their body hair.”

“If I didn’t shave I don’t think I’d ever have gotten married,” Emily joked.

“I can’t wax your legs,” Em-Hassan announced. “I’ll have to give you the sugar treatment.”

“The sugar treatment?”

“Yallah, I’ll be right back.” Em-Hassan left a fresh cigarette burning in a tin ashtray and walked out of the room.

“What the fuck?” Emily sat up.

“It’s like wax, only it’s made from sugar,” Aviva said.

“Lauren,” Emily said, “you didn’t tell me.”

“I wanted it to be a surprise.” Lauren winked.

Aviva said nothing. She used to like getting her legs waxed here as a special treat and then going home to Rafi afterward. He’d run his hands over her smooth skin, focusing like a basketball player dribbling a ball deliberately, carefully, up the court line during a drill. My Aviva, he’d say. My-my-my Aviva. Like the song. As if Aviva had always been his, had never not been his, and he would never not be—

“Em-Hassan has six daughters, right?” Emily said. “She needs an awful lot of sugar and wax.”

“After six daughters, she finally had a son, Hassan,” Lauren said. “That’s how she got her name, Em-Hassan. It means the mother of Hassan. When he was born, her husband was finally happy . . .”

Lauren kept talking but Aviva was deep in thought. She could hear Rafi saying, “If I died right now, I would be happy.” It was after one of the last times they had made love. They were in their bedroom, the sound of the sea tumbling in through the window, a silver band of moonlight sifting like flour through the bottom of the window blinds. Rafi was on top of her, facing her, inside her . . . He was . . . He was.

“Aviva,” Lauren was saying.

Aviva tried to fortify herself.

Lauren said, “I’m thrilled I have daughters. I’m going to call myself Em-Maya. Or does Em-Yael sound better?”

Em-Hassan returned with a wooden cutting board, a glass of water, and a lump of shiny taupe paste. Emily lay back and Em-Hassan kneaded the paste, rolled it over Emily’s calves, tugged out hairs, and examined the putty.

“Does it hurt?” Em-Hassan asked.

Aviva thought, Yes.

Emily said, “No.”

“And how’s your husband, David?” Em-Hassan turned toward Lauren.

“Busy, but fine.”

Aviva vaguely remembered Lauren telling her that David had helped one of Em-Hassan’s daughters, but that was when she’d been in mourning and all the details of ordinary life had escaped her. “And David is also a good friend of Ali,” Em-Hassan said. “Ali Haddad.”

“Yes,” Lauren said.

“And you are good friends with his wife.”

“I see Jasmine every now and then.”

“So, nu, tell me, does Ali have a girlfriend?”

“That, I don’t know,” Lauren replied. “But Emily works with him at the Garden of Eden Hotel.”

“You work with Ali?” Em-Hassan glanced up from Emily’s leg to her face.

“He’s in charge of hotel operations and I’m at the reception desk,” Emily replied. “But he stops by to talk to me a lot. He used to live in Somerville, near where Lauren and I used to live, which is funny when you think about it. It’s such a small world, really—”

“Every time I see Jasmine, I want to cry.” Em-Hassan clicked her tongue. “She only leaves her house to buy things from one of the trucks and then she goes back inside . . .”

“She’s having a tough time,” Lauren said.

“Why’s that again?” Emily asked.

“Because Ali’s angry at her father—”

“I’ll tell the story,” Em-Hassan said. “I know it better than anyone—Jasmine’s my cousin. Their family was always dirt poor. Not yom asal, yom basal, one day honey, one day onions—in their family, it was always onions. Jasmine’s father borrowed money from Ali to buy a plot of land. Ali gave it to him, and a few years later, her father sold the land and made a profit. But when he returned the money to Ali, he gave him back the exact same amount. No interest, not a shekel more. Jasmine thought that wasn’t so wrong because they’re all one big family, but Ali was furious! Jasmine felt torn. Who do you choose? Your husband or your father? Who?” Em-Hassan looked at Aviva, but she had neither father nor husband and couldn’t respond.

“That is a tough question,” said Lauren diplomatically.

“Jasmine sided with her father because . . .” Em-Hassan stopped. “Well, maybe because Ali is doing well at the hotel and she thought her father needed the money more. That was the beginning of her troubles. Ali was so angry that he moved out.”

“There had to be other reasons,” Lauren said.

“I see Ali with his kids at the hotel sometimes,” Emily observed.

“But never with Jasmine.” Em-Hassan kneaded the paste around Emily’s knee. “It hurts more here, doesn’t it?”

Aviva closed her eyes, her heart aching, and let her head fall back on the sofa cushion. Lauren took her hand. Lauren had been like Aviva’s younger sister since she’d moved to Peleg a few years ago. When Lauren said she felt at times like this wasn’t where she was supposed to be, Aviva told her that she hoped Lauren wouldn’t keep wishing she were somewhere else because one day she’d turn to her reflection in the mirror and see a woman, aged and bitter, who’d let her whole life slip by.

“I know, I know,” Lauren had told Aviva. “When life gives you lemons . . . But occasional kvetching doesn’t hurt anybody, does it?”

“As long as it’s only occasional and you spare David.”

“Okay,” Lauren had agreed, “I’ll try to zip the lip.”

“What happened to your first husband?” Aviva heard Em-Hassan ask Emily.

“He was like Ali,” Emily said. “He got up and left me.”

“I don’t understand men,” Em-Hassan said.

“And if they’re famous chefs, forget about it,” Lauren said with a snort.

Aviva opened her eyes.

“That’s not funny,” Em-Hassan scolded. “It’s terrible when a man leaves his wife. Did he fight with you about money? Was it another woman? It’s usually another woman.”

“Another skinny woman,” Emily blurted out.

“When I was a young girl,” Em-Hassan told her, “I loved a boy. He also cared for me, but his parents wanted him to marry his rich cousin. I cried for days, and then a cousin of my mother’s came and asked my father for my hand. My father thought it was a good match. I had to agree. I was already eighteen, and in my day, if you weren’t married by eighteen, you were an old maid.”

“But did you love him?” Emily asked.

Yes, Aviva thought, I loved Rafi. I grew to love him even more than I ever thought I would. He was caring and gentle and loyal. He was always—

“Never,” Em-Hassan said firmly. “He blamed me. He hit me. He never picked up any of our kids; he rarely picked up our son.” Her voice dropped. “I would have left him if I could have, but my parents were both dead and I had no place to go.”

“Why couldn’t you live on your own?”

“Arab women don’t live alone.”

“But you’re not alone if you’re with your children.”

“Without a man you’re alone,” Em-Hassan explained. “A lot of men beat their wives, but the women are too scared to talk about it, too scared to leave. They hide their husbands’ belts. They pray to Allah for help. Every woman suffers. Look at us all.”

Em-Hassan started to cry. Her fingers were sticky with the sugar paste, so she dabbed at her eyes with her wrist. Aviva watched for a moment and then stood, reaching for a towel in the wall cabinet to pat Em-Hassan’s face. Seeing tears roll down Em-Hassan’s cheeks made Aviva cry, too, and she sank into Em-Hassan’s fleshy, warm embrace.

Aviva would allow herself to cry. Just for now. For a few moments.

Because tears were liquid prayers.

But then she thought about the treatise on Em-Hassan’s wall. In her heart of hearts, did Em-Hassan hate the Jews? Or had somebody given it to her and she felt obligated, pressured to hang it up? Aviva went rigid, utterly distraught. She wanted to ignore Em-Hassan’s true feelings. She wanted their relationship to transcend history and wars and diametrically opposed loyalties. What did it matter, anyway, when they were just two women, each with her own private anguish and sorrow? Then she thought about Benny. Killed in the fight between Muslims and Jews. The desolation that clamped down on Aviva was so heavy she could no longer stand up. She moved away from Em-Hassan and slumped on the couch. Lauren’s arm curved around Aviva and the room grew quiet. Em-Hassan made a sad clicking sound with her tongue.

“Aviva, you okay?” Lauren leaned toward her.

Aviva nodded. She heard Em-Hassan say, “I haven’t cried like this since Jasmine’s father’s funeral.”

“Talk about irony,” Lauren commented. “Soon after Ali left Jasmine, her father died anyway.”

“Why didn’t you tell me all this?” Emily asked.

“I did, but you were too busy with Boaz and the wedding to remember.”

“What was the funeral like?”

“Hundreds of women sitting in Jasmine’s family’s courtyard,” Lauren said. “Jasmine was sitting in the middle, next to her father, who was laid out on a wooden plank with a blanket covering his body up to his chin. His face was exposed. Jasmine kept kissing him, stroking his face, crying and reciting prayers. But nobody said anything. We just sat there and she kept crying. After a while, her brothers arrived and they pushed their way through all the women and lifted their father on the plank and carried him out of the courtyard.”

The day of Rafi’s funeral, hot winds blew in from the desert, the sky full of yellow dust. And at Benny’s funeral, the sky was blue. The sun still shone and the birds still sang. Life went on. How did it dare?

“Women aren’t allowed to go to the cemetery on the day of the funeral,” Lauren said. “So when Jasmine’s brothers carried their father down the street, she ran after them. She was crying and wailing so much that the women in the village had to hold her back. She was shouting, ‘Good-bye, Father, good-bye!’ I made my way through the crowd and reached her and she grabbed me and yelled, ‘I lost my father! I lost my husband! I have nothing to live for now!’”

“I don’t know how I’m going to survive all this,” Aviva had told Eli after Rafi had died. She’d called him—she hadn’t deleted his phone number—and then he’d come to her house to pay a shiva call.

“You have your two other sons.” Eli had sat with Aviva in the living room while Raz and Yoni were with their friends in the backyard.

“I want to crumple up and die.”

“You are strong. I know you’re strong. You have to be strong.”

“And how do I do that?”

“You have to lift your chin,” Eli had told her in no uncertain terms. “You have to stand so that at least you cast a shadow.”

“Lauren!” Em-Hassan said suddenly. “You’re Jasmine’s good friend. And David’s friends with Ali. You and David should talk to him. You can make him change his mind so he goes back to his wife.”

“What can we say to make him go back to her?”

“I have an idea,” Em-Hassan said. “Emily should talk to Ali when she sees him at the hotel.”

“Me?” Emily lifted herself up on her elbows. “I hardly know him. All I know is that you can’t stop anyone from doing what he wants to do.”

“That’s true,” Em-Hassan said. “That’s life. That’s the will of Allah.”

Kagan would have instructed Aviva: Keep things in separate compartments! Aviva tried to focus on Em-Hassan’s soft robe and the way she had held her. Yet Aviva could also see the bloodied hand in the drawing in the other room, and she could imagine the terrorist who came to kill Benny, and her only consolation was thinking that he hadn’t suffered. It had happened so fast, Benny wouldn’t have had time to suffer. Prince might have let out one bark, a solitary desperate bark, before the terrorist shouted Allahu Akbar and then ignited a fiery, hideous, bloody, senseless, abysmal explosion. And there was Em-Hassan saying it was the will of God?

“No!” Aviva despaired. “No!”

Em-Hassan turned, her face flushed and uncomprehending.

“How can it be the will of God?” Aviva asked. “Why would God take my son and then my husband? Don’t you ever say that, Em-Hassan, I don’t want to hear that!”

“All I’m saying is that we have to accept our fate . . .”

But Aviva was no longer listening. She couldn’t bear it anymore. She didn’t know what to do with herself, and she rose as if in a dream and looked out the window, where a frail woman in a long black robe was slowly making her way up the street. The woman was carrying a big bundle, balancing it on her head.
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Emily


Emily looked at Boaz sitting in the chair opposite her hospital bed, his body curved like a sickle. Behind his wide back, a blotch of gray morning filled the window. Rain was falling, unusually hard rain, ticking in slanted sheets against the glass and puddling in the hospital courtyard down below.

She lay quietly in her bed, thinking about what to name their newborn twin sons. Before that, she had been thinking about their wedding ceremony a year earlier, held in the village community center overlooking the beach at sunset. A rough autumn sea, disheveled and wild, had churned behind Emily and Boaz as they stood under the chuppah, a wine-colored wedding canopy that had been used by the villagers for the past fifty years. Udi and Idan Cohen, David, and Emily’s brother, Matt, held up the canopy over Rabbi Lapid, Boaz, Emily, and Emily’s mother.

“From Rob the cooking-show yenta to Boaz,” Emily’s mother, Phyllis, had said to her as they talked in Phyllis’s hotel room the night before the wedding. “Bless his heart . . . Boaz seems sweet, but he’s as quiet and slow as a herd of turtles.”

“Ma! Mother-daughter time doesn’t mean—”

“I’m sorry, hon, but it’s true.”

“He’s just shy until you get to know him.”

“I’ve only got a few days.”

Another one of her stinging remarks. Emily fumed to herself and then glanced at the other bed, on which her father would have slept. He would have liked Boaz, she knew. A kindred spirit, her father would have said.

“Well,” her mother finally drawled. “I reckon as long as he’s nice to you. And I know you want someone who won’t do to you what Rob did.”

Standing under the wedding canopy, looking at Boaz in his plain white button-down shirt and dark blue trousers, Emily felt a pang remembering her mother’s words. But what was wrong with sweet, quiet, and slow? She gazed at him with grateful affection for having saved her from life as a forlorn divorcée, something akin in her mind to an unwanted secondhand dress.

Rabbi Lapid stood in front of them. He was a somber, measured middle-aged man whose salt-and-pepper beard climbed like ivy up to his half-lidded eyes. But once he got going reciting the Sheva Brachot, the seven traditional wedding blessings, he belted out the prayers in an unabashed, wholehearted, off-key voice. Boaz slipped a gold wedding band on her finger and stepped on the glass and all the guests shouted, “Mazel tov!” and then he kissed her.

The party began immediately afterward with food and drinks—and centerpieces with lots of baby’s breath, as Emily had requested—and soon the DJ was playing lively music. Boaz and Emily danced and danced, and then some of the villagers lifted Boaz and Emily up high on chairs, the way they did at every wedding. Emily looked at Boaz’s sweat-drenched face and then glanced away, wishing her mother had never said anything about Boaz because Emily couldn’t help noticing the bead of saliva stuck in each corner of his wide lips. She glanced at her mother, who was whispering something to Lauren’s mother. Emily didn’t want to know what.

Emily sighed now. “So, Boaz, what do you want to name the boys?”

“Emily, you choose the names.”

“Seriously?” She picked up her head from the pillow. “These past nine months, you told me we’d talk about it when it was time. I understand you didn’t want to jinx anything before, but they’re here and they’re healthy. You weren’t even with me in the delivery room. So please help me pick out the names.”

Emily looked down at their tiny dark-haired sons cradled in her arms. Their squished faces, red cheeks, dark eyelashes. She looked back at Boaz. He had made it out of all those battles to create new life, yet she had a terrible apprehension that the inner core of Boaz had disappeared.

“Lauren was with you in the delivery room.” Boaz had the surprised look of a sea turtle washed ashore. “I’ve seen enough cows and dogs give birth—I didn’t need to watch you go through the same thing.” He stopped talking for a moment. “The names you choose are fine with me.” Then he pressed his weight forward, balancing his arms on his knees, staring under the hospital bed. “Mah zeh?”

“What’s what?”

“That bag under there.”

“Oh, nothing. Lauren brought me a book of baby names and some clothes and stuff, and I was so exhausted that I dropped it there and haven’t had time to put it away.”

“Don’t ever pick up a stray piece of litter or garbage,” Boaz warned. “It could be an explosive device.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know. You’re naïve about life here, so don’t.”

“I won’t. Come on, Boaz, please. Let’s talk about our boys. What fun we’ll have on the beach. You can take them kayaking and bicycling. What are we going to call them? Do you like the name Zohar?”

“There was a Zohar in my army unit,” Boaz said. “He was blinded, but he does marathons. He has a guide running next to him.”

Holding her sons for the first time, Emily had felt joy: so much joy, pure joy, unadulterated joy like a primary color on a blank, fresh canvas. But now the scar where her skin had been cut for her cesarean stretched tight. Lauren said it would ache when Emily laughed, but she hadn’t warned that it would ache more when Emily cried. She looked down at the boys. “Maybe by the time our sons grow up, there will be peace and they won’t have to go to war.”

“That will never happen.” Boaz glanced at the curtain that separated Emily’s bed from that of her roommate, an Arab woman who’d given birth to a daughter the day before. It was only nine in the morning and already there were a dozen relatives crowded around the woman’s bed. Boaz lowered his voice and said in English, “They hated us the moment we got here, and no matter how good they have it here, they always will.”

A cleaning woman swished a wet rag past the doorway. Emily smelled ammonia. She took off the boys’ little cloth caps and breathed in the delicate tops of their heads, which smelled of intoxicatingly new, fresh life.

“I’d better get back to the groves.” Boaz stood in his green thermal shirt, the sleeves pushed up past his scaly elbows, his cargo pants’ pockets sagging. “There’s been a lot of damage to the trees from last night’s rain. And one of the cows is sick.”

“Aren’t you happy at least about our sons?”

“I am happy.”

“Don’t you want to hold them?”

“They’re so tiny.” He glanced at his hands. His rough-edged fingernails were lined with dirt, and there was a new scar on the outer side of his thumb. “I’ll hold them later, when I come back and I get cleaned up, okay?”

“Okay,” Emily said, although she didn’t believe it.

After Boaz left, a Russian nurse with green eyes and an upturned nose came to take the twins back to the nursery room. Emily lay in bed too jittery to sleep. She reached for the book of baby names under her bed. She wanted to give them modern Israeli names because she had cast in her lot with Boaz and this was where they were living, where she wanted to stay. She flipped through the pages of the book and decided that wherever it opened, she’d find the names that her sons were meant to have. The first time, she landed on the letter shin. A soothing, soft sound, tender as satin. Shhh, like putting a baby to sleep. She closed her eyes again and pointed to the name Shoval.

“Shoval: pronounced Show-vaal. Meaning: the tail of a boat or a comet.” A comet’s tail: something that might exist for only a fleeting moment but is so full of light. Then, something else came to Emily: her father’s name had been Shimon. Shoval was the perfect name in her father’s memory. She closed the book and opened it again, this time on the letter tet. And then her finger landed on another name. Not random but preordained: “Tal: pronounced Taal. Meaning: the morning dew.”

“What about Shoval and Tal?” Emily asked when Lauren stopped by to visit in the afternoon. “I like the way they rhyme.”

“Those are perfectly good Israeli names.” Lauren always had a no-nonsense, reassuring way about her. She was in her nurse’s uniform, her hair pulled back, small diamonds flashing in her ears, sitting in the chair where Boaz had been a while ago. “But I have to warn you that your mother will probably call them Shovel and Tall.”

“She’ll say, ‘I got me two new grandsons named Shuh-vel and Taw-aall,’” Emily mimicked. “She’ll stretch Tal into at least five syllables. And then she’ll tell her friends, ‘I know she’s my daughter, but I don’t know what the heck she was thinking!’”

Lauren laughed and then asked, “How are you feeling otherwise?”

“I’m okay. But Boaz is so out of it. He doesn’t even seem happy about the babies. Like he’s lost in his own world . . .”

“He’s got scratches.”

“What do you mean?”

“You never heard that Hebrew expression? Post-traumatic stress disorder. Scratches in the head.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Emily asked, but before Lauren could even respond, Emily continued, “Oh, what the fuck. You didn’t have to tell me. I should have figured it out myself.” Through the window, dense, gray clouds cobbled across the sky. She did know about Boaz, but she hadn’t wanted to admit it. She had known it since that first night in the restaurant on the water, when he was there but not totally there. She had sensed it, yet she hadn’t wanted to see it. His quiet had seemed peaceful and encouraging compared to the way Rob talked her ear off. And Emily knew he’d be loyal. Someone who would never leave her.

“You told me you knew he seemed a little troubled,” Lauren said after a time. “But he’s still a good husband, isn’t he? Nice to you? Hardworking? A good provider? He’s not going to go off to be with—”

“He’s not Rob, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Emily agreed grouchily. She understood that even if Lauren had tried to warn her, she still would have gone through with the marriage. Because it had seemed like it was meant to be; as her father was fond of saying, “Nothing happens by mistake—it’s all part of God’s secret plan.”

“I’m sorry,” Lauren soothed.

“I’m sorry, too.” Tears leaked from Emily’s eyes.

“This is a very intense time.” Lauren handed her a small box of tissues from the cabinet next to the bed. “After you give birth, one minute you’re laughing and the next minute you’re crying. Life suddenly becomes extreme.”

“At least these tissues are clean.” Emily blew her nose, falling back upon the pillow. “Tell me I’ll be okay,” she pleaded. “Tell me, what am I supposed to do? How do I live with someone who has one foot in reality and one foot God knows where?”

Lauren paused. “You just do the best you can, like me. You know I’m not always thrilled being here . . .”

“Doesn’t David know?”

“Of course he knows,” Lauren said. “I try not to be too obvious about it—but if I were such a good actress, I’d get an Academy Award. And sometimes I feel like I’m just waiting to go back.”

“You’d really leave him?”

“That’s the problem.” Lauren shrugged. “Boston or David? I’d still take David. I love him.”

And Emily saw it written all over Lauren’s face, the way she had seen it when they had talked in Lauren’s parents’ living room in their enormous Georgian house in Brookline, a fire blazing in the fireplace, antique furniture, original artwork on the walls. Lauren had told Emily about an Israeli doctor she’d met, and Emily knew it was not the fire causing Lauren’s cheeks to flame red. Emily could probably count on the fingers of her left hand the number of times that Lauren let herself reveal too much, and this had been one of them. It was before Lauren got pregnant, before fate had brought her to Peleg (even if she did not believe in fate), and before Emily had moved, too. Their lives unfolding, following an unseen course. Or would Lauren say they had unraveled?

“I’d better get back to work.” Lauren stood. “There’s a woman about to go into labor. When she’s done, I’ll come check on you again.”

Emily lay in the bed, watching the rain. She thought of her father, who’d never get to meet his grandsons, and at that exact same moment, she felt him walking into the hospital room. She imagined him saying, “Mabruk,” to her Arab roommate and all her visitors, charming everyone with that one Arabic word for congratulations. “Where are you?” Emily asked her father out loud, but no answer came back to her.

“BOAZ, WHERE ARE you?” Emily asked into the phone by her bed.

“In the orange groves.”

“What’s it like?”

“The wind’s stopped and the rain’s coming straight down. The trees love it. It’s a perfect rain.”

“And a perfect day,” Emily agreed. “What do you think of the names Shoval and Tal?”

“Shoval and Tal,” he repeated. “They’re fine.”

“If you could have chosen the names, would you have chosen those?” Emily asked slowly, enunciating each word carefully, as if they were practicing an “if-then” statement in English together.

“If you choose the names, then they are the names that I want.”

Emily listened, and though she waited for him to say something else, he did not. Through the phone, she could hear the rain falling, splattering against the earth.

She hung up. She knew Boaz had always been quiet, but she had refused to see the breadth of his silence. And they’d always done things that were fun, activities that didn’t entail much talking—bicycle riding through the fields or kayaking.

One afternoon, they had gone out on the sea, and Boaz had paddled close to Emily, holding a black velvet box. “I know you have to renew your lease next month.” He had looked at her from under the brim of his cotton hat, its long, floppy flap hanging over the back of his neck. “You don’t want to live forever at Leah Zado’s, do you?”

Emily opened the box.

“It’s beautiful!” A ring with a ruby glittered inside. Rob had told Emily to pick out her own ring; after he’d left her for Taylor, Emily had sold it back to the same Charles Street jewelry store she’d bought it from.

“Try it on,” Boaz said.

With Boaz holding on to her kayak, Emily slid the ring onto her finger. She leaned across the kayak to kiss him, and they almost tipped over. Finally they were able to balance and they kissed. On his lips, Emily tasted salt. How come she hadn’t noticed that seawater tasted like tears?

The nurse with the green eyes came back into Emily’s room, wheeling the babies in their little carts. Emily picked up one boy, then the other, unsure who should be whom. Rain slashed the sky. One of the babies started to cry. Tal, she thought, dew-like tears. Then she thought about how Japanese painters always left a tiny, deliberate mistake in their paintings. Because a perfect universe always contained the slightest imperfection.

A FEW WEEKS later, Emily was dangling her leg over one arm of the rocking chair and feeding Shoval while Tal slept in his bassinet, moments after she had fed Tal while Shoval slept in his bassinet. Emily could barely keep the boys straight. What was one plus one? In math, one plus one equaled two, but with twins, it was definitely more than two.

She heard a knock on the door and shouted, “Come in!” She didn’t care who was there—she was not getting up. A cold wind swooshed through the house, there were familiar voices, and then the door closed.

“We’re taking our boots off!” shouted Lauren, who then walked into the room with Aviva. “Why don’t you look thrilled to see us?” Lauren asked.

“I am thrilled,” Emily replied. “But I need Andre the Giant to hold my eyelids open. What’s with this morning visit?”

“Aviva made you some spinach quiche and then we both decided to take the day off to be with you.” Lauren surveyed the cluttered room. “Being a new mother can be so freaking lonely.”

“Yeah, you never told me that.”

“I didn’t want to scare you.” Lauren bent over the bassinet in her cream-colored woolen fisherman’s sweater, her hair swept back.

“You’ll get the hang of it,” said Aviva, who always made life seem like an obstacle course you worked your way through. “We figured you could use some company.”

“Sorry about the mess,” Emily said. Boaz’s newspapers were piled on the couch along with packages of diapers, baby wipes, ointments, Q-tips, and gifts for the boys, including one from Rob and his ballet dancer, Taylor. We wish you all the best in your new life!, Taylor had written, substituting a heart for the letter O in their names. (After you ruined my old life, thank you very much, Emily thought.)

“I’m getting us all something to eat and drink.” Lauren walked into the kitchen in her socks.

“Old Mother Hubbard’s cupboard is bare.” Emily glanced up from Shoval, who’d dozed off again.

“Make your list.” Aviva sat down on the couch, wearing an extra-large charcoal-gray crew-neck sweater that looked like it had once belonged to Rafi. “I’m going to Aga’s after I leave here and I’ll pick up whatever you need.” She glanced at another pile of baby clothes, teddy bears, and unwrapped toys under the window. “I can help pick up all that stuff from the floor.”

“Don’t bother. There will be a new mess tomorrow.”

“It’s really not a bother.”

“You’ve been so helpful to me—I can’t thank you enough.”

“You can thank me by letting me babysit for the boys. Just keep dressing Shoval in blue and Tal in red so I know who’s who.”

“Don’t tell anyone else I color-code my kids,” Emily said. “And when they’re naked, even I have trouble telling them apart.” Emily had to look for the red nail polish she’d painted on Tal’s big toe or the birthmark by Shoval’s right ear. She might have even switched their names the first few days and not even known it.

Lauren came back into the room carrying a tray with a couple of apples and clementines, the last three slices of a Garden of Eden honey cake that Gila had brought over, and three cups of tea.

“I can’t believe this rain.” Lauren reached for an apple.

“When Boaz comes home, even after he puts on his slippers, he still manages to track mud all over the place.” Emily jiggled the bottle inside Shoval’s mouth to wake him up.

“How’s he with the babies?” Aviva asked. “He seems like he’d get the hang of it fast, considering how many baby calves he’s held.”

“Honestly, it’s like he’s vanished.”

“Some people say that after his first wife left him, his emotions just dried up,” Aviva said. “And also, obviously, because of the war.”

“Boaz told me about this one battle when his army unit lost five out of twenty men,” Emily began. “That’s twenty-five percent. Every fourth man.” She looked down at Shoval with a sad expression on her face. “He recites the names of the soldiers who were killed as if he’s saying Kaddish. Even I know their names: Baruch, Eliezer, Rami, Yair, Yigal. One guy was blinded.”

“Once you’ve been through something like that,” Aviva observed, “you’re never the same.”

“Before the babies were born,” Emily went on, “I’d wake up in the middle of the night because I was so uncomfortable and realize that Boaz wasn’t there in the bed. I’d get up to look for him and he’d be lying right here on the couch, not sleeping, just lying there. Now he’s gone in the morning before the babies get up. He milks the cows and then disappears into the groves.” She heaved a long sigh and stared at the cement walls where she’d hung up a few landscape paintings that she’d made long ago. Shoval had conked out, so she pulled the bottle from his tiny mouth, which resembled a puckered pink carnation.

“Have you tried to talk to him?” Aviva asked.

“I talk, but he doesn’t,” Emily said. “Sometimes he hums, sometimes he whistles. He’s so different from Rob. Rob would debate anything. He’d ask me, ‘What do you hate more, mosquitoes or flies?’ Or ‘What do you like more, the sunrise or the sunset?’ I’m telling you, sometimes I wanted him to shut up, but after he left me for Taylor I was sorry I’d ever felt that.”

“That’s what he gets paid for on TV.” Lauren snickered. “Recipes and drivel.”

“Boaz never asks me anything about Rob, and I’m so curious about his ex,” Emily said. “I once saw her in the supermarket and I followed her down the aisle. Her hair was dyed and cut like Cleopatra’s, and she was wearing this skintight dress with glittery purple platform sneakers.” Emily let out a yawn. “I’m going to pass out.”

“Em, you could use a big glass of V8,” Lauren said. “Too bad they don’t import it.”

“Forget the juice. I’d take a huge bowl of Häagen-Dazs chocolate chocolate-chip ice cream. And Lauren, I bet you’d go for vanilla fudge.”

“No way,” countered Lauren. “I’d head straight for the chocolate mousse cake at L.A. Burdick’s on Brattle Street. What about you, Aviva?”

“When I was a little girl I liked Cracker Jack and getting the little surprise at the bottom of the box.” Aviva’s voice dipped. “I’m not so big on surprises anymore.” She stood and slipped Shoval from Emily’s arms and nestled him close, walking back and forth in the room. “Look at this.” Aviva stared down at the baby. “I know it’s supposed to be a good thing, and it is, but it’s cruel, too, the way life doesn’t skip a beat.”

“My father always told me that each day is a gift,” Emily remembered. “I wish that Boaz could enjoy himself. Even a little bit.” She tried to recall the times she’d seen him truly in high spirits. Maybe that very first Friday night when Emily had lit the Sabbath candles in his kitchen. He had looked at her with that half smile of his, one lip up and one lip partway down, conveying the idea that there were too many wrongs in the world to ever trust or give in to happiness unequivocally.

“SHIT.” EMILY GROANED.

Oh shit.

She opened her eyes and for a split second tried to dive back into the dream she was having, in which she was making a beautiful diorama for a museum.

It was not yet dawn, but the August air had the weight of molten heat. Emily climbed out of bed and quickly peed and trudged down the narrow hallway. She knew the way so well that she could close her eyes and fall asleep for another six steps. Then she made bottles for the twins and went into their bedroom, scooping them up in her arms.

“Shhh, Shoval,” Emily whispered, on automatic pilot. “Shhh, Tal.”

Emily never knew whether to change them first and then feed them, or feed them first and then change them. She carried both of them, their warm bodies sticking to her skin as though they were wearing head-to-toe adhesive tape, regretting that she hadn’t taken an extra minute to brush her teeth. When she reached the living room, she pushed aside some newspapers and stuffed animals and collapsed on the sagging couch, balancing two babies and two bottles. By the time she fed the boys, changed them, and laid them back down for naps, she was too wired up to fall asleep again.

Emily took a cool shower and got dressed. If she overlooked the unmade bed and Boaz’s work clothes strewn on the floor by the hamper, then she could have five minutes alone. All she wanted was three hundred seconds. She tilted the living room shutters and looked out. A stray cat ducked under a parked car, and iridescent heat rose from the street. She saw Sophie and Heinz Zuckerman stroll by on their way to synagogue for the morning services.

Emily had even forgotten it was the Sabbath. She stared at Sophie’s carmine-red button-down dress with its round white collar that looked like a schoolgirl’s. Heinz, in his gray suit and tie and matching homburg hat, reminded Emily of the old-timey way her father dressed for synagogue. When Emily was growing up, she’d gone to synagogue every Sabbath morning with her mother and brother to listen to their father. Emily loved the stained-glass windows depicting the twelves tribes of Israel, the marine-blue velvet cushions, and the distraction of her brother kicking her under the pew as her father chanted the prayers. Since her father’s death, Emily rarely went to services because nobody—not even well-intentioned Rabbi Lapid—sang the prayers she loved the way her father had. And since his death, there were no more prayers she loved.

Emily went into the kitchen. Dishes from last night’s dinner were still piled topsy-turvy in the sink. On the counter stood a glass bowl with clumps of mashed potatoes that looked like papier-mâché. There was also an open can of corn, its jagged top flipped up like a circular saw. She gazed out the window, noticing a viper curled by the work shed.

“You hear what just happened to Gideon Rosen?” Boaz had asked Emily the previous summer.

“Who?”

“Gideon! The chicken farmer who lives over by the post office! Last night, he went out to his coops because he heard his chickens squawking and didn’t see the viper hanging on a tree branch. But the viper saw Gideon! Bit him right in the neck! Killed him in seconds!”

Emily quickly dialed the snake catcher’s number, which was pinned to the bulletin board. Then she glanced out the window again, realizing that the viper was nothing more than a coiled garden hose. She was relieved she’d taken a second look, relieved she wouldn’t have to pay the snake catcher for his time, relieved to be spared another lecture from Boaz, who’d chide her for not knowing the difference between a hose and a snake. Come to think of it, where was Boaz?

No tractor, no note.

Emily didn’t want to call him and ask him where he was, again. She didn’t want to call Lauren, who’d be enjoying her morning with David and their girls. Emily called Aviva.

“Boaz is out fishing already. I tried to talk to him like you suggested, but once again, this morning, he took his tractor and hitched up his boat and took off, and I don’t understand why he—”

“Because he is who he is,” Aviva interrupted. “But that’s not important now. It’s really up to you how you’re going to deal with it. You can either stay home and feel sorry for yourself—and that’s not to say I don’t do the same thing—or come to the beach with Lauren and me.”

A moment passed. Emily wasn’t sure what she wanted, but as she stared out at the garden hose, she realized that sometimes a hose was a deadly viper, and sometimes it was just a hose.

“Okay.” Emily suddenly felt determined. “Okay. The boys are sleeping now, but I’ll be at the beach at eleven o’clock.”

“Good. I’ll meet you at the gate.”

Emily stuffed the diaper bag with diapers, wipes, ointment, sunscreen, pacifiers, beach towels, extra clothes. She filled two bottles with baby formula and grabbed a bottle of water, fresh lychees, and a cheese-and-tomato sandwich. When the boys woke up from their nap, Emily buckled them in their double stroller, put on a baseball cap, took the diaper bag and a beach umbrella, and set out.

The morning sky was white, as thick as cream. Reaching the shoreline, Emily saw fishermen posed here and there on the rocks. Two guys on bareback horses rode past. Now and then a seagull dove into the sea. Maybe, Emily thought, she could make things better. Maybe she could plan a picnic or an outing—and make sure that Boaz joined in.

“Aviva, thank you for dragging me out of the house,” Emily said when she met her at the beach gate.

“If you hadn’t called, I might have just stayed home alone, too.” Aviva wore a navy-blue bathing suit and a white scarf tied around her waist. “But no matter what, we still have to make the most out of our lives.”

“It’s just so hard right now.” Emily looked down at the boys.

“That’s why joining the burial circle would be a positive experience for you,” Aviva said. “Because it puts things into perspective.”

“Being around death? It’s bad enough I have to listen to Boaz talk about it.”

“It’s not about death,” Aviva said. “It makes you appreciate doing the most boring, mundane, and annoying things because they’re part of being alive.”

Emily looked at Aviva, a pair of very big sunglasses hiding the wretchedness in her eyes. “I’ll think about it.”

“Good.” Aviva nodded. “But really, Emily, how can you expect a Yankees fan to walk next to someone in a Red Sox cap?”

“Sorry about that!” Emily smiled.

Aviva bent over the stroller, studying the twins, and reached for the one in red. “Tal, right? You didn’t switch colors on me, did you?”

Emily checked for the birthmark. “Not this time.”

They moved through the beach crowded with teenage girls sparkling like ice sculptures, boys playing volleyball, kids sprawled on boogie boards, parents and grandparents standing waist-high in the water. Emily smelled meat being grilled on a barbecue, the salty air, and coconut suntan lotion. Since the babies were born, Emily had felt so isolated, on the outside of life, looking in. And now she was stepping back into a vibrant, colorful tableau.

Lauren was lying under an umbrella near the water’s edge, holding a worn paperback in her deft hands, Yael curled and sleeping beside her.

“You’re reading that again?” Emily glanced down at the familiar cover of Everything That Rises Must Converge.

“Trying to read it.” Lauren sat up, reaching for Shoval. “One or two paragraphs and then Maya needs renovations on her sand castle.” Lauren lifted her chin toward Maya, who was playing on the water’s edge with some other kids.

“Call your mom’s interior decorator.” Emily opened her umbrella, spreading a towel on the sand. She sat down, happy to be out of her house, particularly happy to be with Aviva and Lauren. Emily could even daydream for one uninterrupted minute while staring at the choppy sea, the color of denim. Then she noticed a guy standing on the bow of his boat, shading his eyes, looking in her direction.

“Hey, that’s Boaz!”

“You see, Emily?” said Aviva. “You just have to be patient—”

“Wow, he’s here.” Emily stood up and waved. He spotted her, threw his anchor overboard, and dove into the sea.

“I cannot believe this! I’m going to surprise him and swim out. Would you mind watching the boys for five minutes?” Emily took off her terry-cloth cover-up, revealing a paisley tankini that she knew couldn’t hide the weight she’d put on during her pregnancy. But she didn’t care. She didn’t care who watched her jog along the beach and dive into the warm water. Emily swam as fast as she could, and then popped up her head to locate Boaz.

“Hey, what’s that on your head?” Emily called.

“A jellyfish!” Boaz yelled, thrashing his arms at the enormous, slimy, bluish sea monster stuck to his face.

Emily screamed and the lifeguard, Erez, hairless and sleek as a seal, jumped into the water and swam to Boaz, grabbing him across the chest, dragging him like a towboat pulling a barge. Boaz stumbled onto the shore, flailing his arms, blindly battling with the jellyfish, its tentacles stuck to his skin. He flung himself on the sand and rolled around as though he were wrestling with it, and someone gave Erez kerosene, which he dumped over Boaz, who finally yanked off the jellyfish.

“Oh, Boaz!” Emily threw her arms around him. “Atah b’seder? Are you okay?”

He shook his head. “Emily,” he choked out, his shoulders heaving.

Beads of salt burned her eyes, her breath sucked out of her. “I—I love you so much,” she stammered, looking at the swollen red welts on his face, “I’m so sorry—”

“There’s nothing I can do.” Boaz buried his face in his hands. “Everything always goes wrong.”
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May 27, 2005

Rachel


Rachel was trying to explain to Aviva’s son Yoni Sereno what it had been like to be one of the few Jewish students at the University of Wyoming, from where she had graduated the previous year. “I hated how people thought I’d feel special,” she said. “I just felt weird, is all.”

It was a warm spring night and they were sitting at a bonfire on the beach. It was the sort of place Rachel had dreamed about before she’d left Wyoming for Peleg. More than fifty kids from the village’s youth group were standing around the fire, roasting marshmallows and cooking potatoes wrapped in tinfoil. The bonfire was in honor of Lag B’Omer, a holiday Rachel hadn’t known existed until two days ago. She stared out at the flames shooting up from the fire, the skeins of blue and orange licking the sky. She tipped back her face. Sparks popped, bursting and vanishing into the night.

“You are far from home.” Yoni spoke English with a faint Israeli accent. He was tall and lanky—not good-looking in a typical way, but Rachel thought he seemed kind and spirited, with his reddish-brown hair, craggy nose, and thoughtful green eyes.

“How did your family ever end up in Wyoming?” He leaned back on his arms, tilting closer toward Rachel, listening.

“My father says that my great-great-great-grandfather was headed for Seattle, but when he got to Cheyenne, his horse dropped dead,” Rachel said. “Seriously, I think they were peddling clothes and stuff.”

“It sounds cool to grow up in the Wild West.”

“Not all the time. When I used to sell stuff at the Cheyenne farmers market, people would tell me, ‘Don’t Jew me,’ so I’d go, ‘I’m Jewish,’ and they were like, ‘No way!’ Then they got all sorry.”

“You were undercover with your blue eyes and blond hair. But that can’t be why you came here.”

“When I came last year for a visit, it was the first time I didn’t feel so out of place,” Rachel explained. “My mom is a pediatrician at a clinic on a Native American reservation, and my dad is a lawyer who takes on any depressing case that comes his way. So, of course, it’s only natural that I’d want to help out somehow.”

“This country is one big balagan.” Yoni paused. “Learn that word yet? A total mess. I don’t know where you could even begin to help.”

“Well, I’m working as a volunteer in the hotel’s kitchen. Today, I helped the kids gather wood for tonight’s bonfire, and I also asked your mom to let me join the burial circle.”

“What did she say to that?”

“She thinks I’m too young to see death up close, but I convinced her to let me try.”

“Not a lot of girls would want to do that.”

“Honestly, I’ve never wanted to be like everybody else.”

“My mom already told me you were special.” Yoni tucked in his chin, embarrassed.

“Your mom is really cool.” Soon after Rachel had arrived in Peleg, Aviva had invited her for coffee and cake. Aviva still called every few days to see how Rachel was dealing with culture shock and hinting that her son Yoni would enjoy talking to her. Had Aviva sensed how much Rachel would enjoy talking to him?

Danielle Cohen, a fifteen-year-old girl with waist-length wavy hair, poked a stick into the ashes and pulled out a potato, giving it to a little boy standing nearby.

“This is so great.” Rachel looked around at the kids. “We didn’t have anything like this when I grew up. And everybody back there belongs to one church group or another. Talk about exile. A Sunday in Wyoming has got to be the loneliest day on the entire planet.”

“By the rivers of Babylon,” Yoni sang softly. “Where we sat down, and then we wept, when we remembered Zion . . .”

“You got that right. Hey, you have a really nice voice.”

“I play the guitar, but since I joined the army . . .”

“I guess you don’t have much time.”

Yoni’s eyes darkened like the sea. Lauren had told Rachel about Yoni’s brother, Benny, killed in a terrorist attack, but Rachel didn’t know if Yoni knew that she knew, so she turned to look at the string of bonfires up and down the dark shore. She decided to change the subject. “I never knew about Lag B’Omer until yesterday.”

“I’ve been to a Lag B’Omer bonfire every year of my entire life, but nobody knows what it’s even for.”

Rachel grinned and then admitted that she’d looked it up on the Internet that afternoon. “It’s to honor Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, the rabbi who wrote the Zohar.”

“Pshh, yafeh.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Yafeh just means nice.”

“Thanks. So, what’s it like being a soldier?”

“You really want to know?”

“Of course.”

“It’s very hard.” His voice dropped. “But there’s no other option right now. And I owe it to my brother, Benny. He was . . .”

“I know,” Rachel whispered. “Lauren told me. I don’t know what to say.”

Flames from the bonfire flickered across Yoni’s face. “Don’t say anything. Silence is the best thing.”

Somebody whistled and then Danielle Cohen led the kids in a song.

“What are they singing?” Rachel asked.

“It’s Peleg’s song,” Yoni said. “It goes something like, ‘If you come to the Galilee, you’ll see the sky, you’ll see the sea. The waves are nice and very blue and the kids have smiles, too.’”

“And walk around barefoot.”

“My feet have so many calluses that even army boots can’t give me blisters.” Yoni stood up, poked a branch into the fire, and pulled out a potato for Rachel. “Wait a minute until it cools off.”

“Thanks.” After a moment, she peeled back the tinfoil and took a bite. “Wow, this potato tastes almost sweet. A potato in Wyoming tastes only like a potato.”

“You probably have a boyfriend waiting for you to come back home,” Yoni said tentatively.

“I had,” Rachel said. “His name was Henry. Is Henry, I mean, he’s not dead or anything. He’s Native American. His Arapaho name is Touch-the-Clouds. But we broke up before I came here.” She hesitated, scooping up some cool sand, letting it sift through her fingers. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

“No.”

Rachel turned so that he couldn’t see her smile. Two girls were doing cartwheels by the fire and Danielle gestured them away. Suddenly an older man with wild eyes bolted out of the darkness. He was twirling a broomstick. Yoni lurched up, leaped toward him, and grabbed the broomstick from his hands. The man yelled at Yoni and Yoni yelled back, the two of them circling each other until Yoni tossed the stick into the fire. The man kept shouting as he backed away, disappearing into the shadows, and then he was gone.

“What was that all about?” Rachel asked after Yoni flopped himself down again by her side.

“Every place has a crazy guy, right?” Yoni said. “Micha Zlotnik used to be a top scientist, but he got into a car accident. Now he walks around all day with a broomstick, swinging it at people. Yallah, let’s go.”

Yoni stood again, holding out his hand, pulling her up. They walked away from the shore, their shadows swinging sideways and then sliding out in front of them. Following a narrow path, Rachel could still smell the sweet aroma of burning wood until they reached the pine trees by her cottage.

“This is where I saw you for the first time,” Yoni told her. “My mother slammed on her brakes so I could meet you.”

Rachel remembered how Aviva had stopped the car right next to her. Rachel was standing there holding a pinecone. She hadn’t felt so mortified since eleventh grade, when she’d left the bathroom and returned to chemistry class with a piece of toilet paper trailing from her yellow Converse sneaker.

“I’m sure you thought I was one of those weird tree huggers. But it was the largest pinecone I’d ever seen.”

“Did you keep it?”

“I couldn’t resist,” she said, smiling.

“Maybe I can come see it?”

“How about for a few minutes?” Rachel said.

Yoni followed her through the yard, its sandy dirt riding up to the front door. Rachel stepped into the kitchen, the ceiling light still on, and called, “Anybody home?”

No answer.

“Who’s supposed to be home?” Yoni asked.

“Julius and Rouven. They’re from Germany, volunteering on the Cohens’ farms instead of going into the German army. Look, I painted the refrigerator myself. Periwinkle.”

“I never saw a periwinkle refrigerator before.” Yoni turned to her. “About that pinecone.”

“Right.” Rachel smiled nervously, expectantly, as he trailed after her into her room. On a wobbly dresser, in the middle of a ring of beach shells, was the pinecone, tilting precariously.

“I call it the leaning pinecone of Pisa.” She noticed Yoni looking around the room. “Sorry, I still haven’t had time to fix things up in here.”

“I’m in barracks with fifty other smelly guys, so this is really nice.” Yoni flopped down on the bed.

She sat on a folding chair opposite him as he looked at her teddy bear, making her feel even sillier. But she’d had that teddy bear since she was a baby—it now had bald patches where the fuzz had rubbed off, and one torn arm that she’d repaired with black thread—and she didn’t want to part with it.

“Who’s this?” Yoni asked.

“That’s Skippy. He gives me good luck.”

“Skippy’s Jewish?” Yoni pointed to the bear’s little Jewish star necklace.

“It’s the necklace I wore in Wyoming. I don’t need it here.”

“Cool.” Yoni smiled, leaned forward, jutted out his chin, and kissed her.

It was the slowest, sweetest, most tentative, most deliberate kiss. “I’ve never kissed an Israeli soldier before.” Rachel stared into his eyes, as clear as mountain streams.

“So, nu, what do you think?” He touched the side of her face.

“Your lips are chapped, but nice.”

“I’ve never kissed an American girl before.”

“So, nu,” she echoed after a time, “what do you think?”

“I could get used to it.” He tugged her toward him and then onto the bed. Their kisses deepened, lengthened, widened, turned her body into silk. He unbuttoned her plaid flannel shirt, and then he pulled off his gray sweatshirt. She could hear the sounds of the bonfire floating up from the shore as he unhooked her bra. His gaze traveled over Rachel’s breasts and belly, studying her the way she imagined soldiers studied terrain maps in the middle of the night.

After a while, Rachel pulled away. “I’m sorry, Yoni, but do you have any . . . ?”

“I don’t.” He looked flustered. “Do you?”

“No.” She turned around, putting her bra and shirt back on. “We should probably stop now, anyway. Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I’m the one who should be sorry. But obviously not sorry for all this. I gotta go, anyway.” He kissed her again. “You’ll be around tomorrow?”

“I’m working at the hotel kitchen until the afternoon.”

“I’m sure I’ll find you.” Yoni stood and then knelt by the bed, his fingers winding themselves in and out of the corkscrew curls of her hair.

“I’ve never touched hair like this before,” he whispered.

“Weird, right?” She got her breath back. “My father has a Jewfro and my mother has blond hair like she’s from Scandinavia. She’s actually from Milwaukee.”

“It’s really nice.” He reached for her again. Then he finally pulled himself up and slipped out of the room.

Rachel listened as the front door opened and closed. A quiet looped back to her, interrupted now and then by music and voices coming from the beach. She looked around the room, thinking of her parents’ house in Cheyenne and her big bedroom that she’d painted indigo blue with her best friend, Jamie Almquist, whose grandparents were from Scandinavia.

Whenever Rachel and Jamie did something fun, they called it exthrillerating. Taking off to ride horses, winning an important basketball game (they had played together on the high school team), or ice skating on the frozen pond by Jamie’s house was exthrillerating.

“Moving to Israel is also exthrillerating,” Jamie had told Rachel, “even if you are doing it without me.”

“Maybe you can come visit someday,” Rachel persisted, though she knew it was nearly impossible.

“Yeah.” But the way Jamie spoke made the trip seem too far out of reach. Jamie was already living with her boyfriend and they had a two-year-old son. She worked as a waitress and planned to go to nursing school. “Someday.”

Then Rachel thought of Henry. She had never gone to his house on the reservation (“definitely off-limits,” he had said whenever Rachel asked), but she imagined him in it. He would not have a pinecone or a teddy bear. He would have a few buds of Wyoming weed and an empty bottle of whiskey that he’d use as a candlestick. When Rachel had met Henry at the farmers market, he told her he was really a shaman in training, but he never went anywhere without a Trojan pressed like an exotic butterfly in his wallet, right between his real driver’s license and his fake one.

“I’m tired of selling tawdry Native American trinkets at the flea market,” Henry had told Rachel the last night they were together.

“Tawdry?” They were sitting in her studio apartment near the university. It was ironic: she was the one who’d gone to college, but he used the SAT words.

“Yet any other kind of escape,” Henry began, rolling a joint with his nimble fingers, “would be a futile attempt at bettering myself for no proven purpose.”

“You can start selling your own wood furniture,” Rachel tried.

“Don’t get all bug-eyed and Girl Scouty on me.” His face closed up and he blew a few smoke rings. She watched him, wrapping herself in his silence as if it were a poncho. Then he left the end of the joint in the ceramic ashtray she’d made for him, snuffed out the candle between his thumb and middle finger without using spit, and organized his braid on the pillow so it looked like a meandering river. (Once, when Henry had thought that Rachel wasn’t listening, he’d told his brother, “Money-back guarantee, bro, the braid gets the girls every time.”)

“I’m just trying—”

“Rachel, I know what you’re doing. And I know you’re watching me.” Henry kept his eyes shut, and then he told her that was another shaman’s skill he’d learned from his grandmother—an ability to see things with his eyes shut.

Rachel kept quiet. The moonlight was tumbling through the window, turning Henry’s skin the color of maple syrup. She said good night and didn’t see him slip out of her bed sometime before dawn. At first, she had given him a few days. A few days, she thought, because he needed time to drift across the plains like the wind. Then she’d learned that you had to let people go. Even the people you loved.

Rachel turned onto her belly now and stared at a thin pearly curve of moon hanging over the pine trees. Lying there, thousands of miles away from Wyoming, she suddenly realized that Henry was truly gone from her life, and she no longer missed him. She thought of the sweet, chapped taste of Yoni’s lips, and the way his eyes sparkled when he looked at her.

She didn’t want to get her hopes up, though. Yoni was a soldier. He had to go back to the army on Sunday morning. She’d have to get used to the Sunday-to-Thursday work week. She’d have to get used to not seeing him for twenty-one days or even longer. She’d have to wait and count the days. Then he’d come home and she’d pretend that she hadn’t been counting. She’d just say, Hey, Yoni. Yo, Yoni. Hey, you.
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June 7, 2005

Aviva


Two weeks after Aviva had seen Yoni on his last home leave from the army, she held up the Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour album and looked around, studying the faces of the thirty eleventh graders crowded in her classroom. Aviva had no illusion that more than one or two of the students were even looking at her, let alone paying attention. As always, most of them had retreated into their own world—not that she could blame them. Still, she refused to give up on her students. The quest to help them gave her a purpose. Something to beat back her raging loneliness.

“Yoo-hoo!” Aviva clapped her hands twice and then stamped her feet. “One-two-three, focus!”

The school was in a rundown neighborhood in Akko, long on desperation, hash, and vodka (one student’s mother got drunk, waded into the sea, and drowned) and short on hope. When Aviva tried to imagine the students’ future, after they’d finished high school and served in the army, all she could see was a repeat of their parents’ dismal lives.

Aviva turned to a girl named Noa, a dark-skinned girl with even white teeth whose family was part of the Bnei Menashe tribe from India, one of the lost tribes of Israel. Aren’t we all members of one lost tribe or another, Aviva thought, broken apart, waiting for redemption?

“Noa, help me out here. Take a guess—what is this?”

“It’s old.” Noa crinkled her button nose.

“Old isn’t so bad. This is a Beatles album.”

“Cool,” said a boy named Yotam, sitting in the last row, his narrow face full of indifference.

Kagan would have told Aviva, “Work around what is.” She knew she couldn’t spend the rest of the class just standing there, wanting things to be different, so she forced herself to sing the first few lines of “All You Need Is Love.”

“You should be on ‘Kochav Nolad’,” said a buck-toothed kid named Natan.

“Really? On ‘A Star is Born’?” Aviva joked. “Until then, I want all of you to team up into groups of three or four. Pick a Beatles song and talk about what the words mean to you. Please—obviously—speak to each other in English.”

The students scraped their chairs around the floor and Aviva walked between the rows of desks. The classroom looked nothing like any of the classrooms at the school in Larchmont that her sister Jill’s kids attended: these walls were cracking and badly in need of repair, the bulletin boards pockmarked, the blinds hanging on a permanent slant against the windows. Aviva wandered from group to group, listening, and then said, “Natan, tell us what your group discussed.”

“We all said that we like newer music.”

“Ouch!” Aviva pretended to wince. “The Beatles are classic. What about my sixties look? This silver peace chain and bellbottoms are older than you are.”

Natan shrugged and traced his finger along the FUCK that was carved deep into his desk.

“My son Yoni bet me that I wouldn’t dare to wear this to school.”

“I never wear that,” announced Helena, a girl with lavender streaks in her hair. The one whose mother had drowned.

“I would never wear that,” Aviva corrected. “But you never know. I bet this style will return one day. Fashions always come back.”

“I hope no.”

“We’ll see. Anyway, I want you all to know that when I first heard the song ‘All You Need Is Love,’ I loved it right away.”

“You need more than love,” argued Helena, who had cut off the collar of her school uniform (a cotton T-shirt, students’ choice of color with the logo above the left breast) so that it slipped off her slender shoulder.

“What else do you need?”

“Money.”

“But money isn’t the most important thing,” Aviva countered. “The Beatles inspired people to believe that the world could change. Do you know that when the Beatles first performed this song on television, more than three hundred fifty million people watched them?”

“So what?” That was a pimply kid named Alex in the first row. “More people watch the World Cup.”

“And you’re one of them, right?” Aviva walked across the room. “Lyrics in songs and words in poems are worldwide, too; they’re feelings we all share, like love or happiness or sorrow. ‘There’s nothing you can do that can’t be done.’” She paused. “Doesn’t that give you a sense of hope?”

“Not when I think about Israeli soccer teams,” Alex replied.

Moving to the last row, Aviva stopped by Yotam, who had fallen asleep, his head on his desk. She considered waking him, but on her way to school that morning she had seen him working at his father’s bakery.

“Which song did you choose?” Aviva asked in Helena’s direction.

“I no have time.” Helena cracked her chewing gum.

“First of all, we don’t chew gum in class. And second, you have to do your classwork. And it’s, ‘I didn’t have time.’”

Helena shrugged.

“I want you to write about the song ‘Blackbird.’ Please read the first few lines to the rest of the class.”

“I no want.”

“There are a lot of things we don’t want to do, but we still have to do them.”

Helena groaned and pulled out her song sheet. “‘Blackbird singing in the dead of night.’” She read almost inaudibly, in slow motion, expressionlessly, like a metronome that cared nothing for music. The school bell rang. Helena crumpled the handout sheet, shoved it into her book bag, and moved quickly through the rows of desks.

Aviva wanted to rush after Helena, filled with a maternal impulse to throw her arms around her and give her some words of reassurance, however meager. But Helena was too fast, and when she reached the doorway, she glared back at Aviva over her bare shoulder, her sullen face triumphant.

NOT MUCH LATER, Aviva stood at the cemetery gate watching a small gray bird—perhaps a crested lark—attempt to lift off a grave.

The afternoon had turned windy. An impermeable sheet of gray hung across the sky. The crested lark (a hapless thing) beat its wings, going nowhere, until a sudden draft blew it sideways like a stray piece of paper, and off it went.

Aviva stopped at the fountain. She picked up the cup and poured three splashes of water on her left hand, three splashes on her right. A ritual washing. Then she stood by the burial house door, listening to the muffled voices coming from the other side. Why had she joined the burial circle in the first place? It took so much out of her. But Sophie had asked her to join a year after she’d moved to Peleg.

“Think of your mother’s funeral,” Sophie had told Aviva one evening as they sat in Aviva’s living room.

Aviva remembered. She remembered how her mother had died of a sudden brain aneurysm, and how Aviva had immediately flown to New York. Her mother, stubbornly proud to be a Jew, was just as proud to be exceedingly secular and irreverent, viewing traditional Jewish rites as folksy superstitions. She’d written in her will years earlier that she wanted a tasteful, unsentimental funeral, hoping to spare Aviva and Jill from too much pain.

Aviva couldn’t forget going with Jill to the funeral parlor to make the arrangements. The funeral director, an ashen, lugubrious man with a trim goatee, had walked the two sisters through the casket showroom, pointing out white caskets, mahogany caskets, and black caskets with brass hardware, as polished and gleaming as new cars. Her mother was somewhere in the funeral parlor, hidden out of sight.

Who had touched her last, Aviva wondered? Had they been kind? Gentle? Respectful? Aviva never knew. Looking back, she thought the whole procedure seemed too commercialized and sanitized, treating death the way you’d spray a disinfectant at a grimy surface. Aviva realized what had been missing: the authenticity, the immediacy, the undisguised reality of death.

Yes, Aviva had told Sophie, she’d join the burial circle because of all that her mother had missed. She wanted to take care of the dead women in the village as a personal tribute, something the funeral director, who hadn’t known her mother (and was a man, besides) could not have done.

And now, Aviva stood in the cemetery yet again. Gusts scuttled over the gravestones.

You lived because you had to live. Until it was time for you to go.

She reached for the handle of the burial house door, pushed down, and stepped inside.
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In the Burial Circle

Emily


Can you believe this wind?” Emily was standing in a dull spot of light by the burial house door in the clothes she’d worn to work—a three-quarter-sleeve violet shrug and a white blouse, with a patterned scarf creatively tied around her hair. Emily’s motto had always been, “You can never go wrong if you overdress,” but now she blushed as Aviva walked in, feeling too fashionable, too stylish.

“I thought I was supposed to wear something nice,” Emily apologized.

“Next time, it’s probably better if you wear something you don’t mind getting wet.” Aviva gestured to her drab skirt and shirt. “And I always wear these clothes because they’re like a uniform. Then I can take them off afterward and try to go on with my life.”

“Never apologize for looking good.” Lauren gave Emily a solemn hug.

Emily had put off joining the burial circle ever since she’d moved to Peleg. She hadn’t wanted to be near anyone dead; the idea made her too distraught. The image of standing with her mother and brother at her father’s grave kept coming back to her. That afternoon it had rained hard (“God’s crying, too,” Emily whispered) and Matt had held up an enormous black umbrella. It had been so difficult saying good-bye to her father that Emily had wanted nothing more to do with death.

Aviva had inspired Emily to join the burial circle that day they’d met at the beach, but this was her first tahara. Emily turned to the long metal table where the shallow contours of a body lay under a blue hospital sheet. It was Sophie. Sophie, who had always been so kind, warm, and welcoming to Lauren, and then to her. Emily had wanted to give Sophie something in return. “I can’t believe that’s really Sophie under there,” whispered Lauren.

“Never sick a day in her life.” Leah Zado crossed her arms over her shelflike breasts and pursed her lips. “If she’d only listened to me when I told her to go for a checkup then maybe—”

“Maybe nothing,” Gila Salomon cut in, as wiry as a pole vaulter, wearing her usual baggy Bedouin pants. “Pancreatic cancer is pancreatic cancer.”

“And at least she wasn’t sick for too long,” Lauren said.

The wind blew hard. The door flew open. Rachel appeared in a ruffled denim skirt and a blue gingham shirt.

“What?” Rachel looked at Aviva. “I came to help with the tahara.”

“But you’re so young.” Emily felt disconcerted seeing Rachel at the burial house.

The wind scraped through the room. No one spoke.

Aviva cleared her throat. “Rachel, you remind me so much of myself at your age. I wanted to help, I wanted to do . . .” She paused. “I really don’t want to introduce you to death.”

Rachel stayed right where she was, refusing to budge.

“I know,” Aviva said, “you won’t give up until we agree to let you stay.”

“That’s right.”

“It’s a first for me, too.” Emily reached her hand toward Rachel. “If it gets to be too much, we can both leave.”

The door to the burial house closed. Lauren handed Emily and Rachel disposable gloves and white hospital jackets to put over their clothes. They all moved around the table where Sophie lay.

Stillness widened around them like ripples in a lake. This is death, Emily thought, her head bent. It is what isn’t, though she wasn’t even sure what that meant. But a sense of purpose was settling on her.

Leah picked up a laminated prayer sheet and read:

“Dear God, You commanded us to take care of the dead and to bury them with loving-kindness . . . Please strengthen us so that we may perform this task with reverence and with love . . .”

“Sophie asked me to read the names of her sisters and mother,” Lauren said quietly. “As if they were part of the ceremony, too. Sophie never knew what happened to them.” She slowly unfolded a piece of paper. “Her mother’s name was Gita, and her sisters were Blooma, Menucha, and Feige.”

Emily glanced sideways at Lauren. She looked, as always, steely and resolute. Emily felt full of admiration for her friend. And then for herself, too. She had joined the burial circle, something she’d never thought she’d be able to do. Never say never. And right then it seemed less like a commemoration of death and more like an homage to life. To Sophie’s life.

“I remember how Sophie always said that God is in the details,” Aviva remarked.

“She taught me so much,” Lauren added.

Leah opened the faucet, filled a bucket, and sprinkled water over Sophie, which fell like spring showers. Like autumn rains.

Emily and Gila placed a dry sheet on top of Sophie, gently tugged out the wet one from underneath, and patted her dry. Lauren took a nail file from the shelf above the sink and held Sophie’s hand, gently smoothing the edges of her fingernails.

“I bet this is her first manicure.” Lauren spoke to nobody in particular. “She was always telling me to spoil myself a bit, but she never did.”

With Sophie’s face still covered, Emily brushed out Sophie’s white hair. “I’ll never forget that sparkling white color in the sun the first time I saw her in front of the grocery store. This is her very last time being beautiful.”

“She is pure, she is pure, she is pure,” Leah chanted as Gila took the shroud bonnet and inched down the sheet, laying the bonnet over Sophie’s face.

“Oh, we forgot the dirt for her eyes.” Gila turned to Rachel. “Would you mind going outside and scooping up just a little bit of dirt?”

Rachel opened the door and wind swept into the room. The women waited silently, motionlessly. Then Rachel stepped inside again and poured the dirt into Gila’s cupped palms, and Gila sprinkled the powdery earth over Sophie’s eyes.

“For dust you are and to dust you will return,” Leah recited.

Aviva took the linen pants (they looked like Shoval and Tal’s footie pajamas, Emily couldn’t help thinking), bunched up the ends, and shimmied the pants over Sophie’s legs, bundling them around her hips. Emily took the shroud shirt to pull over Sophie’s arm, cold and stiff. Gila took the linen sashes and loosely wrapped one under Sophie’s chin, another around her waist, and the third around her feet.

“We don’t make any knots so the soul can escape,” she explained.

Emily and Lauren opened a large shroud sheet and shook it out. Unfurling, unrolling, the shroud drifted down over Sophie. The women gathered around the table again and Leah picked up the prayer sheet and the piece of paper with Sophie’s sisters’ and mother’s names.

“Peace be upon you, Sophie. And Gita, Blooma, Menucha, and Feige.”

Leah paused to compose herself.

“Sophie, we ask forgiveness if we somehow hurt you. We did the best that we could . . .”

Emily stepped outside the burial house. She breathed in slowly. She took in the gray-tinted sky, the wind weaving through the trees, the fallen leaves skittering across the gravestones. Life was finite and death was infinite. Ein sof. Emily remembered her father saying that was also a name for God: Endless. Beyond everything.

“The first time always feels a little peculiar,” Charlie Gilbert, the village mayor, observed, turning to Emily and giving her an ironic smile. He was sitting on a bench by the door, smoking a cigarette. He took another drag and stamped it in the dirt.

Emily followed Charlie back into the burial house.

She helped him roll a black trolley next to the table. Gila and Lauren raised Sophie’s legs, Emily and Charlie held Sophie’s waist, and Rachel and Aviva tucked their hands under Sophie’s head and shoulders, laying her in the coffin.

“She’s so small but she feels so heavy,” Rachel whispered.

“The dead are always heavy,” Aviva said. “That’s because the soul has gone, and it’s the soul that carries the body.”
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June 7, 2005

Aviva


By the time Aviva met Eli Rothfeld for coffee later that evening, she was desperate to be pulled back into life. The night hung all around her, gloomy, windy, and dark, but the main plaza in Nahariya was lit up, a jumble of children running around, old men sitting on benches, families eating shwarma at outdoor restaurants, and stray cats prowling for scraps.

“Don’t get up.” Aviva spotted Eli at a corner table in the Galilee Café, but he still stood and kissed her hello.

“Aviva.”

Aviva had hoped to look better for their meeting. After Sophie’s tahara, she’d taken a shower to get rid of the lingering presence of death. She’d washed her hair, and it hung loosely around her shoulders. She wore black corduroy pants, a sapphire-blue sweater (one of her own and not something borrowed from Rafi or the boys), and a pair of leather boots. Aviva still had her figure. At least, she thought ruefully, she still had that.

“Everybody still says, ‘It must be so hard for you,’” Aviva had told Jill on the phone a few days ago. “But then they say, ‘You look so thin.’”

“I don’t suggest they try your dieting method,” Jill had remarked.

“You’re holding up,” Eli said now.

“That’s not saying much.” Aviva sat down across from him, and the surly Algerian waiter came to take her order. Eli already had his double espresso, straight up and black. Real spies, he’d always said, never drank milk.

When the waiter returned with her cappuccino, Aviva held the sugar packet above her cup and poured the grains out slowly, waiting until the sugar sank into the foam. “I’m warning you, I might burst into tears at any minute.”

“That’s okay.”

“But I needed to see you again,” Aviva said. “It just couldn’t have come at a worse time. I’m a member of the burial circle in Peleg and we just finished doing the tahara for an old friend of mine.”

“Why would you put yourself through that?”

“People are squeamish around the dead, but it’s a part of life,” Aviva answered. “And when I touch a dead woman, and then put my hand on my own warm skin, it reminds me to jump feet first into life every morning, no matter what. So I guess it makes the other things seem less bad.”

“But not better.”

“But maybe more bearable.” Aviva fell silent. She didn’t know how to begin—or what she even wanted to say. She watched Eli straighten his car keys and center his spoon on his napkin.

“I’m happy to see you here, Aviva, but I—”

“Hope is the thing.” Something to hold on to when she woke up alone in the middle of the night, the sea raging black and blue outside her window. “I understand you’re married. Really, Eli. I just wanted to see you.”

He nodded and said nothing, which was enough. He stared at Aviva with bottomless eyes and she stared back. His face was a map. In his eyes, she saw rue Soufflot and rue du Cherche-Midi and avenue de la Republique, where she’d taught English. Looking back, she knew those were the good places in her life. They were hard places, too, but not compared to what came next. And Eli was all the more valuable because he was the only one who knew, who had ever known those places and what living their kind of life was like.

“As I told you at shiva, I’m sorry to hear about your husband. He seemed like a really good guy.”

“He was.” Aviva nodded, and then it occurred to her what she needed to say. “I just wanted to thank you. Thank you for not agreeing to see me after that basketball game. You spared me from betraying Rafi. If you and I had done something together—anything, even meeting for coffee—I would never have forgiven myself.”

Eli’s eyes were the same as they always were but wearier, scuffed like old shoes. He waited a few beats. “So, what are your plans?”

“I’m waiting for Yoni to finish the army and then I’m hoping to take a sabbatical,” Aviva replied. “My middle son, Raz, is working in Costa Rica for a scuba diving outfit. He wanted to get away and clear his head.”

“Sounds good. Not that I could have done something like that.”

“It isn’t your personality to run away.”

“No, I always want to be in the thick of things. You wouldn’t find me spending more than a day in Bali.”

“I just don’t understand,” Aviva said. “Is this the purpose of life? All this pain?”

“Aviva, I am sorry. I wish I had an answer for you.”

Aviva didn’t speak. She didn’t expect an answer from Eli. Even the rabbi had no answer. Even God, if there was a God, had no answer.

She drank her coffee, watching people strolling through the plaza and a boy doing a wheelie on his bicycle. She asked Eli about his work and his son, Aviv, and about his wife. They talked for a while about the wind, the weather, the situation in the Middle East, and what was happening in Europe and America, and then there was nothing left to say.

Eli pushed away his coffee cup. “It is nice to—”

“Please don’t say, ‘It’s nice to see you.’” Aviva didn’t know what she expected, but something more than that.

“It was nice,” he insisted. “It is nice. And you know you’ll always have a big place in my heart.”

Aviva closed her eyes.

“You’ll be okay.”

“I have to be. I don’t have much choice.”

“You’re not a giver-upper.” Eli touched her arm.

“No,” she agreed. “I’m not.”

By the time they left the café, most of the restaurants had closed and the lights in the stores were turned off. Eli walked Aviva to her car and they stood for a few moments without saying a word. It was the way they would have stood on Memorial Day, when the siren blew for two minutes and everyone on the street simply stopped in place, right where they were. Aviva said good-bye quickly, drove to her house, and climbed into her empty bed. She listened to the gusts of wind rattle the trees and push back the waves. She couldn’t tell if it was her heart or the sea that lay knocked down, splayed and whimpering under the starless sky.





13

July 21, 2005

Rachel


Rachel listened to Cat Stevens singing “Wild World” on the Israeli Army radio station. She was surprised they would play Cat Stevens—he went radical Muslim and all—but there he was, crooning “Ooh baby,” followed by U2, Ehud Banai, and the Rolling Stones. At four o’clock, an ominous beep-beep-beep came on and then the hourly news update.

Rachel leaned in, listening to the announcer. With her elementary Hebrew, she picked out a few words here and there. Then she yanked off her rubber gloves and made a corner shot, sinking the gloves right into the large green garbage can by the door.

“Basket, three points, my shift’s over, Svetlana! I’m out of here.”

Svetlana Shapiro lifted her head from the cutting board where she was chopping onions. Svetlana was a big, plump, flat-faced woman, about fifty, the same age as Rachel’s mother, but while Rachel’s mother let her hair go gray (Rachel joked that Ariel the mermaid would look just like her mother in middle age), Svetlana’s hair was dyed platinum blond.

“You should not be cleaning dishes,” Svetlana scolded, oil sizzling in a pan on the nearby stove. “You should be serious about continuing your education.”

“But working here is also an education.” Rachel untied her apron strings. “And I was an anthropology major. I’m studying people here in the school of life.”

“Some school.”

“Well, Svetlana, don’t work too hard and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Do svidanya.” Svetlana lowered her head and returned to her chopping.

Rachel walked past the eight-burner stovetop, the refrigerators and ovens, the cabinets for pots and pans marked MEAT or DAIRY, the shelves with cartons of potatoes, onions, and garlic. She dropped her apron in the laundry basket and left the hotel, walking until she turned down a road marked with a wooden sign carved in the shape of a dog.

The afternoon was hot and hazy, the sky languid and blue. Now and then a bird flew overhead. Rachel followed the dirt lane lined with avocado trees and reached a house with a pitched roof. She knocked on the front door and a modest older woman opened it. Her tiny lips, round face, black eyes, and fine black hair made her look like a doll. Rachel knew she was Esther Troyerman.

“You speak English, don’t you?” Rachel asked.

Esther nodded.

“Aviva told me about you and your husband, so I came to meet you and see your kennels.”

“I’m sorry, we don’t do tours.”

“I don’t want a tour,” Rachel explained. “I’m a volunteer here from America. I love animals. I have a horse and a dog and a cat we adopted from a shelter.”

Esther stayed quiet, fiddling with the top button of her yellow blouse, looking back at Rachel.

“I thought maybe I could help.” Rachel paused. “Aviva speaks so highly of you.” And then Rachel waited, the way she had waited near her horse, Oreo, when her parents brought him home. Oreo had clopped his hooves nervously in the dirt, moving away whenever Rachel came close. Rachel didn’t give up—day after day, she stood looking at his jet-black eyes, holding out apples and carrots until she won him over.

“Shalom,” Esther finally said. “I’m Esther Troyerman.”

“I’m Rachel Schoenberger, I’m happy to meet you.” Rachel extended her hand and Esther took it, her touch no more than a breeze.

“My husband, Jacob, doesn’t like anyone coming to the kennels.” Esther spoke in an apologetic tone. “He doesn’t even like our son, Eyal, to help him. I don’t let in visitors, but since Aviva told you to come, I’ll make an exception for a few minutes. I was just going out to the cat kennel now.”

“Thank you.” Rachel fell into step beside Esther. The lawn smelled like it had just been mown. The dogs in the kennel were barking. “What are those fruit trees over there?”

“Why, they’re oranges,” Esther said in a surprised voice, as if the answer were obvious.

“I’ve never seen oranges on trees before—and ones that are so green!”

“Oh, they’ll be orange by December.” Esther opened the door of a small cottage.

The room looked very bright and clean, and there were a dozen crates along the walls. When Rachel walked in, she smelled the tangy scents of cat fur and disinfectant. The sunflower-yellow walls were covered with needlepoints and watercolor paintings, and a ceiling fan turned lazily overhead.

“The cats walk around freely in the animal shelter near my house.” Rachel hoped she didn’t sound disappointed.

“They’d fight if I kept them all together,” Esther apologized. “And I work alone.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“But I take them out a few times every day and give them special attention. Baba here is my current favorite.”

Esther moved to a crate where a long-haired white Persian cat arched its back, peering curiously at her with yellow eyes.

“When Baba first arrived, he didn’t want to eat, so I started to cook him fish every day.” Esther unlatched the crate and tucked Baba under her arm, nestling her face in the cat’s white fur. “You probably think that’s strange. But when I was in the ghetto in Budapest during World War Two, I was always hungry. I felt bad for the cat.” Esther shifted Baba around, staring into his eyes, and then turned back to Rachel. “I should talk to you about happy things.”

“No, I want to hear your stories,” Rachel said. “I’ve read a lot about World War Two, but I’ve never had the chance to talk to anyone who was actually in it.” She glanced at Esther, who was still holding the cat, a tight look in her eyes as she gazed out the window.

“Do you want to hold Baba?”

“Of course.” Rachel reached for the cat and sat with him on a rocking chair in the middle of a braided rug.

“Nothing like sitting with a cat, is there?” Esther cleaned out his crate, rolling up some soiled newspapers and tossing them in the garbage can. “When my two daughters were little they were always bringing home stray cats. But they both live in Tel Aviv now and I don’t get to see them much.”

“You must miss them.” Rachel stroked the tender bundle in her lap. She thought of Bates, her cat at home; her parents; and her younger brother, Jordan. Then the front door swung open and a man, bony and razor-sharp, poked his head through the doorway and spoke crossly. Esther plucked Baba from Rachel’s arms, placed him back in his crate, and hurried from the room.

Rachel followed her outside. The man stood fixed on the path like a tree. A slight breeze blew back the tufts of white hair from his weathered forehead.

“Jacob—” Esther began, and then Jacob said something Rachel couldn’t make out. They argued for a while until he turned to Rachel and told her in English, “The dogs wouldn’t stop barking, so I knew someone was here. I don’t like having people in the kennels.”

“I know you don’t,” Esther told him. “But Rachel is a volunteer here. Rachel, this is my husband, Jacob.”

“Nice to meet you,” Rachel said. “I’ve wanted to stop by to see your kennels since I came here a while ago.”

Jacob glared at Rachel.

“Aviva said you have the nicest avocado groves in the village,” Rachel continued, “and that you used to raise chickens. There’s a really great book by an American woman who used to be a chicken farmer. I don’t know if it’s translated into Hebrew.”

“I read in English.” Jacob still sounded impatient.

“Good, that makes it easy. I can ask my Mom to send a copy. It’s called The Egg and I.”

“You read that book?” Jacob’s glare died down. “I have that book. Esther, why don’t you invite Rachel inside? You must be thirsty. It’s hot. Come along.” He turned suddenly, his sinewy arms bent like rudders, and marched away from the cottage. He held the front door open for Rachel, and she sat down on a lone armchair with scratchy brown fabric in the living room, aware of how small and bare the house was. There was a faded oil painting on the wall, a wooden coffee table, and a ceramic vase holding sprigs of dry straw flowers. Esther went into the kitchen and Jacob walked directly to the bookshelf against the back wall, returning with The Egg and I.

He perched on the arm of the couch across from Rachel. “I only read about the Shoah, but I read this book because we used to have chicken coops. I don’t know if my wife told you.”

“Told her what?” Esther called.

“About me.” Jacob turned as Esther came in with a tray of lemonade and pretzels.

“I didn’t tell her anything.” Esther handed Rachel a glass. “But Rachel said she wanted to hear our stories.”

“Our stories,” Jacob repeated to Rachel.

“I didn’t mean—”

“Please, Rachel, have some lemonade.” Esther sat down in a straight-backed wooden chair.

“I really don’t want to bother you.”

“It’s no bother,” Esther said. “I like when people stop by.”

“I don’t,” Jacob countered. “I don’t have time for schmaltz. I’m only making an exception because Rachel read that book.”

“Do you think I can go with you to see the dogs?” Rachel asked after taking a sip of lemonade.

“No.”

Rachel was so taken aback by Jacob’s reply that she sprang up. “I should go—”

“Don’t go yet,” Esther said. “Sit for another minute or two.”

Rachel sat back down uneasily, glancing at Jacob, who looked at her, his flinty brown eyes unmoving.

“The dog kennel is busy now because of summer vacation.” Esther was trying to keep the conversation going. “Once school starts again, we slow down. We’ll get a lot of animals during Sukkot vacation, then Chanukah, and then when the U.N. people go home for Christmas.”

“It must be funny seeing the oranges on the trees in December.” Rachel munched on a pretzel. “I can’t imagine that. Where I grew up it’s always so cold and windy on Christmas—”

“I’ll tell you a story about Christmas,” Jacob interrupted.

“Jacob, no—” Esther’s eyes were miserable.

“Esther, you told me she wanted to hear our stories.”

“Jacob, why don’t you drink your lemonade?”

“How about Christmas in Birkenau?” Jacob looked at Rachel with blistering intensity. “Do you want to hear how they made us stand naked in the snow for hours in front of their Christmas tree?” He locked his eyes with Rachel, who held his stare without blinking.

The dogs barked in the kennel. Jacob tilted his head, listening to their yelps. He got off the arm of the couch and stepped outside. “Welcome to Israel,” he said, closing the door behind him. Rachel couldn’t tell whether his tone was ironic.

Esther sighed. Rachel turned to the window. Jacob’s figure, knotted and gnarled, lurched across the other side of the glass.

A WEEK LATER, Rachel stood in the doorway in a sleeveless denim work shirt and shorts. “Esther, I’m serious about helping you in the cat kennel.”

“I can see that you are, but I can’t—”

“I don’t want to get paid. I just love animals.”

“Fine. I’ll tell Jacob that I couldn’t say no to a little company.”

They walked across the lawn again. The afternoon was hot and muggy. At least the cat cottage was cool, Rachel thought as she and Esther let out two tan Javanese cats named Stella and Bella. The cats roamed around the room, playing with toys and climbing up a three-tier climbing tree, as Rachel and Esther cleaned out their cages.

“When did you open the kennels?” Rachel asked.

“Let’s see,” Esther said from the next cage. “I guess it started after Jacob went off to fight in one of the wars. I was home by myself, taking care of our three kids and the cows and chickens. It was a lot of work for me. When the war ended and Jacob came home, I convinced him to sell the cows. We got good money for them, but we had an empty cow shed. What can you do with it?”

“Good question.”

“We left it empty for a while and bought a mule,” Esther went on. “We planted radishes and other vegetables that grew fast so at least we’d have something to eat. Then we got orange and avocado trees. The work got easier but people used to sneak in and steal our produce, so Jacob bought a gun and taught me how to shoot.”

“You?” Rachel looked at Esther’s frame, as delicate as an orchid stern.

“I have a pistol license. I’ve never had to use it, thank God, but I felt safer knowing I had it when Jacob was away.”

Rachel held her breath, pushing her head deep into the cage to clean in the corners, and then came up for air. “So what happened?”

“Jacob’s cousin, Leon, moved to England after World War Two,” Esther remembered. “He came to visit us and left his dog in a kennel back there. That’s how Jacob got the idea. At the time, there was only one dog kennel in Israel. Jacob turned the cow shed into a dog kennel, and then people started asking if they could bring their cats, so that’s how I got started.”

“It’s great to do something you love.”

“Jacob’s in love with those dogs. He spoils them even when they scratch and bite him. He says they’re like his girlfriends.”

One of the cats rubbed against Rachel’s leg and she put down her cleaning spray and sponge and picked it up, holding it close.

“He says that he doesn’t want the dogs barking through the night,” Esther said. “Sometimes they’re homesick and they make a lot of noise. He worries they’ll bother the neighbors, so he puts on bug spray and sleeps on a cot in the shed.”

Rachel didn’t reply. She closed the door of the cat crate with finality, just to do something.

LATER THAT EVENING, Rachel was sitting in Aviva’s cozy living room when her cell phone rang. As soon as Rachel saw the number, she accepted the call and said, “Hey, you,” having practiced the words often enough in her head.

“We haven’t been allowed to use our phones until now.” Yoni spoke in a rush, as though he was running out of time. “We’re out in the shetach.”

“In the where?”

“Out in the field, training,” he explained. “Look, I have to take over guarding in a few minutes. Where are you?”

“Funnily enough, I’m having a cup of delicious mint tea with your mom.” Rachel smiled up at Aviva.

“As long as all is okay, tell him I’ll talk to him another time,” Aviva interjected, standing up and adding over her shoulder, “I’ll give you two some privacy.”

“Your mom is taking good care of me.” Rachel was sitting cross-legged on a winged armchair.

“She told me you’re also great company. Anyway, I’m getting out on Friday. Can I see you when I come home?”

“Definitely.” Rachel smiled.

“Good. That’s all I wanted to hear. Yallah, I gotta go.”

“That’s it?” Rachel managed to say, but he had already hung up. She sat for a moment, relishing the phone conversation—however brief—and then wandered into the kitchen, where Aviva was sitting at the table, reading a book of poetry.

“He’s okay,” Rachel told her.

Aviva nodded, not looking up.

“I like poetry, too,” Rachel said awkwardly to Aviva’s bowed head.

Aviva sighed, then read out loud, “‘In the darkness with a great bundle of grief / the people march.’ That’s Carl Sandburg.”

“It must be hard for you.” Rachel slid into the chair across from her.

“I try not to think about the dangers.” Aviva closed the book. “The army does its best to make sure the boys are safe. But let’s make a pact not to worry about him, okay? You can’t pre-worry—it won’t help. I just keep hoping that lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice.”

“You’ve very brave, Aviva. My mom would really like you. I told her all about you. And when I think of what you’ve—”

“Look at you,” Aviva cut in with a wave of her hand. “It isn’t easy being a soldier’s girlfriend.”

Rachel blushed. “I never pictured myself as the kind of girlfriend who wants to bake cookies for my boyfriend, but here I am.”

“Well, come back on Friday afternoon and we can bake his favorite chocolate chip cookies together.”
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Emily


Emily!” Yoram Kluger called out in an excited voice when he spotted her wheeling Shoval and Tal in their double stroller past the hotel one steamy morning. “You, the boys, you! You look, well—”

“Well, what?” Emily snapped, stopping in front of him, squinting at his shock of white hair.

“It’s nine o’clock.” He smiled the way he often smiled at disgruntled guests. “Weren’t the boys supposed to be in gan an hour ago?”

“They’re not in gan.” Emily pulled up the hood of the stroller to glance at her sons. Tal was bawling, his face red, tears running down his cheeks, while Shoval gripped a stuffed dinosaur to his chest, shaking his finger and shouting, “Zeh sheli!” Emily thought what he really wanted to say was, “This is mine and there’s no freaking way I am going to give you back this dinosaur!”

Emily glared at Yoram. She was in no mood to be social. She’d been up since five, wearing a ratty pair of denim shorts with ragged fringes and a vintage UMass T-shirt with matching spit-up stains on both shoulders; she’d only stepped out of the house because she couldn’t take them squabbling in the living room another second. “They’ve been fighting since they woke up,” Emily said. “And before that, they had fevers and were crying half the night. I don’t know where they find the energy. No, I take that back. They drain it all from me.”

“You need a break,” Yoram boomed. “Come back to work at the hotel.”

“I was really hoping to find a job where I could paint.” But as Emily spoke, she knew it was useless. There were no art jobs around. Maybe she could find the very rare job in an art gallery in Haifa, but that would mean a two-hour roundtrip commute, and then she’d never get to see the boys. She felt stuck.

“Once the boys are older, you’ll take up where Picasso left off!” Yoram moved sideways to block the sun from her face. “Meanwhile, work for me.”

Emily shot him a tired smile. The air, hot and fierce, buzzed. She stared at the hotel entrance, where the pink flowers on the oleander bushes looked ready to poison someone.

“Try the hotel for a few weeks,” Yoram insisted. “I have a couple of shifts. And why don’t you put your kids in gan already? Or are you too much of a Jewish mother to let them out of your sight?”

“I just thought it would be good for them to be with me,” Emily sputtered as Tal grabbed the dinosaur away from Shoval and both opened their mouths in unison. Emily silently counted down, Three . . . two . . . one, because she knew (sure enough and iffen the creek don’t rise, as her mother liked to say) that they’d start crying. And sure enough, the boys were wailing and Yoram couldn’t get in another word.

Emily had put off placing the boys in the gan even though the other toddlers in Peleg went there every day because, she guessed, she wanted to avoid the inevitable question of what to do next in her life. And maybe because her mother had worked long hours at Shreibman’s Fine Clothing in Charleston the whole time Emily and her brother were growing up. Or was it because Boaz was out of the house so much and she was too lonesome to let the boys go?

“It doesn’t look like it’s good for any of you,” Yoram said loudly over the boys’ cries.

Emily gave an exhausted nod and thought, I get it, I get it.

“You can start on Thursday afternoon, evening shift,” Yoram announced, as if it were a fait accompli. “See you!”

“See you,” Emily muttered, giving in, and instead of turning left, she continued straight down the road, wheeling Shoval and Tal past the village office and along the sandy path to the toddlers’ gan. It was a modest one-story building painted lime green, nestled in the shade of a wisteria bush that clamored up a trellis on the side of the building. When Emily stopped at the gate, the boys were already squirming to get out of their stroller. She unhooked their belts, lifted them out, and they toddled up the path toward the gan door.

Inside, sunlight splashed everywhere, falling on the cheerful room decorated with children’s drawings and filled with toys, crayons, paints, puzzles, books, and games. Emily found Sara Fishman, the gan teacher, an exuberant woman in her sixties with spiky gray hair and Mickey Mouse earrings, sitting on a children’s chair in the middle of a semicircle, reading a picture book to six toddlers perched on plastic potties, their shorts pushed down around their ankles.

“Sara, I’m here with my boys.” Emily thought that if she had a white flag, she’d be waving it in surrender.

“It’s about time.” Sara grinned. “I was wondering when you’d come around to it. In a few months, your boys will be old enough to sit on the potty.”

“Group toilet training! I love it!”

“Shoval and Tal will learn in no time.” Sara winked. “After all, I was the one who trained Boaz.”

“Great,” Emily replied, but she couldn’t imagine Boaz sitting on a potty. She couldn’t imagine him being young or silly or happy.

“SHALOM AND WILLKOMMEN,” Emily told a group of German tourists as they poured into the hotel lobby the next month. “Welcome to the Garden of Eden Ho—”

“I need a room immediately,” barked a moody-looking older man in a shiny button-down shirt, thrusting his credit card over the reception desk.

“I’ll do my best to—”

“Where’s a restroom?” interrupted a woman with bluish-white hair.

“And I’d like a room with a view of the sea,” said a hoarse-voiced, tall man pushing toward the desk.

“One minute and I can—”

“Please show us where the bar is,” said a man whose nose was veiny and red.

“Right this way,” announced Ali Haddad, who suddenly, magically appeared in the lobby.

Emily beamed at him. She didn’t want to admit how many times he stopped to talk to her on his way in and out of the hotel where he worked as Yoram’s assistant manager. Ali was a little taller and a little older than Emily; he was so bold, spry, and full of energy that she joked he must have an Eveready battery inside him. He understood her humor and liked to laugh—his deep-set black eyes glistening like a lake lit up by moonlight—and he waited for her to laugh when he said something funny in return. In the weeks since she had been back at work, he’d brought her lilies in a vase to keep on the desk (he remembered her telling him she liked their aroma) and white chocolate (“You’re the only one I know over the age of ten who likes white chocolate.”), and he phoned her on her days off to find out how she was getting along.

“Follow me for Heineken and Maccabee,” she heard Ali say, watching as some of the guests trailed behind him as if he were the Pied Piper.

Emily passed out registration forms, swiped credit cards, and distributed room keys. The guests dispersed one by one, and just when she thought it was safe and the lobby was finally under control, in walked Danielle Cohen, Tal and Shoval’s babysitter, wheeling the twins in their carriage. Tal was in Spider-Man pajamas, Shoval dressed like Superman: they were wide awake and ready for action.

“Hi, Danielle.” Emily glanced at her watch. “Isn’t it kind of late for these guys?”

“I’m sorry,” said Danielle, wearing Naot sandals and baggy cargo shorts. “They wouldn’t stop crying and I couldn’t get them to sleep and I didn’t know what else to do.”

Emily stepped out from behind the desk, picked up Tal in one arm and Shoval in the other, and balanced them on her hips. “That’s okay,” Emily told her. “Boys, Danielle is going to take you home and get you to sleep.”

“Noooo!” Tal shouted, as if Emily had just announced that Danielle was taking them to the guillotine. Shoval looked at Tal and opened his mouth, too. Emily silently counted three . . . two . . . one . . . and then watched as Shoval also burst into tears. The boys clamped their legs around her, holding on tight.

“Okay, you can stay for ten minutes and then you’ll go.”

“Thank you.” Danielle’s sigh of relief was quite audible. She plopped herself down on the brown leather couch by the large picture window, placed the boys next to her, and took out a Hebrew version of Where the Wild Things Are from the diaper bag. Emily returned to the reception desk and worked, listening to Danielle read the book, and as soon as she reached the last page, the boys started whining again.

Emily sat down with them on the couch. “Boys, it’s time to go home. I’ll call Boaz and he’ll come pick you up.”

“Boaz went to check something in the groves,” Danielle informed her.

Emily nodded, not surprised. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to help out with the boys—he just saw the twins as her responsibility, the way the groves and the cows were his. Emily looked out the window. A spotlight shone on the flower beds, illuminating hundreds of insects zipping through the restless, humid night. She turned back to her sons’ matching, tear-streaked faces, wondering what to do next.

All at once, Ali reappeared, making her feel immediately relieved. How was it possible that he showed up whenever she needed him? He strode toward her in a pastel-blue polo shirt, dark jeans, and sneakers, his eyes beaming like strong headlights on a dark road. “What’s the matter?”

“Who knows? Danielle brought them here because they wouldn’t stop crying, and now they don’t want to go home.”

“Shoval and Tal!” Ali knelt next to the couch. “Did you know I’ve known you both since you were babies? You’re big guys now. Crying isn’t for big guys like you. How would you like a ride in my car?”

“You don’t have to do that,” Emily said.

“We’ll go for a ride and then I’ll drop them off at your house.”

“That’s nice of you, but I’ll think of something.”

“My car’s right out front.”

“Do you have car seats?”

That made Ali laugh. “Your house is less than five minutes from here. I promise I’ll drive very slowly, and I’ll be sure to make a complete stop at the one stop sign from here to there.”

Emily blushed, embarrassed by her overcautiousness and the way he could get her to laugh at herself. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Outside, Ali folded up the boys’ stroller, put it in the trunk of his car, and got into the driver’s seat. Danielle climbed into the back and held out her arms, and Emily passed the boys to Danielle, or tried to, at any rate, because they clung to Emily, unwilling to be dislodged.

“Well, that was a good plan. I guess they’ll have to stay with me in the hotel a while longer.”

“Why don’t you get in with them and I’ll drive you all around until they calm down,” Ali suggested.

“I can’t leave the reception desk.”

“What’s going to happen if you leave for a few minutes?” An amused expression crossed Ali’s face again. “And if anyone is looking for you, you can say you went outside to check something.”

“It’s good that Yoram likes you, because when he fires me, you can talk him out of it.” Emily climbed into the backseat, nestling the boys in her arms.

They drove down the curved village lane. “Shhh,” Emily whispered to Shoval and Tal as they drove past the silent cemetery. “Shhh . . .”

They passed Jacob Troyerman’s kennel. “Shhh . . .”

The road hugged the shore and the sea rocked back and forth, singing its own lullaby. Emily felt the boys’ bodies slacken against her, and by the time Ali looped the car around the hotel and arrived at her house, they were fast asleep.

Emily took Tal and Danielle carried Shoval, and they made their way through the darkened house, following a trail of building blocks, cars, and trucks. They laid the boys in their cribs, closed the door partway, and tiptoed out.

“Danielle, help yourself to Gila’s amazing cookies,” Emily said in the kitchen. As a babysitter for the Wallenstein kids in Charleston, Emily had loved the way Mrs. W. always encouraged her to take whatever she wanted from the snack drawers. “When Boaz comes back”—she took a cookie, hesitated, then put it back—“you can go right home. Good night, and thanks again.”

Emily then hurried toward the front door, hoping to return to the hotel before she was needed, but when she reached the living room, she stopped suddenly. The room looked like a scene. A still life. It was strange, Emily thought, it was her life. The reading lamp near Boaz’s armchair (he never used the overhead ceiling light because it grated on him to pay the Israel Electric Corporation to keep a room bright), the messy table in the corner where Emily and the boys played with Play-Doh and finger paints, the stereo system with its spidery wires hanging down that Boaz had been meaning to fix. She gazed at it all, not feeling a part of it, and then she stepped outside, surprised to find Ali’s car, the engine on.

“Why did you wait? I could have walked.”

“Maybe, but I wanted to drive you.”

“That was nice of you.” Emily climbed in, buckling on her seat belt though they were less than five minutes away. “Your English always surprises me.”

“I didn’t have time to learn a Massachusetts accent. I wanted to stay there, but Jasmine wanted to come back.”

Emily nodded, remembering Lauren’s story about Jasmine and Ali’s breakup at Em-Hassan’s house. Emily looked at Ali’s face, half-illuminated by the streetlamps. “I like your hair pulled back to the side like that,” Ali said.

“Thank you.” Emily was surprised by his remark; Boaz hadn’t even noticed.

Then Ali’s cell phone rang and he glanced at the number and rolled his eyes before answering. “Yes, Yoram, the travel agent would know which airport is closest to Mt. Kilimanjaro . . . No, you don’t have to call Hussein, I took care of the pool chemicals . . . Yes, I already told Svetlana to make extra goulash.”

When Ali hung up, he shot Emily a smile that triggered something inside her.

She smiled back.

But no and no, she told herself firmly. She was married to Boaz and she should not be flirting with Ali. Then she thought of the muted shapes and shadows of her living room. Was her whole life going to be one long diet in which she constantly denied herself the smallest of pleasures? And what was wrong with enjoying another man’s compliments? Did she always have to deprive herself?

Ali parked in front of the hotel.

“Thanks a lot.” Emily opened the door.

“Isn’t your shift supposed to be over soon?” Ali asked, walking next to her through the deserted lobby.

“At ten o’clock.” Emily stepped behind the reception desk. “I’m waiting for one last couple.” She ran her finger down the reservation list. “Mr. and Mrs. Berdichevsky.”

“And where are Mr. and Mrs. Berdichevsky?”

“They called to say they’d be late. Unfortunately, they had a flat tire.”

“Poor them.”

“Are you making fun of me?”

“I’m making fun of the way you take your job so seriously. That can’t be why you came here, to work and work and have no fun. Why did you even move here?”

Emily paused. She and Ali talked a lot, but most of their conversations revolved around the hotel, the staff, or the guests. Never anything personal. She didn’t want to tell Ali about Rob. She didn’t want to reveal the lingering shame of being dumped for another woman. She didn’t want to tell him about the Nazis or how her father, after fleeing for his life, used to say, “Now that we have Israel, what Hitler did, he can’t do again . . .”

“Y’all picked a lousy neighborhood.” That was Emily’s mother, who said the same thing almost every other phone conversation. “You know Moses stuttered, ‘Ca . . . Ca . . . Ca . . .’ He didn’t mean Canaan, he meant Canada! Anything would be better than where y’all are.”

“Well,” Emily told Ali, “Lauren moved here after she married David, and I wanted to try something new so I decided to come.”

“Just like that?” Now he was studying her, his eyes trawling across her face.

Emily swallowed hard. “Kind of.”

“And you like it?”

The way he asked her that, in this new, intimate way, made Emily’s face go red. As red as the raspberry-colored cardigan she was wearing. She fiddled with the bottom button, not knowing where else to look.

“Because I’d pack up and move tomorrow.”

The thought of his moving away filled her with a sudden gloom. When had seeing him become the highlight of her day? “Where would you go?”

“Right back to Somerville,” he replied. “My cousin has a hummus place there, and he said he’d help me open another one. I wouldn’t stay here if I had the choice.”

“It is a very complicated place.”

“Too complicated.”

The hotel door opened. A round-bellied man with gray strands combed sideways over his bald scalp walked in, followed by a woman who, Emily thought, seemed to have poured herself into a gold lamé blouse, matching pants, and stiletto heels.

“For this much trouble, we could have gone to Italy,” the woman muttered to nobody in particular as she reached the desk, extracting lipstick beads from the corners of her mouth.

“I told her that Italy is nice, but so is the Galilee,” the man said. “But then with that flat tire in the middle of the night—”

“It’s hardly the middle of the—” the woman argued.

“You must be Mr. and Mrs. Berdichevsky,” Emily interrupted.

“A lucky guess,” the man huffed.

“How can he even compare the Galilee to Italy?” the woman asked. “I grew up in Israel, but most people think I’m European. I’m surprised this hotel is even booked at all. At least in Italy, you have the mountains, the lakes, the food, the wines—”

“Welcome to the Garden of Eden Hotel, Mr. and Mrs. Berdichevsky.” Ali affected a dramatic flourish. “There will be a continental breakfast served between eight and ten. You’ll enjoy the pool and the beach, and you can also take a hike in the hills.” Emily thought they looked like the last couple to hang out with Mother Nature. Smiling, she turned around and reached for the last room key hanging from a hook in the wooden cubicle.

“Well, anyway,” Mr. Berdichevsky said, “now that the exchange rate is so bad, who wants to get ripped off in Lake Como?”

“Exactly.” Emily handed him the key, explaining how to get to the room.

“I’ll get our suitcases,” Mr. Berdichevsky said.

“No, you won’t.” His wife glanced at Ali. “There’s a porter right here.”

Ali shot her a heated look. “I’ve sent my entire staff home for the night, but since your husband needs help, I’ll make an exception.”

They left the lobby. Emily stood there, waiting impatiently for Ali to return so she could apologize to him.

“Why should you be sorry?” he asked when she did, joining her at the desk.

“That woman was so insulting.”

“I won’t waste my time thinking about someone like her. I prefer to think about someone like you.”

His words hung in the air. Closing the computer, locking the office door, straightening out the desk: Emily did everything she could think of to avoid his eyes. Then she paced back across the lobby, aware of her high-heeled espadrille sandals padding against the floor, aware of Ali’s steps, in rhythm with her own. He opened the door and Emily walked into the cloud of light that drifted off the bronze lanterns mounted on the walls, and then down the stairs.

“Do you have to go home right away?” he asked.

It was so warm that Emily felt the night melting into her skin. Her skin melting into the night. “I guess I have a few minutes.” Then a memory came to her. It was during a rare disagreement with Lauren, right after Emily had said she was marrying Boaz. Lauren had told her, “You can’t just do the first thing that pops into your head.”

But what would be so terrible if Emily did something spur-of-the-moment for five minutes? She only wanted three hundred seconds for herself. Three hundred seconds to be with Ali, her newfound friend. And why not? Throw away the idea that life consists only of duty, dishes, and diapers, she thought defiantly, and walked with Ali in the opposite direction of her house. An almost full moon shone brightly above them. Emily thought of another thing Lauren had once said: Humans are made of the same substances as the stars and the planets. Emily wondered, didn’t the moon also need some time alone in the middle of the swirling cosmos?

They reached the banyan tree at the end of the lawn. “I sometimes walk by this tree during the day and there are so many birds hidden inside it that it sounds like the tree itself is singing,” Emily said.

“It’s my favorite tree in the world. A long time ago, I wrote my name on it. Here, let me show you.”

Emily knew she should turn back, but Ali took her hand and guided her under the leaves. Why did it feel so natural to have her fingers grasped in his, almost like finding a glove that fit absolutely perfectly on your hand? He flicked a cigarette lighter, a flame splashed, and Emily could see the graffiti carved into the trunk.

“That was you,” she whispered.

“I wrote it the first summer I worked here with David in the fields. We were sixteen and he dared me to do it. Here’s his name in all three languages, too.”

“This is like a clue at the beginning of a mystery novel.” Emily stared at David and Ali’s names. “I saw this when I first started working here, but I forgot all about it.”

“You had other things to think about.”

“That’s why I’m never good at guessing what will happen in mysteries.” Emily thought first about Rob, and then about Boaz, and then about how she was standing there with Ali enfolded in all that plush, sheltering green. I really should donate my brain for scientific research, Emily said to herself. She traced the version of Ali’s name in Arabic: a line as coiled as a trail going uphill, and then circling back with two small dashes underneath, like footprints.

“Now that I’m pretty good at Hebrew, teach me some words in Arabic.”

“Fesh mitlik.” His voice was quiet.

“What does that mean?” She swallowed nervously.

“There’s no one like you. And I know you and I are more alike than you think.”

“This is crazy.” Emily let go of his hand and turned to go. She was afraid of how terribly wrong she felt. She was afraid of how terribly right she felt, basking in Ali’s attention like a sunflower tilting its face up toward the sun. “I really have to go.”

“You don’t have to do everything alone,” he said. “Why do you think I waited for you at your house? Why do I stop to talk to you every day? Why do I always try to help you?”

Emily laced her fingers together—here’s the steeple and mosques don’t have them, either—her heart hammering.

Ali stood so close she could smell his lemony aftershave. She could see the ridge of his tapered jaw, his gleaming eyes. He kissed her on the lips.

“I must be crazy,” she whispered.

“No, you’re perfect.”

And then she was stumped and speechless. She didn’t know which was worse: her old life, where she was filled with secret loneliness, or this new one, where she was flooded with secret joy. It reminded Emily of a line her father used to read from the Bible: “I have set before thee life and death, a blessing and a curse . . .”

Emily thought of Boaz, who needed her love, and Ali, who did not. She knew she shouldn’t do the first thing that popped into her head, even if it seemed to be according to God’s plan. But would God plan for her to kiss an Arab guy hidden in the banyan leaves while her Jewish husband waited at home?

Emily knew she had to do the second thing, which was to get her legs to walk away, and she pivoted and did just that.

“Emily, all I want is to be with you,” Ali called after her. “Is there anything wrong with that?”
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September 09, 2005

Aviva


It was after dawn and Aviva had just finished a swim in the clear cobalt-blue sea. She walked along the beach, listening to music blasting from Shuky’s Snack and Surf Shop. It was Dave Matthews singing “Crash,” and the song stung her eyes. She pushed herself along, focusing on the terrace by Shuky’s shop with its tables and chairs and palm fronds hung up to make a leafy roof. In the front of the shop were surfboards stacked upright, lined one after the other like library books. Aviva imagined Benny walking along the shore, his surfboard tucked under his arm, a trail of his footprints leading out from the water.

“Aviva!”

She twirled around, shaking and lost, her heart pounding, and found Guy Sasson, whom she’d known since he was a little boy. He was standing by the shop, a geometric tattoo circling his right arm, his surfer shorts hanging off his hips, the mane of floppy dark curls he’d had throughout high school now shorn short. Was he a few years older than Benny? A few years younger? Aviva couldn’t remember. “Oh, hi, Guy. How are you?”

“Any day that I’m here and not in the army is a great day,” Guy said, his honey-brown eyes taking in the beach.

“Which unit are you in?”

“I could tell you . . .” He turned his square chin to her, smiled.

“But then you’d have to kill me, right? You guys need to come up with fresh material—they used that line in my day.”

“Then you know what it’s like. I’m home for a few days and then I leave for a few days.”

“You mean you disappear for a few days.”

“I guess you could say that.”

“I guess you could say anything.” Aviva winked. “Anyway, now that you’re here, let me ask you something. I’ve been planning on buying Yoni a surfboard for his birthday, but I don’t know which one. I sold Benny’s surfboard . . .” She hadn’t wanted Yoni to use it because she thought it was bad karma. Terrible karma.

“I know I said this at his funeral, but I loved Benny,” Guy told her earnestly. “We all did. Doesn’t everybody tell you that?”

“Yes, but I still like to hear it.” Aviva faltered, wiping away some sea salt from under her eye. Or was it a tear?

“So, you want to buy a surfboard for Yoni?” Guy asked. “That’s easy. He’s been stopping by every time he’s back from the army to look at this one.” Guy stepped toward the row of boards and pulled one out. “It’s all set—leash and everything.”

“It looks good, but I don’t have my wallet with me.” Aviva glanced down at her towel and goggles.

“I’m sure Shuky trusts you.”

“The problem is I don’t trust him.”

“Why not?”

“Because whenever I buy a mango Popsicle here, it tastes like it’s been melted and refrozen a dozen times.”

Guy smiled at that.

“And can you teach me how to surf?”

“You really want to learn?”

“I didn’t know I did until just now.” She could hear the sound of the sea in her ears. “Isn’t that strange?”

“It’s not strange at all. Hey, did you know that there are some places in Costa Rica where the waves run perpendicular to the beach? You can surf and surf and keep traveling down the beach.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“That’s good then. Aren’t you supposed to learn something new each day?” Guy passed her the surfboard. “Take this for Yoni when he comes home next, and I’ll call when there are good waves.”

“Promise you won’t laugh when I make a fool of myself?” She started to walk away.

“Promise,” he called after her.

Aviva reached home and hid the surfboard in the back of the shed. Rafi’s shed. She stared at his wooden tool chest, the drawers still labeled with his left-handed scribble, and at a blue rubber bin filled with basketballs. She knew she should have already given them away—they didn’t do anyone good just lying there, deflating by the minute—but she hadn’t. She stared at a can of paint. Sadness rattled against her like a subway train. After it passed, she took a shower and lay down on the living room couch. Her phone rang but she didn’t pick it up. It stopped. Silence pounded the room and then it rang again, insistent. It was Guy.

“Don’t tell me you’re calling because Shuky is worried I won’t pay for the surfboard,” Aviva said. “I’ll come over now.”

“He said it isn’t a problem. I just wanted to let you know that it looks like there will be good waves tomorrow morning.”

“Who knows what will be tomorrow morning?”

Guy didn’t respond. “The wind is coming in from the east. Can you get to the beach by six thirty?”

Aviva glanced at the photographs on the shelves that took her through the course of her life. The boys playing in the sandbox. Rafi with his arm around Benny’s shoulder at his bar mitzvah. The whole family on a camping trip. Raz doing a handstand, a goofy smile on his upside-down face. In the photos, they were all smiling. In photographs, Aviva thought, you were supposed to say “Cheese!” and smile at your future self, who would one day look back and ask, How could you not have guessed? How could you not have known?

“Aviva?” Guy asked. “You still there?”

“I’m still here.” Aviva sighed. “Tomorrow at six thirty.”

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Aviva rose early and waited by the surf shop. The sun was coming up from behind the hills and the moon was sinking into the sea. Pale orange light rustled across the water. The waves were breaking in clean white curls. Surfers were already out, strewn like gulls beyond the breakers. She glanced at her watch. It was after seven o’clock. She let out a breath, picked up her beach towel, and walked across the sand, still night-cool under her bare feet. Scanning the beach once more for Guy, feeling that something wasn’t quite right, she heard the pulsing vibrations of a helicopter approaching from the north, its blades slicing the air. She knew why Guy had not shown up: he’d been called away on a mission. She swallowed hard, her fingers trembling, and then waded into the sea. Diving under the water, she swam among the silvery fish, holding her breath as long as she could, praying for Guy’s safety to a God she wasn’t sure she believed in, a God who, she already knew, hadn’t been able to keep safe the people she loved.

“I HOPE YOU didn’t wait for me,” Guy told Aviva when he called her the following Friday morning.

“It didn’t take me long to figure it out.” Aviva sat at her kitchen table, drinking her first cup of coffee. The sun shone through the white lace curtains, making a paisley pattern on the table.

“Do you want to surf now?”

“My rule is that if something doesn’t happen, it means it wasn’t meant to happen.”

“Maybe it was meant to happen in a different way,” Guy said. “I’m here at the beach and the waves are perfect.”

Aviva took a sip of coffee. The sounds of the sea rose and fell through the phone. She was aware that the day would start with or without her. Aware that she didn’t want to become one of those lonely widows marking the days on her calendar in a silent kitchen. “The waves aren’t too big?”

“No. Just right for learning.”

“Let me finish my coffee and I’ll be there.”

Aviva changed into a shirred coral one-piece bathing suit and took one of Rafi’s T-shirts that she still kept neatly folded in his dresser. Then she found a pair of Yoni’s surf shorts in his bedroom—they had once belonged to Benny—and put them on, rolling down the waistband three times so they stayed securely on her hips. She made her way toward the beach.

“You couldn’t have ordered better waves than this,” Guy said, waiting by the surf shop. “You’re ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Let’s do some warm-ups first.” Guy clasped his hands above his head and stretched.

Aviva turned toward a curly-haired guy doing Tai Chi by the shore. She shook her head no.

Guy nodded and took a surfboard from the rack, dropped it on the sand, and lay on top of it. “Okay, try this. Lie down, count to three, and then jump right up into a crouching position like this.”

“I never exercise in public.” Aviva remembered her old Company contact, Kagan, admonishing her not to draw attention to herself. It was one of his most important rules: Act invisible!

“I see I can’t argue with you.” Guy crossed his fit arms across his chest.

“You can argue with me, but you won’t win.”

He smiled. “When you stand sideways, does it feel more comfortable with your right or left foot in front of you?”

Aviva shuffled her feet around. “Right.”

“Goofy. Me, too. Strap the leash on your left leg.” Guy passed her the surfboard. “It’s your back leg when you’ll stand up.”

“If I stand up.” Aviva fastened the Velcro strap around her ankle, tucking the board under her arm. She and Guy walked across the sand and kept walking until they were waist-high in the sea.

“Now hop on and paddle.” Guy held the board for her.

Aviva hesitated.

“You can do this—nobody’s watching.”

Aviva hoisted herself awkwardly onto the board, lay down on her belly, and paddled while Guy swam next to her. She had always been a strong swimmer, but it was difficult to balance on the board, hold up her head, and stroke her arms through the water. After a while, just as she was starting to feel more confident, a huge wave—more like a massive concrete wall—rose in front of her.

“Duck under!” Guy called, but before Aviva could even react, the wave crashed down hard and she gripped the sides of the surfboard, clutching it tightly until the thunderous water passed.

“I don’t know which plague would be the worst,” Aviva sputtered when she came up. “Frogs, lice, or that wave.”

“Sorry about that,” said Guy jauntily. “That wave came from out of nowhere! I should have warned you.”

“And it’s already a bad hair day,” Aviva joked, pushing away the strands of hair that had swept over her face.

“Let’s keep going, okay?”

Aviva glanced at the waves heading toward them and shook her head.

“Come on, you’ll be fine.” He was still smiling as he helped her reposition herself on the board and set out again. “There’s a rhythm to the waves. They come in sets, like music. There will be a set of six or seven waves, and the last wave is usually the biggest and the best. The sea will be calm again, and then there’ll be another set.”

She knew she did not want to go back to her deserted kitchen, so she held on to the board, slapping it against one wave and then the next, and soon they reached the far side of the swells. The sea rolled gently, humbly. She looked back to the shore with a certain satisfaction that she’d made it this far.

“When I see a good wave, I’ll tell you and then you’re going to start paddling really hard to stay in front of it. Keep your toes curled so you’re ready to stand. When you feel the wave start to break, stand up as fast as you can.”

A soft swell of water rolled toward them and Guy gave the board a push and shouted, “Yallah, go!”

Aviva paddled, her body tense, her back arched, her arms stroking, but the wave slipped away. The next one glided past her. And the one after that.

“Once you feel a tug, let it take you,” Guy coached.

Aviva nodded, but she had stopped listening. She stared out at the endless bowl of sky and the indifferent sea. She was chasing after something she’d never have again.

“Let me see you do it.” Aviva unfastened the leash around her ankle and passed the board to Guy. He climbed on the board, sat up, and scanned the sea. A wave was cresting toward them, looking like a mound of fresh dirt on a grave, Aviva thought bleakly. Guy lay down on the board, paddled away, and the rolling water rose so high that all she could see was the back of his strong neck and shoulders before he dipped down to the other side of the wave.

Aviva treaded water, waiting for him. She looked at the endless sea. She rolled onto her back, floating, and stared up at the dome of blue.

“That was fun,” Guy said when he reappeared.

“You make it look so simple.”

“Just trust the wave.”

“I don’t trust anything.”

“I know it’s scary, but trust the wave to carry you.”

“Or pull me under.”

“Here’s something that will help you.” Guy gazed at her the way Rabbi Lapid did when he wanted to impart an important message. “I remember when I was surfing with Benny, he told me that he always pretended that he was part of the wave. Not separate. He just stuck with the wave.” Guy undid the leash of the surfboard and passed it back to her.

They held on to the board together. She fastened the strap back on her ankle, allowing herself to look into Guy’s tawny brown eyes, lit up like sea glass.

“Ready now?” he asked.

She nodded. She was ready. She was ready to try something her son had loved. Ready to feel his presence and not just his absence.

She climbed back on the board, letting a few waves go by to get her bearings. Then she saw it. The wave meant for her.

“Now!” yelled Guy, pushing the surfboard toward shore.

Aviva paddled and paddled like ca-razy, as her sister would have said. The wave roared to life, rising behind her like a mountain. She used every muscle she didn’t know she had to heave herself up, and for one solitary moment she was standing on top of the sea, which rumbled and rolled below her, a wondrous white carpet. Then the wave caught up with her, flipped her over, and whooshed her into its violent churning, and the earth turned upside down and inside out.

Aviva whirled and whirled in the darkness, the wave lobbing her this way and that. She couldn’t shout for help because she couldn’t open her mouth, and there was nobody who could hear her, anyway. She remembered the time she had gone into the sea with Raz and Benny, when they were about eight and ten, and a wave, a large, intimidating, menacing wave, came barreling toward them.

“It’s going to feel like you’re inside a washing machine!” Aviva had shouted, trying to make it fun. She held on to Raz because he was younger and she let Benny go. The wave surged and sucked them into its void, spinning and spinning, and when it was all over, it spat them out and they finally came up for air. Aviva had joked, “That was tohu v’bohu!” The chaos and utter confusion before creation.

Raz said, “Mom, why did you hold on to me?”

And Benny said, “Mom, why did you let me go?”

“Aviva!” Guy called. “At b’seder?” Are you okay?

She was in the light again. She gasped for breath, her whole body shivering, bullied. “I—I thought the wave would never let me go,” she stammered, reeling in the surfboard still attached to her leg.

“You did great.” Guy smiled. “Do you want to go back out?”

“That crazy, I’m not.” She pushed her wet, tangled hair off her face. She felt dizzy, as though her head was still turning, and she could taste all that salt in her mouth.

“Next time, you’ll do even better.”

Aviva took another gulp of air. “One time was enough, thank you very much.” She climbed back on the board. “How much do I owe you for the lesson?”

“You don’t have to pay me for this.”

“But I want to give you something. How about dinner on a Friday night? When Yoni is home from the army, and Rachel will come, too, then you can tell them how you witnessed me standing on the surfboard.”

“Sababa,” Guy replied. “Whenever you want to invite me is great.”

Back on shore, powdery sea salt trailed down her arms and legs. “Sorry if I wasn’t so good.” Aviva took off the leash and handed Guy the surfboard.

“You did better than a lot of people I’ve tried to teach.”

“Thanks again.” She reentered the brightness of the morning, taking large steps in the sand so that her feet landed in the footprints that Benny might have made as he left the sea early that Sunday morning. After he’d gone surfing, before he’d returned to the army.

That last time.

When he never came back.
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October 12, 2005

Rachel


Svetlana,” Rachel said, scrubbing her last pot in the hotel kitchen on a lovely fall afternoon “this pot is so big I should probably climb in and scrub it.”

“A girl in my army unit did that.” Svetlana was standing at the stove, frying onions.

“No way.” Rachel wiped onion tears from her eyes.

“Yes vay. Naama was so little! She had a hard time cleaning the bottom of the pot, so she climbed in and washed it from the inside out.”

“In her army boots?”

“In her army boots.”

“That’s funny.”

“Hysterical.” Svetlana’s hair was no longer dyed platinum blond but was now jet black, reminding Rachel of Morticia on The Addams Family.

“I can’t believe I’ve spent the whole day stirring chicken soup with a spoon as big as an oar. If there’s a flood, I could find a canoe and use it to paddle us away.” Rachel pulled the spoon out of the pot and mimicked paddling through the air, trying to entertain Svetlana.

“Take us far away.” Svetlana wiped her damp face in the crook of her saggy arm.

“Who can even eat chicken soup in this heat?” Rachel squeezed the foamy sponge in her fist.

“Yoram says that he wants to give his guests a lot of food before they fast on Yom Kippur. So, we turn up the air conditioning and let them eat their soup.”

“I don’t think they’d want chicken soup with feathers in it.”

“Nu, how many times do I have to tell you?” Svetlana said crankily. “I check all chickens and there are no feathers!”

“Just saying. Maybe I’ll become a vegetarian like my parents, anyway.” Rachel placed the huge, clean pot on the aluminum dish rack. “I’m out of here.” She peeled off her latex gloves and tossed them into the garbage can. “Your shift is almost over. Cheer up, Svetlana!”

“Do svidanya.” Svetlana did not look up.

Rachel walked through the kitchen, but instead of going home, she went out the back door, where Ali Haddad was standing on the step, supervising several guys unloading boxes from a truck. Writing numbers on a yellow pad, he had his cell phone wedged between his shoulder and his ear. “Yallah, Yoram, bye!”

She walked around to where Ali could see her. “Hi, Ali,” she said in English. “I don’t mean to bother you, but I can’t work in the kitchen anymore.”

“What’s the matter?” he asked, concerned.

“I can’t get that chicken soup smell out of my nose.” Ali smiled but she said, “I’m serious! Ever since Rosh Hashanah, I smell it in my bedroom, in my shower, even in my perfume. I mentioned something to Emily and she told me that I should talk to you.”

“Oh, she did, did she?” Ali’s eyes were as black as Svetlana’s new hair.

“Emily told me you’d find me another job.”

“Why don’t you ask Hannah? Isn’t she in charge of the volunteers?”

“Yes, but Emily said that you know a lot of people and you’d try to help me.”

“Let me ask you something.” Ali studied Rachel. “Do you like nature?”

Rachel’s grandmother in Milwaukee used to say she only liked climate-control, but Rachel loved being out in nature. It meant horseback riding, skiing, hiking. It meant being alive. “I love it.”

“Good. You’ll have plenty of time to be stuck in a kitchen, anyway.” Ali dialed a number on his cell phone, and Rachel tried to follow his conversation but gave up after shalom. When he hung up, he turned to her. “I found you a new job. You’re going to work with Moshe Zado. You’ll like it there.”

“Where?”

“In his avocado groves. There’s no chicken soup in the avocado groves.”

A FEW WEEKS later, Moshe Zado jerked around to Rachel from where he sat on top of a tractor. He had a wide red face, and his chin melted so quickly into his neck that his head appeared to sit right on top of his chest. “We were kicked out of Algeria!” he shouted.

“You told me already!” Rachel walked behind his tractor, holding a black hose and spraying the weeds that grew in clumps around the young avocado trees.

“Algeria is not Montana!”

“Wyoming!”

It was a clear, fair morning. A delicate breeze rustled over her skin, the sun was warm on her face and shoulders, and wispy clouds trailed along the sky like footprints. Rachel was trying not to let Moshe’s depressing history lecture (the same one she had heard yesterday and the day before that) prevent her from appreciating the beauty all around her.

“I was born in Algeria, but they forced us out,” Moshe shouted over the sound of the idling engine. “The Arabs won’t tell you that. They never say that the Jews also lost their houses and their land. But Israel took us in. Why can’t they do the same for their people? Because they hate each other even more than they hate us!”

“You told me all this already!” Rachel pushed her hat lower, almost as if it could mute out his voice. “You know Yoni Sereno, don’t you?”

“I knew him before you were even born.”

“Well . . .”

“Nu?” Moshe gestured with his hand.

“Well, he’s my boyfriend, and he’s in the army—”

“You don’t think I know that?”

“So it scares me to keep hearing about the conflict between the Arabs and the Jews when he’s a soldier. Can’t we talk about something else?”

“You don’t want to talk, we won’t talk.” He drove the tractor down the path again.

Over the tops of the avocado trees, Rachel could see the fields and orchards, and then the undulating hills on the other side of the valley. Her sneakers padded over the soft dirt, and she listened to the leaves swish in the breeze. “Moshe?” she called. Then she thought about how his name in English was Moses, and that made her laugh out loud. “When you were little, did your friends ask your mother, ‘Can Moses come out to play now?’”

“Mah? What play?” Moshe twisted around. “We got to this land and we had to work.”

“But Moshe.” She swatted a fly circling her tanned leg. “How come the spray doesn’t hurt the avocado trees?”

He peered back at Rachel, his eyes narrowing.

“How can the spray kill the weeds but not the trees? Seriously. How does the spray know which is which?”

“I don’t know how it knows! All I know is that the spray chokes the roots of the weeds and they don’t get vitamins and they can’t grow.”

“Aren’t I supposed to wear a mask or something when I spray?”

Moshe lifted his white cap, wiped the perspiration off his bald head, and continued in the tractor, ignoring her.

“Doesn’t this spray have carcinogens?” Rachel asked loudly, undeterred.

“Where do you think you are? This is not America!”

Instead of thinking about poison in the spray, Rachel focused instead on how happy she was to be outdoors, grateful not to be peeling potatoes or stirring chicken soup in the hotel kitchen. Rachel aimed the hose at the weeds again. The trees came up to her chest. Yoni would tower over them. She tried to imagine where he was. She took her cell phone out of her back pocket to see if he had sent her a message. Not that he could do that very often in the army, but just in case.

“Rachel!” Moshe said suddenly. “What’s the name of these avocado trees? Don’t you remember?” He didn’t wait for her answer. “Haas! The tastiest of them all!”

“I was going to say Haas!”

No message.

Rachel returned the phone to her pocket.

“Haas!” he repeated. “The last to ripen. The first to be ready is the Ettinger. Ettinger! It’s big! More water, more green! Next avocado looks like a pear. Fuerte! It means strong in Spanish! Fuerte is tasty. Some say it is sweet. But the Haas is dark—almost black. And it’s petite. We sell Haas to Europe. We sell Haas to Japan. It’s the best avocado in the world, it’s the—”

“Crème de la crème!” Rachel filled in, because it was what Moshe always said.

Muttering to himself, Moshe drove the tractor up the path. In the distance, Rachel could see a windmill, its wooden arms motionless. All of a sudden, Moshe shut down the motor and climbed off the tractor. The fields and the sky stopped rattling. A few hawks circled the silent sky.

“Why did you stop?” Rachel asked.

Moshe held out his watch. “Nine o’clock.”

“Don’t you want to finish spraying? We’re almost done. It’s kind of hot today, so if we finish earl—”

“This is hot? You think this is hot? Maybe for an Eskimo it’s hot! It’s early November. And it’s nine o’clock. Time for our break.”

He walked away and Rachel had no choice but to follow him into the next grove, where the avocado trees were enormous, shadowy and cool, their gray trunks notched like riverbeds, the leaves in the highest branches touching, as if sewing themselves into a canopy of green.

Moshe crushed twigs and fallen leaves beneath his heavy boots, then stopped to point out a hose by the trunk of a tree.

“We use water from our toilets to irrigate,” he explained. “Recycled water. Gray water. Gray, almost ninety-nine percent clean.”

“I know, I know.”

“Isn’t that brilliant?” Moshe caught up to her. “Sewage water! If we didn’t have to spend all our money to fight so many enemies, we’d be inventing thousands of things!”

“That is really smart.”

Then Moshe dropped down next to a small tree, clasping its trunk in his wide hands.

“These two guys are trying to squeeze you out.” He glanced at the large trees on either side. “Don’t let them win!”

Rachel stood there as Moshe patted the tree, revealing a compassionate side to him that she’d never suspected. He talked to the trees as if they were his children.

“Grow big and strong like me,” he told the stumpy tree, almost pleading, and when he turned to Rachel, his face darkened. “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”

“I read somewhere that trees grow better if you talk to them.”

“At least they listen to me. Not like my wife, who doesn’t listen and doesn’t shut up.”

He heaved himself up and they continued through the groves. Rachel saw white square beehives, like the cartons her father used to store his old legal papers. She’d helped him move some boxes and files up to the third floor of his office building before she’d left for Israel. They had climbed the rickety stairs up to the dim, dusty attic. “This smells like original, one-hundred-year-old Cheyenne dust,” Rachel had said.

“You’re something special,” her father had told her as they set the boxes down on the creaky wooden floor. Then Rachel saw a look on his face, like water being poured into a glass, and she could feel his love rising from his heart up to his large brown eyes. “Going off on your own like this—”

“You and Mom are special for encouraging me to go. But don’t worry about me.”

He pressed his lips together and let out a faltering sigh. “Roots and wings,” he murmured to himself. “Roots and wings.”

Now, Rachel made a detour around the hives. Bees buzzed through the air.

“Gila and Omri Salomon distribute these beehives throughout the farmers’ fields and groves,” Moshe was saying. “Remember what I said? The bees—”

“Transfer pollen grains from the male avocado to the female.”

He scowled at Rachel. “I taught you too much!”

The buzzing faded and they stepped into a clearing where Kareem and Jamal, Moshe’s farm workers, were leaning against an old wooden shed with a corrugated roof, smoking cigarettes and staring at Rachel in a way that made her feel very self-conscious in her gray ribbed shirt with spaghetti straps and denim shorts that stopped way above her knees.

Kareem turned to Moshe and yelled, “Zeh tesha?” This is nine?

Rachel glanced at the watch her parents had given her as a going-away gift. It was 9:15. She listened as Moshe and the men argued. Now and then, one or another glanced at Rachel, and she wished they wouldn’t do that. Wished she understood what they were saying. Finally, Moshe pulled a chain heavy with keys from his pants pocket and unlocked the door to the shed.

Inside, dozens of photographs of women in bathing suits were pinned to the splintery walls. There were hoses, pruning shears, shovels, sprays, canisters, leaf blowers. The air was full of mildew and gasoline. Two crisscrossed windows let in boxes of grimy light.

Rachel turned to Kareem, who had a mustache as wide as a harmonica. “What were you arguing about?” she asked, speaking English as slowly as humanly possible.

“Moshe says, ‘Come at nine o’clock! Not Arab nine o’clock, but normal nine o’clock,” Kareem replied in his halting English. “We are here and where he is?”

“Because I was teaching you about farming,” Moshe told Rachel. “You came here to learn, you should learn!”

Rachel stayed silent, sitting at a wooden table scratched and stained with burns. Jamal, who always had a vacant expression on his square-jawed face, blank like a piece of paper, positioned himself on the chair next to Rachel, spread a newspaper on the table, and then arranged pita bread, hard-boiled eggs, tomatoes, cucumbers, and salami slices.

Rachel unzipped her knapsack and took out her pita sandwich. They all ate silently. Or, Rachel thought, she ate silently. The three men ground their teeth as they chewed, burped, and wiped their mouths on their sleeves. And all too often, she’d find one of them staring at her. They stared and stared and their stares felt like ooze poured all over her.

“What are you eating?” Moshe asked her.

“Olive oil and zaatar.”

“I bet you didn’t know that zaatar is hyssop.” Moshe conquered half his baguette sandwich with one bite. “Yes, hyssop.” He wedged his food in the side of his cheek. “If you look it up in your Bible, you’ll find it. They used hyssop to clean the leper’s house. They used it to purify the Temple in Jerusalem. It’s one of the oldest spices in the world.”

Perhaps she was just being too hard on Moshe and the two others. They were your typical Mediterranean guys, she thought, no different from Italian or Greek jerks who leered at women as if it were their prerogative. Perhaps she was being overly sensitive. She’d maintain her distance, not be too friendly to avoid giving them the wrong message, and continue her work in the groves rather than return to the steamy drudge of the hotel kitchen.

She remarked, “I never tasted zaatar before I got here. Yoni introduced it to me.”

“The Arab women still pick wild spices in the fields,” Moshe said. “Some things don’t change. But no more days when soldiers came by sheep.”

“By sheep?”

“No, by jeep.”

“By jeep?”

“No! Not by sheep, not by jeep, by ship!”

“Oh, by ship!” Rachel repeated.

“Oh, by ship,” Moshe squealed in a high-pitched voice, setting off a round of raucous laughter. The three men guffawed until Moshe asked, “Whose turn is it to make coffee?”

Kareem moved to the sink attached to the back wall. He ran water into a small metal pot with a curved spout and heated it on a Bunsen burner in the middle of the table. He opened a bag of coffee, releasing an exotic aroma, and dipped a teaspoon deep inside the bag, adding three heaping spoonfuls to the water.

“Do you like two spoons of sugar, the way Kareem takes his coffee?” Moshe smirked, winking at her from under one of his shaggy eyebrows. “Or three spoons of sugar like me?”

“Both are fine.” Rachel lowered her eyes.

“Do you think twenty stirs are good, like Jamal?” he pressed on. “Or thirty stirs, like Kareem?”

The three of them stared at her again.

Rachel’s face burned. She refused to look up or speak, hoping that her silence conveyed the message that she didn’t like the way they were treating her. She listened to the spoon clink against the metal coffeepot. She’d brought this upon herself, she knew, by asking to work outdoors.

Outdoors had never felt more stifling and claustrophobic.

She tried to steady her breaths, but the rough-hewn walls around her kept shrinking. A hand as big as a paw appeared in front of her, setting a small, chipped ceramic cup down on the table. She could feel Kareem’s presence behind her.

“Thank you,” Rachel mumbled.

“Shukran,” Kareem said, remaining there. “That’s thank you in Arabic.”

“Shukran.”

“Very smart!”

“She’s as smart as she is pretty,” Moshe said, and for one unbearable moment her throat constricted as the three men remained in a knot around her, making her feel like a small elk about to be pounced on by mountain lions. She tried to reassure herself that they would never do anything to her.

But what if they did? Who would hear her shouts? And wouldn’t people say it was her fault, she was just asking for trouble? Her heart pounded, and there was no more air left in her lungs.

Then Kareem hooted, “And Moshe, you’re as majnoon as ever,” pouring him his coffee.

“I’m not crazy.” Moshe snickered. “You’re meshuggeh. You and everyone in your entire family.”

Rachel sat motionless, trying to get her breath back. Ordinary objects are weapons, she repeated to herself, a phrase she remembered from her college self-defense course. She reached for her cup with an inch of hot coffee within it. She clutched it with a shaking hand. She waited. When Kareem served the two other men and sat down again, she took a sip of the coffee, momentarily relieved. Another sip. Then the very last super-sweet sip, almost tasting the muddy grounds at the bottom of the cup. She stood up. She’d wash the cup and wait for Moshe outside. As she walked around the table, she could feel six eyes glued to her legs, her breasts, her butt. At the sink, she washed the cup, thinking she had to get out of there as quickly as possible.

“You’re not going to perform surgery with that cup!” Moshe barked. “Americans waste money and water. Just give it a little vish!”

Kareem and Jamal snorted with laughter.

“L’atzor!” Rachel shouted in Hebrew. But she knew that the way she pronounced stop and the way the word should sound were two different things.

“L’atzor!” Jamal mimicked, the first time she’d heard him speak.

Whirling around to reach for her knapsack, Rachel accidentally knocked over her chair, causing the men to laugh even harder. “That’s it!” she yelled in English, and stomped to the door. She stepped outside, into the fresh, open air. The sun was higher in the sky, and the light was dazzling.

“What’s wrong?” Moshe asked, coming after her, his squat, clunky body like a round peg trying to fit through a rectangular doorway.

“You know what’s wrong.”

“We were just having fun.”

“It’s not polite to stare!”

“Says who? And what’s wrong with guys having a little fun?”

“Does your fun always have to make me feel so uncomfortable?” Rachel squinted at him.

“Az mah? So what? What do you want from me?” Moshe wiped some hummus smeared on the side of his mouth. “What do you want from us? You’re the first girl to come to work in the groves. And if a woman will work here, she is covered from head to foot. You’re walking around in a teeny-weeny, itsy-bitsy shirt and shorts!” He took a couple of mincing steps in the doorway, teasing her.

“What is this, the Taliban? I can wear what I want and still get respect!”

“I can’t stop men from looking—”

“So you’re not going to do anything?”

“What do you want me to do? You give a little shukran in your little voice and you expect guys not to react?”

“Then I quit!”

“Fine, nu, go be someone else’s headache! Ali said you quit the hotel because it wasn’t good enough for you, and now this isn’t good enough. You want everything. Why did you come here if all you do is complain about how we are? Go back to America!”

“I’m here because I want to help change things!”

Moshe slapped his hands against the side of his head and opened his mouth as if to speak, but just glared at her, stepped inside the work shed, and slammed the door.

Rachel walked away. She felt like one naïve, angry, foolish dumbo for moving to this faraway place and thinking she could make a difference. She walked carefully around the hives, the air resonating with bees, and then stepped out of the groves. The sunlit day was now hot. She’d never quit anything in her life before. She hadn’t quit the varsity basketball team even when she and Jamie had Mr. Hughes, whom they called the coach from hell. She’d been able to laugh with Jamie, but now she felt only frustrated and upset. She bit into her bottom lip. Would she ever find a place where she fit in? The sun pressed down on her head, and beads of sweat dripped below her hairline.

She walked past Udi and Idan Cohen’s hothouses, where she could see Rouven and Julius through the mesh screens. They were bending over plants, but they didn’t see her and she didn’t stop to say hello.

On a bumpy road lined with prickly weeds, Rachel stepped around horse manure and then spotted the curvy trail of a snake imprinted in the dirt. She crossed the railroad tracks. Rachel wished she could have called Aviva, but she was at school, and Emily and Lauren were at work. Instead, Rachel found Moshe’s lumpy wife, Leah, reading her mail by the post office.

“Back so early?” Leah’s tone was judgmental.

Rachel didn’t speak. Leah was almost as crabby as Moshe, and she didn’t have a neck, either.

“What’s wrong?” Now Leah sounded concerned. “You don’t feel well?”

Rachel shook her head.

“Lost your voice so Moshe let you go home? That was nice of him.” Leah paused. “For a change.”
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In the Burial Circle

Leah


After every tahara, the burial circle members left the cemetery to return to the land of the living. But one of them would always volunteer to stay behind. You never left the dead alone until the funeral, the levayah. The word itself meant to accompany, to guide. According to the Talmud, attending the dead to burial is a deed that yields a reward both in this world and in the world to come.

Leah Zado chose to stay with Sophie until the burial service. Leah wedged a rubber stopper under the door to keep it open and sat by the coffin, reading psalms. She tried to get the other members of the burial circle to read tehillim, too, as was the traditional custom, but they all preferred to simply sit, looking out. The sun shone or it did not. Sometimes the rain fell. The sky was a whoosh of wind or it lay still as a blue lake. Now, the winds traveled in long sweeps, up from the desert and on to the sea. The air was dusty and hot. Leah had a powerful awareness that she could feel the warmth all around her while Sophie, lying in her coffin, could not.

Leah did not like to think about her own death. It was hard to imagine that she, too, would one day lie in a coffin in the burial house. Yet for some reason, she always assumed she’d die before Moshe. She pictured him as a widower. She had once asked him if he would remarry after she was gone, and he said, “You think I need more trouble?” But Leah sensed he would quickly take the first woman willing to be his wife.

Leah’s breaths came out in heated puffs. She unbuttoned the top button of her white blouse and loosened the belt of her black skirt so that it wouldn’t dig into her waist. She felt hot and angry and decided that she’d buy herself the nice royal-blue dress she’d admired in the window of a store in Nahariya the other day. Why let his second wife get it all?

She hunkered over her prayer book.

“Even when I walk in the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil,” Leah read out loud. “. . . And I shall dwell in the house of God forever . . .”
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October 30, 2005

Rachel


After stepping past Leah reading her mail, Rachel opened the door to the village office and entered a long, narrow room. It was painted yellow, and the windowsill was lined with cactus plants.

“Shalom, Rachel,” said Hannah Oshinsky, a fiftyish woman with short, henna-red hair and a long face. She looked at Rachel over her red bifocals.

“I can’t stay with Moshe and those guys.” Rachel slumped down on a chair in front of Hannah’s desk, every inch of which was cluttered with papers. “I need to find another job.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing actually happened, thank God.” Rachel let out a long breath. “But the way they stared at me! It made my skin crawl. How rude!”

“Yes, but guys do it anyway.” Hannah stood. “I told Ali you wouldn’t last more than a day. You lasted more than two weeks. Kol ha’kavod. Good for you. Let me make you a cup of coffee and we’ll think of something.”

Hannah bustled to the kitchenette in the back of the office, waited for the water to boil, and made two cups of instant coffee. “Do you want some fresh cream from the cows? I bet you’ve never tasted anything like it.”

“That sounds great.”

Hannah returned with the coffee and a plate of cookies.

“Thank you.” Rachel took a sip. “This coffee tastes a lot better than the mud spiked with cardamom that those guys made. I only drank it to be polite.” She took another drink. “Moshe says it was my fault because of my shirt and shorts, but what? I’m supposed to walk around in one of those long schmattes?”

Hannah laughed. “Well, you are pretty, but that’s still no excuse.” She turned to the bulletin board next to her. “I think it’s best if you try working in the older kids’ gan.”

“With kids? I came here to try something a little more challenging than babysitting.”

“Working with thirty five-year-olds is challenging enough,” Hannah said. “I’ll phone Iris Katalan and you can walk over to meet her. Just go past the library and you’ll see the bomb shelter. God willing, we’ll never have to use it again. The gan is right across from it.”

After Rachel finished her coffee, she made her way along the path, passing a rock garden filled with rosemary bushes and pink-and-yellow flowers. In front of her was the shelter, buried into the side of a hill, an air vent jabbing out from the top like the periscope of a submarine. Rachel wondered why she’d never noticed the heavy metal door, which looked like it belonged to a vault or a crypt. Butterflies were painted upon it. Maybe, Rachel reasoned, she hadn’t wanted to see it because she hadn’t wanted to acknowledge its presence, and she still didn’t want to admit it was there, so she turned her head, looking sideways at the gan with children’s bicycles and tricycles lined up by the gate like a miniature parking lot.
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November 11, 2005

Aviva


Aviva was chopping oregano, parsley, and cilantro on a Friday afternoon. She sprinkled the fresh spices into her Mediterranean chicken dish and added more salt, pepper, extra cumin, and another touch of lemon zest. Then the phone rang.

“Hi, Aviva,” Lauren chirped enthusiastically. “Tell me what you’re making for dinner so I can drool.”

“A lemon chicken dish, couscous, and salad.” Aviva mixed the dish. “Rachel was over earlier and we baked Yoni chocolate chip cookies. I finally understand what I was missing having three sons and no daughters.”

“Well, you can take over for me when my daughters hit their vile teen-girl years.”

“I’ll be happy to. Hey, did I tell you I also invited Guy to dinner?”

“Guy who?”

“Guy Sasson, who took me surfing. I promised I’d invite him when Yoni was also coming home. What’s on your menu?”

“Chicken nuggets and fries with a side of ketchup. Maybe I’ll make a salad. If David married me for my culinary skills he was greatly mistaken.”

“Well, you have other wonderful qualities,” Aviva reassured her. “You’re thoughtful, smart, and one of the few people who can still get me to laugh.”

“I’m happy about that. Anyway, I was just thinking about you. Have a fun dinner and I’ll speak to you tomorrow.”

Aviva hung up, checked the food once more, and then changed into a black crepe dress that she sometimes wore to teach. But the outfit made her feel even more like a widow, so she took it off and put on a scoop-necked emerald-green shirt and flared pants that she had bought at the department store in Nahariya with Emily. Emily had joked that she sometimes bought clothes there only because she felt sorry for them. “Instead of going to the animal shelter and bringing home a stray dog,” Emily had said, “I think I’ll buy this plaid skirt.”

The sky was pale, pale and sifting into night. Aviva turned off the radio, went into the living room, and lit the Sabbath candles. She always lit five candles, because Rabbi Lapid had told her a long time ago that women could light a Sabbath candle for each member of their family: “Each person’s soul is like a candle bringing light into the world.”

She stared at the flames. Was that true for dead souls, too? Aviva wondered now. Could dead souls still bring in light?

A FEW MINUTES later, Guy stepped through the front door wearing a tan V-neck sweater and brown pants, looking healthy and full-muscled as a Thoroughbred horse. His brown hair was still buzzed short for the army, and he was clean-shaven, his chiseled cheekbones rosy. “These are for you.” He held out a bouquet of pink Gerber daisies, a sheepish expression in his light brown eyes.

“Thank you.” Aviva took the flowers. “They’re beautiful, but you didn’t have to bring me anything.”

“My parents trained me well.”

“Of course they did; they’re French. I’ll put them in a vase and we’ll wait for Yoni and Rachel.”

“Thanks for inviting me.” Guy followed her into the kitchen.

“Thanks for the surfing lesson.” She pulled a glass vase from a top shelf and had just turned on the faucet when her phone rang.

“Hey, Yoni,” Aviva answered it. “Dinner’s ready. When are you and Rachel coming over?”

“Ma, I couldn’t get out this weekend.” Yoni’s voice sounded like a bonfire that had been stamped out. “The commanders changed their minds at the last minute. And they wouldn’t let us use our phones until just now. I’m not going anywhere except out to guard.”

She winced and covered the phone. Dammit. She tried to catch her breath, tried to hide her disappointment. “Oh well,” she managed. “Do you think Rachel still wants to come?”

“She told me to tell you not to worry about her because she’s going to eat at Rouven’s girlfriend’s house,” he said. “Ma, I gotta go.”

“Yoni.” Aviva stopped, swallowing hard. She glanced over her shoulder at Guy, sitting at the kitchen table, looking through The Norton Anthology of English Literature. Aviva thought of all the things she wanted to say. All the things she might not have a chance to say again: Yoni, keep your eyes open. You only get one chance. Count on nothing and nobody. I don’t care what you have to do to stay alive. Forget that I played “Imagine” when all of you were growing up . . . She felt wretched and heartbroken and powerless and blurted out, “All that matters is that I love you—”

“I love you, too, Mom. Bye.”

Then there was the click of the phone. Aviva turned away from Guy and leaned into the edge of the sink, not yet ready to turn around and face him. She heard the pages of the book riffle through the quiet. She felt her heart scuttling, crashing into her ribs.

Guy cleared his throat. “I take it Yoni’s not coming home.”

She kept her back turned.

“It’s normal for soldiers suddenly not to be able to come home.”

“I know. It’s like that morning on the beach when you didn’t show up. When I saw that helicopter—my heart dropped all the way to China. I’ve been through all that with Benny and I kept praying that your parents wouldn’t have to go through the same thing.”

“Why did you worry? I knew I’d be back.”

“I’m glad you were so confident.” Benny had been confident, too. Sadness draped Aviva. She glanced at the dishes she’d prepared. It did no good wishing things were different, because wishing was dangerous. “Well, you’re here,” she told Guy, “I’ve made a ton of food, so we might as well eat.”

She brought the dishes to the dining room table and removed Yoni and Rachel’s plates. “Do you mind singing ‘Shalom Aleichem’ with me?” Aviva sat down across from Guy. “I always sing it when Yoni and Raz are around.”

“We sing it at home, too.” Without hesitating, Guy joined her in the song to welcome the Sabbath angels: Welcome angels, messengers of peace, angels of peace, angels from on high . . .

After saying the blessings over the wine and challah bread, Aviva served dinner.

“Your parents don’t mind that you’re not eating with them?” She laid a piece of chicken on a bed of couscous for Guy.

“They’re on vacation in Paris.”

“Lucky them,” Aviva said, though she didn’t want to visit Paris ever again. Her phone rang and she glanced at it, still hoping it was Yoni calling back to say his commanders had changed their minds and given the brigade a weekend leave after all, but it was Charlie Gilbert and she didn’t answer it. Soon after they finished eating, there was a knock at the door and she called out, “Come in!”

“Aviva?”

It sounded like Charlie’s clipped voice, so she stood up. “Excuse me.” She walked to the hallway, where Charlie was standing inside the door, bringing in cool winter smells, the sea air, and cigarette smoke.

“I tried ringing you but you didn’t answer.” Charlie tugged on his goatee.

“You never come over on Friday night. Who died?”

“Edna Levy.”

“But I just visited her in the hospital a few days ago. That’s too bad.”

“Too bad?” Charlie snorted. “Don’t look so gobsmacked! I’ll be very happy if I make it to ninety-two like she did, the old tart. The tahara and funeral will be on Sunday afternoon, and I want to make sure you’ll be available.”

“I’ll tell the others.”

“No need—I have and will. Where have you been?” Charlie craned his neck toward the living room.

“Just sitting around.” Aviva shrugged. “I didn’t feel like talking.”

“Right, well,” he said curtly, “I rang Lauren, who said she’d tell Emily. And I’m going to stop by Gila’s, who’ll tell Leah. You can decide if you want to invite Rachel again, but it’s my humble opinion—not that you asked—that she’s far too young for this sort of thing. She’ll have her whole life to experience death, if you see what I mean.” He paused, chuckling. “The least you can do is spare her a few more years.”

“You’re probably right. She’s just so adamant about helping.”

“You Americans who come here are bloody mad. Expecting to change the world by the weekend.” Charlie distractedly patted the front pockets of his trousers, then the back ones, and then pulled out a pack of Camels from his suede jacket. “I know, I know, you don’t want me to smoke in here. But it’s windy outside, so I’ll light it here, then step outside, and Bob’s your uncle.”

“Exactly.” Aviva smiled, opening the door. She paused, letting the cool air linger. She pictured Edna Levy walking to the grocery store, so hunchbacked that her body was bent in half, and the way she strained her head sideways and upward to say hello. Then Aviva remembered Guy and returned to the dining room, where he was clearing the table.

“I couldn’t help hearing about Edna.” Guy was carrying some plates into the kitchen. “She was a nice woman. She always gave us cookies whenever we passed by.”

Aviva nodded. She put on an apron that Raz and Yoni had bought her for her last birthday (“Hint, hint,” they joked, “keep cooking!”) and washed the dishes. Guy disappeared into the dining room several times before returning with the tablecloth bundled like a baby in his arms.

“Thank you.” Aviva glanced over her shoulder. “You can eat and run, as they say. I’ll be fine.”

“That’s all right. Nobody’s around, anyway. Where should I put the tablecloth?”

“Just leave it on one of the chairs and I’ll get to it later.” Aviva turned on the radio and listened to Patti Smith singing “Because the Night,” and she was so caught up in the song that she almost forgot that Guy was there until he asked, “Do you have a container for the couscous?”

“In the top cabinet.” Aviva lifted her chin toward one of the cabinets above the microwave.

“You made enough for a platoon.”

“I was never good with quantities.”

“Well, dinner was great.” Guy placed the last bowl by the sink.

“Sorry it was a lonely crowd.” Aviva untied her apron and walked him to the door.

“It was fine.” Guy stepped outside. “Lilah tov, good night, and thanks again.”

She waited on the front step, watching Guy walk quickly out the gate, the sound of his footsteps blending in with the sea. From Jacob’s kennel a dog barked, sounding homesick. She returned to the living room and lay on the couch, staring at the burning Sabbath candles. She shook her head at the thought of their fleeting existence. The yellow flames flickered; soon they’d be extinguished. She tried to remember details about Rafi and Benny. She thought of Rafi’s favorite skin cream, an old-fashioned blue tin of Nivea that he smeared on without bothering to look in the mirror. Benny’s favorite deodorant was Old Spice, and his favorite snack was popcorn with lots of salt.

There was a knock on the door again and Aviva closed her eyes. She did not want to talk to Charlie Gilbert. He had a perfectly fine wife, but he was known to make the rounds of women in the village, stopping for a chat and tea, sometimes brandy, sometimes bickies, or cookies. She didn’t want to face him. She didn’t want to face herself.

There was another knock. Aviva hesitated, sat up, and then called, “Come in,” listening as the door opened and closed.

“I’m not meeting my friends until later and I didn’t feel like sitting around an empty house, so I came back for a while,” Guy said, stepping into the living room.

“Things are bad if I’m the only game in town.”

“That’s not true.” He plopped himself on the floor by the couch, picked up the newspaper lying on the coffee table, and opened it mechanically.

“I only bought it because I thought Yoni would be home,” Aviva said. “I never read the newspaper. Raz doesn’t like to, either. I prefer living in my own bubble.” She looked up at a photo of Raz playing soccer. “I miss him, but I’m happy he went away for a while.”

“When I get out of the army, I want to go visit him in Costa Rica.”

Aviva nodded. She wanted to ask Guy how much longer he had in the army, but she knew that soldiers didn’t count how much time they had left until they could count the weeks. Then, like Raz, they counted the days, the hours, and the minutes until they could return their uniform and boots and rejoin civilian life.

Outside the window, the sea swirled. The sound filled her with loneliness so large it swallowed the entire room. Dinner was over, she had made enough small talk with Guy, and she had no energy for conversation. She wondered how long Guy would stay before he got bored and left.

“The other day we were doing maneuvers out on the sea.” Guy turned to Aviva. “I saw a whole group of dolphins playing in the water. I had this strange thought that they get to be kids their whole lives.” He pushed the newspaper away and looked at her, his eyes more serious than she had ever seen them, as if he’d aged in a matter of moments. “It was weird. I’ve never been jealous of a dolphin before.”

“I was once jealous of a lizard. I saw it sunning on a rock without a care in the world. I had all these idealistic dreams when I moved here. I thought life in the suburbs of New York would be boring. I wanted to do something meaningful and important.”

“At least you tried to do something.”

“I know I shouldn’t be telling you this, but Benny paid the price of those dreams. Then I think of Yoni out there somewhere and who knows where they’ll send you next . . .” Aviva reached over, almost instinctively, and touched Guy’s hair, soft and short like rabbit fur. He laid his head in her lap and she sang softly and then yanked her hand away. “I’m sorry!” she exclaimed. “I don’t know what got into me. I used to sing to the boys before they went to sleep—”

“Don’t stop. Yoni will be okay. I’ll be okay, too.” He tapped his knuckles on the coffee table.

Aviva couldn’t see Guy’s face, but he reached for her hand and placed it back on the top of his head. She held it there, not moving.

“Aviva, can I kiss you?”

“Whatever for?”

“Because I think you’re beautiful.” He raised himself and knelt by the couch.

“Maybe for a dolphin.” She gazed at the candles, feeling so full of longing and grief for the life she once had and the people she’d lost. Guy moved close to her, his lips near her cheek, and she could feel his breath on her skin as though he was whispering something important, and he then pressed a delicate kiss on her cheek.

“That was it.” Aviva pulled herself away. “One kiss. You can have all the pretty girls you want.”

“I don’t imagine it’s the same thing.”

“It isn’t.”

“You mean the kiss?”

“I mean the everything.”

Guy looked at her. “When I was out in the water with you, alone like that in the middle of the sea, my feelings for you suddenly changed. I can’t even explain it. Like the way I suddenly saw those dolphins in a different light.”

“Guy, this really isn’t a good idea. You should go.”

But he kissed her again, this time on her mouth, and she felt her resistance dissolve.

“You sure about this?”

Guy nodded and got up, found the light switch and turned it off. He held Aviva against his chest. Her knees buckled but he secured her against him like a sail being tied to a mast. He kissed her ardently, his tongue exploring her mouth, and then he slowly peeled off her shirt and her bra, the loose garments dropping like blossoms. She put her arms around him and felt the rippled muscles of his shoulders, the small of his back, his curved behind. He undressed her and then drew back to look. She thought she’d feel self-conscious of her body, softened and pale and more than double his age, but he said, “Oh, wow,” in a way that made her feel it didn’t matter. He was pulling her into him the way the moon pulled in the tide, making the pain inside her recede. She could take in air and not feel her breath choke her lungs. She knew she’d still have to endure a thousand and one more lonely nights, but at least she had this. The everything.

Afterward, Guy lay on the couch, cradling Aviva in his arms, her head resting against his chest.

“I remember you told me that the waves in Costa Rica run parallel to the shore,” Aviva said after a time. “Well, did you ever notice that a lot of poor cities in Israel have the word ‘hope’ in their names? I tell my students not to lose their hope, but honestly, I’ve lost mine.”

“Please promise me you won’t give up,” he murmured in earnest, caressing her hair. “It would be a terrible thing if you gave up.”

Aviva wished she could have said, Yes, or I won’t, or Don’t worry about me, but all she could do was keep her ear on his chest, listening to the beat of his young heart. “Promise me something first. Promise me that you won’t be afraid no matter what you have to do. Just put your fear in a tiny compartment and close the door. Do not open that door.” She paused. “I’ve been there; I know.”

“I know you know, I’ve heard about you. But tell me something.”

“I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

He smiled. “Tell me something about you that nobody else knows.”

Aviva remembered reading a quote from Isak Dinesen, something about how all sorrows could be borne if they were turned into a story, so she began a story.

“Once upon a time there was a widow who happened to meet a soldier on the beach one day. They spent an evening together and she promised him she wouldn’t give up, and he promised her he wouldn’t be afraid.”

Aviva’s voice smoothed down like the sea before dawn. She wished she could have ended the story right there. She wished the story could have helped her bear the sorrows she had to bear. She wished the clock’s hands would stop moving, but they kept turning and turning. Soon the soldier took leave of the widow because he could not stay. She knew that, but it didn’t stop her from longing for what she’d just had and what she had to let go of.

Again.
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In the Burial Circle

Gila


Edna Levy was not a complicated woman and she died modestly, pulling in. She had been sleeping on her side in the hospital, and her body stayed that way, curled like a snail that flipped sideways and never got up.

Rain was falling hard when the members of the burial circle gathered in the burial house. After they got everything ready, Gila poured water over Edna. The right side and then the left. Over the sheet, the women patted dry Edna’s sun-spotted hands, her knobby knees, her brittle legs. They combed her hair, as gray as dusk. They dressed her in her final garments, taking great care not to disturb her. When she had been readied, Leah recited the prayers, and then Gila went outside for Charlie Gilbert. He came in, soaking wet, and helped the women lay Edna in her coffin.

Gila volunteered to remain behind after the others left.

“I had a bloody electric screwdriver somewhere but I couldn’t find it,” Charlie Gilbert said, holding a hammer and standing with Gila in the burial house. He put some nails in his mouth and reached for the lid of the casket.

Gila helped him lay the cover onto Edna’s coffin. It fit like a lid on a pot. It was coffin-shaped—was there any other shape in the world like it, Gila wondered—narrow and tapered at the bottom and wide at the shoulders. The pine wood was sanded down but left unfinished. Pale and colorless.

Charlie banged a nail into the cover of the coffin while Gila held it in place. She looked down at Charlie’s square, blunt nails. He had come to her house on Friday evening after her three children had gone to sleep to tell her that Edna had died. “Heard Omri’s away.” Charlie ducked his head, stepping in out of the rain.

“At a beekeepers’ conference in Brussels.”

“Thought you could use some company.” Charlie looked around Gila’s cluttered living room. “I know Omri has some brandy hidden among his odds and sods.”

Gila and Charlie had a drink, talking quietly, and one thing led to another (Gila would think later), like a mathematical equation. In the bedroom, Gila let out a gasp that surprised her because when she made love with Omri, she was always quiet.

And now, in the burial house, Gila’s face reddened with shame. Not only had she made love with a man who was not her husband, but she was also contemplating sex while poor Edna lay in her coffin. Didn’t this prove the pathetic nature of human beings? Or was it a triumph, Gila wondered, a fleeting moment of love despite all of life’s sadness and disappointments? She felt relieved that Charlie was still holding the nails between his lips so he couldn’t speak.

“No explanations needed,” he had told her in his tidy, self-assured British accent before he left her bed. “What happened between us will stay between us.”

Gila had no illusions about who she was or who she was destined to be. She had grown up in Peleg, married Omri, her high school boyfriend, and enjoyed her simple days as a beekeeper. She had never thought to push at the invisible seams of her life.

Her thoughts drifted to Omri. He always said that Gila was a scientific woman, too rational for irrational emotions. She never let herself go. But with Charlie, she had allowed herself a little cry, and she now knew she would go through the rest of her life remembering that one purr of pleasure that had escaped from her mouth.

“I guess that’s it.” Charlie avoided her eyes, gave the wood cover a final pat, then edged his way around the coffin and out into the rain.

Gila sat down in the burial house. Edna was lucky, in a way, Gila thought. Once your life had ended, you no longer felt any pain.
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November 13, 2005

Lauren


In the late evening after Edna’s tahara and funeral, Lauren made her way down the hallway of her house, lined with toys and books. She stepped into Maya and Yael’s bedroom, filled with a yellow glow from their Cinderella night-light. The girls were fast asleep, breathing softly, in and out, in and out, and Lauren kissed them on their foreheads. She thought of waiting for her mother to come in to kiss her good night when she was a little girl. Earlier that day, Lauren had tried to explain to her mother yet again why she had joined the burial circle.

“So messy,” her mother had clucked. “Isn’t being a nurse enough? Why would you want to see a dead woman? Let alone touch her and take care of her . . . her . . . necessities?”

Lauren knew it wasn’t always pretty. When a woman died, she let everything go. Everything. But Lauren didn’t gag when she took care of a dead woman, as she had done while doing dissections in nursing school. As Lauren had held up Edna’s torso, she’d taken short breaths that sustained her but didn’t quite fill her lungs and waited while Aviva slid a sash under Edna’s waist.

After Edna’s tahara, Lauren stepped outside the burial house and stood under the awning. She didn’t have to tell herself to breathe deeply, she just did, her nostrils filling with fresh, cool, rain-drenched air. She was aware of the transience of existence, aware of life going on all around her. She thought about how she was there before a baby let in his first breath. And she was there after a woman let out her last breath. It occurred to her that she’d been given a gift to serve as witness at birth and death, the bookends of existence.

Lauren crossed the hallway into the bathroom. She had showered right after the tahara, the way she did when she had time to separate herself from death and move back into life. Now, she slipped out of her clothes once more and changed into a lacy black negligee. She went into the bedroom, lit a vanilla-scented candle, and lay on the bed. Her body tingled with vibrations because David had told her earlier that he had a special evening planned for just the two of them . . .

“Since Chanukah’s coming up, I have a surprise for you,” David had said in the kitchen when the girls had finished supper. She had been washing dishes at the sink and he stood behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and whispered in her ear. “I want to show you what Judah the Maccabee did to the special woman he captured in battle.”

“I didn’t know Judah the Maccabee captured any women. I thought he was a nice Jewish boy.”

“He was a nice Jewish boy. Warrior by day . . . and warrior by night.”

“Sounds like my kind of man.”

“After the girls go to sleep, I want you to wait for me in the bedroom. Then I’m going to come in and I’m going to take my time with you.” His breath roamed over her skin. “And I’m going to do whatever I want to you.”

She had waited for David, who now entered the room soundlessly, locking the door behind him. He was in his jeans, barefoot and shirtless. He sat down on the edge of the bed where she lay on her back. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t have to.

“I’ve captured you.” He gripped both of her hands in one of his, raised her arms above her head, and pinned her down on the bed. Lauren struggled playfully to get out of his grasp but he held her, his other hand roaming over her body, smooth and electric under his touch. She held herself still, her back arching as he circled her nipples with his tongue. He slid his fingers down her belly, along the insides of her thighs, slipping a finger deep within her.

“You’re mine now.” His voice was low. He snagged her like one of those fishermen on the shoreline pulling in a catch. He was warm, passionate, tender, resilient. He was so-so-so, as Winifred used to say. Winifred, from Barbados, had been Lauren’s parents’ housekeeper when Lauren was growing up, and when Winifred thought something was so good, she’d say it was so-so-so. There was not even a word for how good it was.

Lauren reached for David, clasping his groin. She felt as if she held all of him. She felt as if he held all of her.

He rolled Lauren onto her belly. She opened herself to him. She was his. Roaming this way and that, he took what he liked. He gave her more in return. He sank himself inside her, filling her up.

“Lauren, don’t cry,” David whispered afterward, still lying on top of her.

“It isn’t out of sadness—” Lauren had been thinking of Edna Levy, and the way she would never be held or touched again.

“I love you, Laurrren.” He rolled the r in her name so it sounded like a ship that might have set sail with the Niña, the Pinta, and the Santa María.

“I love you, too, David,” Lauren whispered. “You’re just so-so-so . . .”

They lay together in the candlelight. The rain began to fall again. It pattered against the shutters, the walls, and the roof. Lauren slipped out of David’s arms and blew out the candle. She opened the bedroom door in case one of the girls had a nightmare, then settled back in bed, getting cozy as he wrapped his arms around her. A car drove down the lane of David’s childhood, the headlights skating along the ceiling like a hockey puck on ice.

“I heard on the radio that it’s snowing in Boston,” Lauren said.

“Really,” he murmured.

“When it snows hard at night, the city is so peaceful and quiet. Remember? It’s like a hush falls over the streets.” She looked at the dresser against the wall. David’s shirt hung from one of the knobs, making it look like a snow-covered mailbox. “The sun always seems so bright the morning after it snows. The light sparkles on the icicles hanging from the roofs and there are frost patterns on the windows and the roads are covered in white. Kids are throwing snowballs and everything glistens and glitters.”

“Nice.”

“It’s really nice.”

“Mmm . . .” He cupped his hands around hers, gripped her tighter. As if he was scared to let her go. As if he was scared the moment wouldn’t last. Then his breaths slowed. Stretched.

“I don’t remember if I ever told you about the time my father drove us to Vermont on a Friday to beat a snowstorm so that we’d be the first ones on the ski slopes the following morning. But we got caught in the storm and the car got stuck on the highway. Believe it or not, we spent the whole night in the car in all that snow.”

Minutes passed. Lauren thought she was somewhere else. Then there was a clap of thunder and she remembered. “David, are you even listening?”
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January 17, 2006

Rachel


Rachel was walking on the beach in a winter storm, trying to get Yoni out of her head. She thought about how she used to tell Jamie not to be like some of their other friends who had nothing else to talk about except their boyfriends, and there Rachel was, her hiking boots sinking deep into the sand, the waves smashing against the rocks, lightning flashing, the wind blasting her from every direction, the whole sky falling on top of her, and she couldn’t think about or concentrate on anything but Yoni. Where was he? Was he safe? Was he in danger? Was he trying not to think of her the way she was trying not to think of him?

She picked up a seashell lined with iridescent pink and put it in her pocket, feeling the gritty sand between her fingers. She made her way past the locked surf shop, the boarded-up lifeguard station, and the empty pull-up bars. No fishermen standing on the rocks, no boats on the water.

The cottage was empty. Julius was prowling through the music store in Nahariya, and Rouven was with Hila, his girlfriend. Rachel thought he was lucky because Hila had finished the army a few months ago and they could be together whenever they wanted.

Rachel turned on the electric radiator in the kitchen, hung her wet clothes on the clothesline over the bathtub, and sat down at the table with a cup of mint tea. She studied Hebrew verbs, occasionally looking around the simple room. The ceiling light buzzed restlessly. The damp wool scent of her ocher sweater rose, mixed with the smell of Esther’s cats and the orange coils of the radiator.

Then Rachel heard a knock on the door. She called, “Come in!” the way she heard Aviva and everyone else do. Who would be out in this weather? It seemed unlikely that the village youth group would be collecting money for charity again, the way they’d done the other day.

“Hi, Rachel!” came a voice, and suddenly Yoni was standing by the door, dropping his drenched knapsack on the scratchy welcome mat.

“Hey, you! What are you doing here?”

“I have an ear doctor’s appointment early tomorrow morning in Nahariya. My commander decided at the last minute to let me come home tonight so I’d get there on time.”

“What’s the matter?”

“I don’t hear so good out of my left one. They always run out of earplugs at the shooting range.”

“You didn’t tell me.” Rachel knew there was a lot he couldn’t tell her. “But you’re soaking wet—let me get you a towel. Do you want a cup of tea or coffee?”

“Coffee is great. I just need to find a safe place to put this.” He swung off his rifle, folding it in two with a snap, and removed a metal piece from the bottom. “Can I hide the rifle under your mattress? And I’ll put the magazine on top of the refrigerator.”

“I usually hang my rifle on the hook over there,” Rachel tried to joke, but he didn’t respond. She followed him into her bedroom, where he lifted the mattress and lay down the rifle. While he went into the bathroom to change out of his wet clothes, she boiled water and set a cup of coffee on the table. She was holding the milk and sugar when he reappeared in a pair of jeans and a black sweatshirt with PARATROOPERS written on it in white Hebrew letters.

“Every time I’m back here, you’re studying Hebrew.” Yoni’s green eyes were reddened and bleary with fatigue.

“My teacher’s too busy protecting the country to teach me.”

“Are my lips still chapped?” he asked, kissing her.

“I see you’ve been working on them.”

“My new secret weapon.” He smiled. “ChapStick and my M16.” Then he pushed back her hair to kiss her neck, picked her up in his arms, and carried her through the kitchen. He had to turn sideways to slip through the narrow doorway of her bedroom and then he slammed the door shut with his foot.

Rachel felt as if her heart was bursting afterward. They’d made love a few times before, but now they seemed even more connected. This was it, they were a couple. Rachel didn’t say that, though, the way she would have with Henry. Instead she asked, “You know the story of the princess and the pea?”

“No.” Yoni stroked her hair. “Tell me.”

“There’s a prince who wants to marry a princess, but he can’t find a true one,” Rachel began. “Then one night a girl comes to the castle in the rain and she says she’s a princess. The prince wants to make sure, so he puts a pea under twenty mattresses and she goes to sleep on top of them. In the morning, she says she couldn’t sleep at all because she felt something under her mattress. And that’s how he falls in love with her, because only a true princess would feel a pea.” For a moment, Rachel almost forgot why she was telling him this story, because it seemed so ridiculous and because she couldn’t concentrate while gazing into Yoni’s eyes. “Well, I did feel your M16 under the mattress.”

“I’m sorry. You know, I wish I could stay here with you and never go back.”

“I get so scared thinking about you in the army.”

“Forget it.” He wrapped a few corkscrew curls of her hair around his hand. “Test my lips again.”

A RINGING TELEPHONE, darkness. Rachel was alone, sleeping in an unfamiliar room. She was afraid, but then she felt a warm arm over her and realized it was Yoni, hitting the snooze button on his alarm.

“Your hair smells so good.” He burrowed under the covers, his body hollowed around her. He kissed her hair, dozing off again. She wished the moment could elongate into infinity, but his alarm was ringing once more.

“I’d do anything to come back to you right after my doctor’s appointment,” he whispered, his arm draped over her waist, his fingers linked in hers.

His finger, my finger, his-mine-his-mine-his . . . Then she opened her eyes and the shapes in the room fleshed out: the dresser, the windowsill, the lamp on the night table, the leaning pinecone of Pisa. From outside the window, the Oshinskys’ horses neighed.

“Now I can teach you some Hebrew,” Yoni said. “I’m shavooz.”

“It sounds bad, whatever that is.”

“It’s the really depressing feeling you get when you have to go back to the army. It means your penis is broken.”

“I’d be more upset if that happened.”

“So would I.” He held her close. “I should do what my friend Tom Mosseri did.”

“What was that?” Rachel turned around to face Yoni, taking in the yellow flecks in his eyes and the outline of his full lips.

“Tom was going through a really rough time in the army, so he went to one of Gila and Omri’s beehives, picked up a bee with a pair of tweezers, and let it sting him on his knee. He did it with two more bees and his knee got really swollen and then he went to the army clinic and told them he hurt his knee playing soccer. They gave him shalosh-gimelim, a three-day pass from the army.”

“Wasn’t he in pain?”

“Yeah, but he got to stay home.” Yoni traced his hand from one shoulder, across her collarbone and the hollow of her neck to her other shoulder. “The next time, Tom knew he had to do something different because the doctors start recognizing you, so he chewed really hard on a piece of gum wrapped in plastic—you know, the kind of plastic you wrap sandwiches in—for about an hour, and then went to the clinic. The nurse started taking his temperature and when she turned away, he stuck the thermometer all the way in the back of his mouth where his jaw was really hot from chewing on the plastic, and the nurse said he had a high fever and sent him home again. But that time, he only got one gimel.”

“How do you guys come up with these things?”

“When you’re in the middle of nowhere by yourself, you have time to think. This other guy I know asked his friends to break his arm with a club.” He hauled himself out of bed, opened the window shutters, and peered out. “At least the rain’s stopped.”

Rachel propped herself up on an elbow, gazing out at the sky. Layers of gray: granite, slate, pebble, stone. “Do you want some breakfast?”

“No thanks. I want to go home and surprise my mom before she leaves for school.”

“Oh, good, that will make her happy.”

Yoni picked up his white T-shirt from the floor, pushed his arms through first, then pulled it over his head. “Don’t you have to get ready for work?”

“In a minute. I want to lie here and watch you. I’ve never seen a soldier put on his uniform before.”

He slowly buttoned the buttons of his army shirt. It had been soaked through last night and there were still damp patches, like puddles in the early-morning fields after a rain.

He slid his wool beret under the shoulder lapel.

“Would you say your beret is burgundy or crimson?” Rachel asked.

“Who am I, Ralph Lauren? It’s some kind of red. Paratrooper berets are always red.”

“Which soldiers’ berets are brown?”

“Golani and some other units.”

“And who’s green?”

“Rachel, next time I see you, I’ll tell you who wears what.”

He tucked his olive-green pants into his gray socks. The socks looked so itchy that Rachel thought she wouldn’t have been able to even put them on. He pushed his feet into his muddy boots. Then he bent over again, bowing his whole weight forward. He slid one end of his shoelace through the top hole of his boot, made a loop, and pulled hard so the lace stayed tight. He kept looping the lace, tugging and looping, almost like he was crocheting, until the shoelace became one long braid.

“Look at this.” Yoni pulled the lace, unraveling it in one quick yank.

“That’s cool.”

He slouched over and started the process all over again. “I’m sorry to bother the princess.” He lifted part of Rachel’s mattress to extract his rifle.

“It’s cold out,” she said.

“I’ll close the window.”

“No, I mean, try to stay warm.”

He nodded, partly closing the shutters. The light snapped, breaking into bands.

“I’ll call you.” He leaned over to kiss her, then walked into the kitchen. She heard him reaching for the other part of his rifle from the top of the refrigerator. The front door opened. Closed.

Yoni stepped out of the house on his way to Aviva’s. Rachel knew that his surprise visit would cheer up Aviva, but Rachel secretly wished she could have more time with him. Then she felt ashamed for thinking that way. Aviva had so little to be happy for, and Rachel knew she had so much.

“WHAT DID THE doctor say?” Rachel asked when Yoni called her later.

“He didn’t say anything.” His voice was brusque. “Just gave me some drops. I’m about to get on the train to go back.”

“When will you be home next?”

“I don’t know. Everything’s shitty. The only thing I keep pushing is the rewind button. I’m playing back our entire night together.”

“Me, too.” Rachel remembered his tender, longing, smooth, chapped kisses, his arms and legs entwined in hers. “It was—”

“It was too good,” Yoni shouted over the noise of the train. “I gotta go!”

ON A FRIDAY evening three weeks later, chilly and overcast, Rachel was in the kitchen with Rouven and Julius, setting the table with mismatched plates and napkins made from paper towels torn in two. Julius, who had straggly shoulder-length hair pulled into a ponytail, John Lennon glasses, and an unkempt beard, stood at the stove cooking rice. Rouven, sort of chubby but still attractive because of his moony blue eyes and blond hair, was positioned in the middle of the room, opening a bottle of wine. “Scheisse!” He frowned. “The cork broke.”

Rachel’s phone rang in her back pocket. “Hey, you!” Her heart leaped. She hurried out of the kitchen and stepped down into the sandy yard, where her breath came out in puffs of white. “I’m so happy to hear your voice.”

“What are you doing?”

“About to eat dinner. Rouven’s girlfriend, Hila, and her friend are coming over, and they don’t know what they’re getting into—Julius’ curry stew.”

“Anything’s better than what we just ate. Three days in the desert with nothing but Loof.”

“Which is . . . ?”

“Kosher Spam. You try eating it. And last night they finally let us sleep for a few hours, but we had no tents or blankets so we dug out trenches to lie in. I felt like we were digging our own graves. I lay on my back in the sand and the guy next to me threw his legs over mine. I wished you were there.”

“That’s nice”—Rachel smiled—“thinking about me.”

“Thinking about you only made it worse because I didn’t want to be where I was. I just wanted to be there with you.”

She chewed on the inside of her lower lip. “I wish you could be here, too.”

“That doesn’t help me any.”

Rachel had no idea what to say. Her words were useless, pings of raindrops falling on the sea. She listened to the static silence between them.

“So, tell me what you’ve been doing,” Yoni finally said.

“Well, tomorrow I’m going to help do the tahara for Hilda Mosseri.”

“That’s Tom’s grandma,” Yoni said. “He called me earlier. She always used to run after us with a rolling pin because we’d steal her apple strudel.”

“That’s funny.”

Yoni was quiet.

“I babysat for Maya and Yael last night. And I’m enjoying work at the gan. We’re getting ready to plant trees for Tu B’Shevat. How funny is that? I didn’t know there’s a Jewish holiday for trees.”

Still quiet.

She got no answer so she stumbled along. “My Hebrew is getting better. I’ve got down my future tense. You can test me when you get home.”

“Whenever that is.”

“Do you want to plan something fun for when you do get back?” Rachel was surprised by how much she sounded like her mother, who always told Rachel to think of something fun in the future if she was having a bad day. “We can go horseback riding at dawn.”

“On my one day to sleep in?”

“We can sleep afterward. You gotta get up in the dark if you want to see the sunrise.”

He didn’t answer at first. Then, “I’ll think of something. That will give me something good to think about.”

Rachel didn’t know if what she was about to say would make him feel better or worse, but she blurted out, “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. That’s the problem.”

She hesitated, picturing him in his army uniform, the way the drab green color drained the sparkle from his eyes. “Take care of yourself, Yoni, okay? You’ll see, in no time at all, you’ll be home and we’ll be together again.”

“I gotta go.”

Yoni hung up and Rachel waited there in the cold. She was on one side of the dark night and Yoni was on the other. She imagined Yoni in the desert, digging as if he were digging his own grave in the sand. With the stars staring down. Doing nothing at all except flicker their lights, dim, helpless, and faraway.
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In the Burial Circle

Rachel


When Rachel was fifteen, she had walked down a long corridor in a Milwaukee hospital and then stood with her mother by her grandmother Shirley’s bed. Without her teeth, and with her once dyed, coiffed hair hanging in limp white strands, Shirley looked like a frail and emaciated bird that had fallen out of its nest, eying Rachel with desperation.

“Help me,” Shirley moaned faintly, lifting her arthritic hand toward Rachel as if trying to claw her way back to life.

And Rachel, who used to love spending every chance she got with Shirley in her eighteenth-floor apartment in a fancy condominium, shrank back.

Rachel’s mother quickly said, “Rachie, why don’t you go out and wait in the cafeteria for me?” and Rachel nodded and turned. She walked away swiftly, gratefully, relieved to be young and absolved from witnessing someone she loved dissolve into death. She didn’t look back. Rachel had never told anyone this, but joining the burial circle was a way to make amends to her grandmother.

Rachel had participated in her first tahara for Sophie, and then another for Edna. Now she came for Hilda Mosseri, feeling less queasy and more at ease. As Aviva slipped her hand into the sleeve of the shroud, Rachel no longer hung back, and she helped Aviva tug Hilda’s arm through the sleeve. Hilda’s skin was not cold, Rachel thought. It was frigid. It was unresponsive flesh. Rachel bit into her lower lip. She forced herself to breathe, unable to bear the smell. But she stood there, for she had made a vow to herself. She would not shrink from death.

And she would not shrink from life.
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February 27, 2006

Emily


With her eyes closed, Emily counted in Arabic as Ali’s fingers traveled down each notch of her spine.

“Ali,” Emily whispered when she got to asara, ten. “That was so nice.” She could feel her body reawakening, as though it had been asleep. She let out a lengthy sigh. A few hours earlier, she had met Ali in a bed and breakfast about twenty miles from Peleg, somewhere up in the hills. The late-afternoon sky was saturated with dusky purple light. A wintry fog was rolling in, hiding the hills, sloshing over the lawn, wrapping around the trunks of the trees.

“I finally get to enjoy all of you.” Ali’s hand slid over her behind, lingering between her inner thighs. “It just took so long to get you to agree to come here with me—and how long did it take you to get undressed? My ex-wife could have peeled ten oranges in the time it took you to peel off that one pair of jeans.”

“She’s a lot thinner than me. And her skin is the color of wet sand by the sea. And my skin is the dry hot sand you burn your feet on.”

“You remembered I told you that,” Ali said. “But tell me something else. Tell me the very first time you felt something for me.”

“I think it was that time you came to the reception desk to talk to me about Svetlana the cook.” Emily looked at Ali’s smooth coppery skin, his sharp-angled nose. “You said she was stealing food and hiding it in her pocketbook to take home to her husband and you decided to give her the food to carry home in a shopping bag so she wouldn’t feel like a thief. And what about you?”

“The first time I met you. The very first time. I remember when I walked toward you at the desk, thinking that you were a person I wanted to get to know. You had just started to work at the hotel. You hadn’t met Boaz yet, and you had a lost look in your eyes.”

“Do I still have that look?”

“No. You look content, like one of those cats with golden eyes that just got a free meal at the hotel.” He smiled, patted her hip, and then opened the window, leaning his body over the sill. “This is the smoking section.”

“You like breaking rules, don’t you?”

“I don’t care what the neighbors think, if that’s what you mean.”

But even being with Ali, Emily knew she loved rules. When she was growing up, her father’s rules gave order and meaning and sense to life. It was her mother who enjoyed forays into lawlessness, like the time she took Emily to lunch in Charleston and ordered a shrimp cocktail for them to share. Emily had never tasted shrimp before, and her mother confessed that she’d been eating it every time she got a chance.

“Mom, I can’t believe you!”

“Emily, don’t tell your Daddy!”

“What are you thinking?” Ali asked.

“I dread going back to Peleg and seeing Boaz.”

“What’s the point of continuing your marriage if you’re so unhappy?”

“It’s complicated.” Right then, Emily thought of Boaz with a deep jab of remorse. She remembered the time she had watched through the kitchen window as he hoisted a bale of hay on his broad back and carried it toward the cowshed, the muscles straining in his neck, the meandering vein on the side of his forehead swelling like a flooded river. She knew how hard he worked to provide for the boys—and for her.

“You can end something to begin something better.” Then Ali’s phone rang.

“I can’t just—” Emily began but Ali said, “Hello, Yoram,” and comically rolled his eyes. Emily listened to the conversation for a while, then dozed off. When she awoke, darkness was sweeping into the room like floodwater. All she could see was a stroke of light under the bathroom door.

“Ali?” Emily propped herself up on her elbow. “Are you in there?”

No answer.

Shit.

Oh, shit. Emily picked up her cell phone—ignoring the two missed calls from Boaz—and phoned Ali. “Where are you?”

“Back at the hotel, unfortunately.”

“How could you have left me?”

“Yoram did a Yoram. One of the stoves wasn’t working and there’s a huge wedding and he said nobody else could fix it. I told you I had to go, don’t you remember?”

“No!” Emily’s heart went cold. “I fell asleep and I didn’t think I’d wake up in a hotel room by myself. It’s like a horror movie where a woman is alone in all this fog—”

“Emily, I’m sorry. Don’t you have to leave now, anyway?”

“Do you think I’d stay here alone?” Emily yanked the sheet off the bed and wrapped it around herself.

“I wouldn’t have left if I didn’t have to get back to work. I want to be with you—that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Please drive carefully and call me later so that I know you got home safely, okay?”

She was too angry to say anything.

“Emily—”

“Fine, I’ll call.” Emily hung up. She went into the bathroom, washed up, combed her hair, and pulled it back with two rhinestone barrettes. She put on the same pair of jeans and black sweater jacket, but she felt as if she were dressing in a Purim costume. The phone rang. It was Boaz, but Emily wasn’t ready to talk to him or hear his voice in her ear. She wasn’t ready to think of being with him. Wasn’t ready to think of being without him.

She grabbed her things, closed the door of the room, and drove slowly down the winding hills. At the edge of Peleg, the car wheels rolled over the seams of the straight road. She tried to see the chicken coops, the cowsheds and farmhouses, but they were all lost to the gloom. As she parked the car in their driveway, her phone rang again. Boaz, for the fourth time. But she was already out of the car, slamming the door and hurrying up the stone path. She stopped.

Boaz stood in the path holding a twin. Tal? Shoval? Emily squinted and in the faint light coming from the kitchen window, she caught sight of Shoval’s birthmark by his ear. His arm was in a cast.

“Shoval!” Emily jabbered. “Shoval, honey child!”

“Where were you?” Boaz’s eyes narrowed in on her.

“At the gynecologist’s.” She forced a weak smile. “Thank goodness, all is—”

“And your cell phone?”

“I was just parking the car so I didn’t pick it up.” Emily was aware of the quiver in her voice that she couldn’t quite master.

“You should know by now that in this country, you keep your cell phone on at all times and you answer it.”

“I left the boys their lunch,” Emily said. “Didn’t Danielle tell you? I put carrot sticks on their plates and made funny faces with red pepper slices for the mouths—”

“Here’s your mother you were crying for.” Boaz passed Shoval to Emily.

Emily held Shoval close. She couldn’t get her heart to stop thrashing. She kissed her son, thoroughly relieved that he was okay, thoroughly ashamed that she hadn’t even known what had happened to him. “Mah karah?” she asked Boaz.

“Tal pushed him at gan and Shoval kept saying his arm hurt, so Sara called me and I took him to the hospital,” Boaz replied, and before Emily could even respond, he walked into the house.

“Tal pushed me!” Shoval repeated.

“I’m very sorry, my brave boy.” Emily’s face still felt hot. She looked at the dense fog creeping in between the hedges, inching around the blurry outline of the boys’ swing set. She kissed his blondish-brown hair. “You smell like a puppy. Are you hungry?”

“Abba buy me falafel.”

“Sounds yummy.” Emily’s voice still sounded unnatural. “So then, it’s time for your bath.”

She carried Shoval into the house. She’d always liked its competing smells: soap and mud, eggs and toast, oranges and the occasional sharp tang of Boaz’s cigarettes. But the smells of the house seemed unfamiliar now, as if they belonged to someone else’s house. Emily passed the couch strewn with toys, Boaz’s solitary armchair with newspapers on the cushion, and the shelf lined with seashells she’d collected with Shoval and Tal on the beach.

In the bathroom, running water in the tub, Emily suddenly noticed the sea-foam-green tiles that Boaz’s ex-wife had chosen long ago. Why had they never irked Emily until now? She found a plastic bag for Shoval’s arm in the cabinet under the sink (another ugly shade of green) and gave him a quick bath, not thinking. Don’t think. She wrapped Shoval in a towel and carried him to his bedroom, helping him into his Superman pajamas. Tal was in the narrow bed that lay catty-corner to Shoval’s, sleeping upside down, his feet on his Spider-Man pillow. The boys were always restless, even in their sleep.

Emily tucked Shoval under the covers. “Now let’s say Shema.”

Shoval listened as Emily recited the nighttime Hebrew prayer that her parents always used to say with her before she went to sleep: You shall love your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. But now Emily wasn’t sure what it meant to love God with all her heart. Did she even have any room left in her heart? Was her soul indelibly stained after breaking one of the Ten Commandments? What did “all your might” mean? And to top it all off, she wondered, could God say the same prayer back to her?

“Be with me.” Shoval thumped his small fist against the mattress.

Emily knew she’d have to confront Boaz, who was somewhere in the house. She wanted to procrastinate so she settled next to Shoval on the bed. He looked at her, his amber eyes the same shade as her own. He didn’t blink; his gaze fixed on her as if he were a sailor navigating to a distant shore and she was the harbor, waiting for his boat to come in. Emily stayed still, not moving, watching him as he watched her. Inhaling, exhaling, speeding up her breaths to match his own. When he and Tal were born, she had felt so much joy. Fireworks in her heart. Then she remembered Boaz sitting next to her hospital bed, his head bent, his elbows on his knees.

Shoval kept his eyes opened on her, taking her in, and suddenly his eyelids closed, as if the lights in a room went off. Emily counted to ten in Hebrew this time, and when she got to eser, she eased herself off the bed and tiptoed around police cars, plastic animals, and puzzle pieces with fuzzy cardboard edges.

The lamp burned by the armchair. The living room was empty. Boaz was slouched at the table in the kitchen, reading the newspaper. A bottle of Maccabee beer next to him, a cigarette burning between his fingers, bright tangerine peels curled in spirals on a white plate. The refrigerator throbbed in time with Emily’s heart.

“Boaz,” she tried, “I’m sorry.”

Boaz squashed the cigarette into the tangerine peels and looked up. “She just got up and left me. You can do the same thing. Just pack up your bags and go.”

“I don’t want to.”

“What does he give you that I don’t?” Boaz’s eyes widened. Darkened.

“‘He’?”

“Don’t take me for a fool! You don’t think I know? If I could kill him now, I would. But I don’t want to sit in jail for him or for you or for anyone else. I sit in jail in my own head as it is.”

Emily wanted to apologize, but she certainly couldn’t admit what she’d done: that would only make things worse. “You’re never around, Boaz.” Her ragged voice cut the air. “You leave me with the boys and spend hours on the sea or in the groves. I try so hard to reach you, to get you to be with us, to want to be with us. We never spend time together as a family. You’re never here!”

“Thank God I was here today, after Sara tried to track you down at your doctor—”

“I thought she was just calling again about the Purim party—”

“You shouldn’t even try to get away with an insulting kind of lie like that.” Boaz was on his feet, coming toward her.

Emily wasn’t afraid that he’d hit her, but she stepped away from the kitchen and through the hall until her back was pressed against the wall.

“You have two choices.” Boaz stopped in front of her, his face flushed, indignant, injured. “Him or me.”

“When was the last time you even asked me how I am? When was the last time you did something with the boys and me? Just when, tell me when? When was the last time you—”

“Tell me what you’ve decided. Me or that bastard?”

“You’d give me up so easily?”

“Didn’t you?” Boaz swerved around and walked out the front door.

His words pierced her, lancing her with guilt and regret. Maybe if she only tried harder, she could pull him out of his sadness instead of just letting him vanish into his own lost world. “Oh God,” she cried, and rushed after him, but the fog had already swallowed him up. She ran down the path toward the eucalyptus trees, their leaves beaded with mist, and around the side of the house. Boaz was nowhere to be found. Finally, Emily caught sight of him cutting across the clearing where the milk truck idled each day.

“Why are you walking away from me?” She caught up with him by the entrance of the cowshed. “Don’t you care? Isn’t our marriage worth something to you?”

Boaz struck a match, cupping his hands around the flame, and lit a cigarette.

“Please,” Emily pleaded. “I want the Boaz I fell in love with to come back to me. The one who said he loved watching things grow.” She searched his eyes, forlorn and distant. She wanted so much to touch his unshaven face, the familiar, almost soft grizzle that covered his cheeks. How could she have almost given up her marriage and her family and her life for a few moments of passion with Ali? What was she thinking? That was it: she wasn’t thinking. Now she thought hard. “All these cows moo for you. They wait for you to milk them. They eat whatever you give them. You’ve planned everything. You get hay from the fields to give to the cows. You give the manure from the cows back to the fields. But what have you planned for me?”

Boaz blew out smoke. All around the fog rolled in, drenching the foliage in gray.

“Can’t you say something? Say something.”

“You knew it all when you married me.” Smoke drifted from Boaz’s mouth.

“But did you . . .” She paused. “Did you really love me?”

“Yes.” He took another drag on his cigarette. “I loved you.”

“And now?”

“And now it doesn’t matter.”

“It has to matter! I chose you because you were a soldier. I thought you’d fight for me.”

“You chose the wrong man.”

She pressed her hands against his massive chest but he did not move. “Why can’t you fight for me?”

“There’s nothing left to fight for.”

“Please don’t say that, Boaz! Please? I want to love you, but you’re not giving me a chance! I want us to be together. To be happy together.” And after she said those words, she knew it was what she did want. Maybe Ali had been the catalyst for a change in her relationship with Boaz. Of course, she had felt an intense connection with Ali, but whatever their relationship was, or might be, it was doomed before it even began. She’d guard the memory of being with him as if they’d gone to their own private tropical island. She was back on the mainland now. Back where she belonged. She shivered at the thought of losing Boaz, of losing everything she had right there. She listened for Boaz’s response. She gazed at him. Waited.

Boaz dropped his cigarette and stubbed it out under his boot. “It is what it is.” Then he fell quiet.

The billowing fog suddenly stopped. It held still. It hung all around them. Boaz’s silence stifled her. Stretched all around her—going on and on until the outer edges of the cosmos. How would she be able to continue to eke out this lonesome existence with Boaz until the very end?

Tears slipped down Emily’s cheeks. She stood there torn, guilty, and anguished, hating herself for deceiving Boaz, at a loss as to how to get him to give her what she needed. What he might be unable to give. She didn’t know what else to do with herself except stand there for the longest time, waiting, waiting, waiting, and when she couldn’t bear to wait anymore, she reluctantly turned and entered the cowshed.

Almost every day, she came here to visit the cows with Shoval and Tal. They’d watch the cows and make up funny names for them. They’d stick long pieces of straw through the metal rails to feed them. Sometimes, a cow would poke out its head, grab on to the edge of Emily’s shirt, and suck on the fabric, making the boys laugh.

“Wake up, cows,” Emily shouted. “Wake up!”

A metal tag on a cow’s ear jingled. The cowshed contained the smells of manure, hay, mud. In the darkness, Emily could not see the cows: not their faces, not their black eyes, not the numbers tattooed on their rumps. She walked through the shed until she reached the end. She turned around. Boaz was not coming toward her and not going away. His figure as substantial as the hills on the other side of the valley. His figure as transparent as a ghost, fading into the fog.
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March 8, 2006

Rachel


Rachel sat with Esther in her living room on a cloudy afternoon. It was so quiet that Rachel could hear Esther’s wristwatch ticking on her thin wrist. On the coffee table were a bowl of pretzels and three glasses of lemonade, two half-empty, one untouched.

“I’m surprised Jacob didn’t pop in today.” Rachel munched on some pretzels. She wasn’t particularly hungry, but she knew her eating them pleased Esther. “He usually stops by for at least a few minutes when I’m here.”

Esther shrugged, her gaze shrinking. “When we first met after the war, he seemed better. But now he stays alone.”

“How did you meet?” It was a question Rachel had meant to ask for a long time.

“Well . . .” Esther hesitated. She pulled down the sleeves of her maroon blouse and rolled them up again. “My father and Jacob’s father met in a labor camp soon after the Nazis invaded Hungary. You know how it is, no matter where you are, even in a place like that, you speak about where you’re from, your family, and of course, your children. Jacob’s father told my father, ‘If we ever get out of here, I want my son to meet your daughter.’ My father forgot their talk, though, with everything else going on, and Jacob’s father didn’t survive the war. After it was all over, Jacob went back to his village, but everybody in his family had been killed. The Nazis used part of his house as a stable, and neighbors moved into the other part. Jacob left the village right away and came to Budapest, where he joined a group of my friends. We’d all had enough of Hungary and we were trying to get to Palestine. That’s how Jacob and I met.”

“That’s nice.” Rachel’s eyes brightened.

“But there’s more to the story.” Esther looked at Rachel questioningly, unsure whether to go on. “I took him home to meet my father. My father asked Jacob where he was from and what his last name was, and what his father’s name was. When Jacob told him, my father looked at him in utter amazement. He said, ‘Before your father was killed, he told me that after the war was over, he wanted you to meet my daughter. I thought he was just speaking nonsense. But here you are with my daughter, just as he had wished.”

Rachel felt goose bumps rise up and down her arms. “Maybe there is a force for good in the world,” she whispered. “Maybe even in the midst of evil.”

“Jacob doesn’t agree.”

“Do you think I can go visit him in the dog kennel?”

“He won’t let you in.”

“I can still try.” She stood and kissed Esther, aware of the powdery smell of her cheeks and the rose scent of her shampoo.

“Thank you for coming to help me.” Esther glanced at Rachel as though surprised that compassion still remained on earth. “It’s very nice of you.”

“I love helping you.” Rachel opened the door. “It’s my treat. I’ll see you next week.” She closed the door and started to walk. The clouds hung low, big gray lagoons full of promise. Maybe it would rain later, Rachel thought. In Israel she had come to love the rain.

“You don’t have to bark so much, Smoky!” That was Jacob’s voice from the kennel. “There, there now, Sputnik.”

“Jacob?” Rachel called softly when she reached the kennel gate. It was not as odd a name as Moshe, but it was just as Biblical. Through the gate Rachel could see Jacob at the far end of the cowshed, just standing there, listening, his elbows jutting out like branches of a tree.

“It’s me, Rachel.”

He jerked his torso around and came to the gate, fixing his gaze on her, the metal bars striking shadows over his face. His eyes cut through her. “Didn’t I tell you that I don’t like people coming here?”

“I’m sorry.” Rachel searched his eyes between the bars. “Just one time, please? I really want to see the dogs.” Her words hung in the air, the dogs yelping behind him.

“Why?”

Rachel hesitated. “I’ve never met anyone like you or Esther before.” The truth was all she could give him.

He stood still. Only his brown eyes flashed. Moments passed. Rachel kept her eyes steady, unblinking. The severity in Jacob’s face began to melt.

“You might as well come in now. First and last time.”

Unlocking the gate, he dragged it open, the bottom scraping over the dirt in an arc, the way Rachel used to make angel wings in the snow. A few steps inside, she took it all in: the plants and small trees, the ivy climbing up the fence, the barks of dogs, and the chirps of birds. It had an unexpected, peaceful loveliness.

“Here’s Pete, Sputnik, Happy, Scrappy, and Coco.” Jacob ticked off the name of each dog as they walked past its stall. He stopped at a stall where a German shepherd was yelping, its ears pointed, its black snout wet and quivering. “That’s Max.”

“Don’t be so blue, big fella,” Rachel said.

“You can look at a dog and understand its owner. That dog’s owner is a psychiatrist.”

“I guess Max still needs a lot of therapy,” Rachel joked, and when Jacob let out a short chuckle, she realized it was the first time she had heard him laugh.

“When we had our chicken coops, we used to keep baby chicks in here.” Jacob stood by a large wire cupboard. “Now I use it to store my things.” There were medicines, flea collars, rubber toys, woolen blankets. On a shelf was a pot as big as the one Rachel had cleaned in the hotel kitchen.

“You cook out here?”

“I make the dogs rice. They mostly get dried dog food, but I add some rice and yogurt on top. You know, a little schmaltz.”

“But you said you don’t like schmaltz.”

“The dogs are away from home. I want them to be content.” He glanced at Rachel as if he had inadvertently unlatched a door that he didn’t want opened. Then he moved quickly down the next row of stalls until he slowed in front of a basset hound with somber eyes, its ears sweeping the ground.

“That’s Freddie.”

“Hi, Freddie!” Rachel then noticed a cot carefully made up with a woolen blanket and a thin pillow in a white pillowcase, like the kind they’d wheel into a hotel room for an extra child. “This is where you . . .” She stopped. “Do you talk to the dogs at night?”

“If they bark.”

“What do you tell them?”

“I say, ‘Shhh, be quiet, good night.’” And then Jacob did an about-face and headed back to the gate, holding it open for her.

“Thank you.” Rachel looked at Jacob’s distraught and weather-beaten face, trying to think of something else to say but coming up short.

Jacob stepped out after her. “Now that you’re here, I’ll take you for a walk through our avocado groves.”

“We can go another time, if you want.”

“No. We’ll do it now.”

They walked away from the kennel, following a lane into the groves. Walking between the trees, Jacob jutted out his chin and chest. The barking of the dogs faded. They reached a fence where the groves ended.

“You see this?” Jacob patted the bark of a slender tree. “It’s a carob tree.”

“It’s nice.” Rachel thought the tree plain, gnarled. Its leaves were pale and dusty, and a lone pod swayed from a low branch. Rachel had a disconcerting memory of the song “Strange Fruit,” about black men who were lynched and hung from trees, swinging in the Southern breeze.

Jacob thrust out his chin. “I planted this carob tree. Zeh hu zeh. That’s it.” Then he pivoted, walked away.

Rachel stared at the tree for a moment and then turned, walking briskly to catch up. “Thank you for walking with me—”

“You’ll always know where to find me.” He did not look at her. “In the shade of that tree at the end of the road.”

RACHEL TOOK THE next two days off work. She didn’t want to go to the gan and pretend to be happy with the kids when all she could think about was Jacob and his desolate sadness. She lay in bed doodling in her notebook. Rolled onto her back and looked up at the blank sky. The clouds had moved on. It hadn’t rained after all.

On Friday afternoon, there was a knock on her bedroom door. She didn’t feel like talking and turned to the wall, shutting her eyes.

“Rachel? Can I come in?”

“Yes.” Rachel didn’t turn around. She kept her eyes closed, her other senses sharpening. She could see Yoni take three long strides into the room, stop by her bed, open his mouth. Hesitate. He looked down at her, worry clouding his green eyes. “My mom told me you haven’t been to work.”

“I was feeling down.”

“About . . . ?”

“Jacob.” She paused. “And I guess . . . well, about not getting to see you.”

“I tried to call.”

“I kept my phone off.” And then she rolled over to look at him. “Hey, you.” She patted the side of the bed.

“Hey, Rachel.” Yoni sat down.

“Thank God, you’re dressed as a civilian.”

“A Yankees shirt is still a uniform.”

“Your nose is all burned.”

“I’ve been working on my tan.” He smiled. “Even sick, you look pretty.”

“With this zit?” Rachel picked at the pimple on her chin.

“Don’t pick.” He brushed her hand away.

“Why do you care?”

He blinked, embarrassed. “Because I’ve never felt anything like this before. I’m thinking about you all the time.” He hesitated. “I like you. I like you a lot. Maybe even I love you.”

Then he leaned forward and kissed her, his eyes wide open. In them, Rachel could see a meadow, an entire field of four-leaf clovers.

“Well, I love you, too,” and Rachel let out a breath that she felt she had been holding inside for way too long.
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In the Burial Circle

Emily


On the seventh of the month of Adar, according to tradition, God buried Moses.

Ever since then, the date has become known as the special day for communities around the world to honor their burial circles.

In Peleg, Rabbi Lapid invited the members of the men’s and women’s hevra kadisha to the synagogue for a modest celebration. It was a mild evening in the middle of March, and the rabbi—not one for long speeches—stood and spoke briefly.

“It’s no small task, what you do,” he told the dozen or so people sitting around a few tables. “Being a member of a burial circle has always been considered a great honor. The privilege was sometimes passed from father to son, from one generation to the next. What you do is an act of mercy, and everyone appreciates your dedication. Thank you.”

Emily sat with Aviva, Lauren, Leah, and Gila. Rachel had gone to see a movie with Yoni on home leave from the army, which was just as well, Emily thought. They drank tea, ate pastries, and spoke about the weather and their families, and then moved on to the evening’s subject: taking care of the dead. Emily, Aviva, Lauren, Leah, and Gila all agreed that the dead gave off an aura, a presence.

Some of the dead appeared tense, as if they had fought death until the very last moment and only reluctantly surrendered. Others appeared calm. They had made peace with their fate. They had accepted the inevitable fact that they had arrived at life’s exit. The final destination.

They were prepared for their next journey.

They were the same in death as in life.

They would always be what they once were.
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April 2, 2006

Lauren


Lauren drove with Emily in her car to Akko on a Sunday morning. It was warm and clear, and puffy white clouds drifted aimlessly in the sky.

“Boaz tells the boys that’s the dragon tree.” Emily pointed to a eucalyptus tree standing alone in the middle of the fields.

“That’s funny,” Lauren said. “My girls call it the dinosaur tree.” From her side of the car, Lauren could see the tree’s upper branches, bent like the arms of a dragon—or a dinosaur. She looked at the road and glanced at Boaz’s groves, a field of ruffling green wheat, and then a field of fallow land. On the radio, Cher was singing “Walking in Memphis,” and when Lauren couldn’t hold herself back anymore, she blurted out, “Emily, what is going on?”

Lauren waited. Emily drew in her breath. “You complain I don’t talk, but look at you,” Lauren said. “When I came by to say hello to you at the hotel you were with him and—”

“With who?”

“Oh come on, you know who. Just the way you were giving him your big gummy smile, I had this feeling— I knew— I’m your best friend! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know how to tell you.” Emily turned to Lauren with a pained look on her face.

“Do you love Ali?”

“Don’t make it sound so schlocky and melodramatic!”

“I knew I’d have to be the first to say his name—”

“I do love Ali, and I don’t even understand it. He’s not only from a different religion—sometimes I feel like he’s from a different planet. But he understands me more than anyone else I’ve ever been with. Instantly. And he loves me so much—”

“Does Boaz suspect anything?”

“Remember that time Shoval broke his arm and I wasn’t there? Boaz figured it out—it was awful—and I couldn’t apologize, but I decided to stop seeing Ali, and I have. Sort of.” Emily hesitated. “I’ve tried so hard with Boaz—really, Lauren, you don’t even know the half of it. To be sensitive and careful and caring. I keep thinking that if I love him enough, I’ll be able to pull him out of the darkness, but I feel like he’s pulled me down into it with him. I can’t, I can’t, I just can’t live the rest of my life so sad like this—”

“Oh, Emily—”

“I say, ‘Good morning,’ and he says, ‘What’s so good about it?’ I cook him dishes he likes, I get up early to make him sandwiches to take to work, I try my hardest so the boys aren’t too noisy or too messy . . . It’s like I’m constantly running interference.”

“I’m sorry—”

“I’m just so unhappy, and then there’s Ali, who makes me feel so full of joy and alive.”

“You always get that happy and alive feeling in the beginning.”

“Honestly, I never had that with Boaz.”

“I didn’t think so.” Lauren frowned. “He was just in the right place at the right time when you got here.”

“And I knew he would be the last person to leave me for another woman.”

“Still, that doesn’t mean you need to end your marriage and all you have for this fling with someone you don’t really understand.”

“But I do understand him. That’s the thing. And he understands me.”

“That makes two of you—very few other Muslims or Jews will understand.”

“So, you think I should end it. That’s what I thought, too, but the idea of losing Ali . . .”

Lauren kept her eyes on the road, but she could feel Emily’s confusion. “What about your boys? An Arab guy will never become the father to another man’s kids. Don’t fool yourself.” She paused. “And Emily, on top of that, your own—”

“Father. Don’t remind me. On Charleston’s Council for Interfaith Relations, but he’d never, ever . . .” Her voice fell.

“I know you know.” Lauren ran her hands around the rim of the steering wheel, lost in her own thoughts. What could she say to Emily? Could she make Emily love Ali less? Make her love Boaz more?

Still, how could Lauren not try to stop Emily from rushing into something that seemed so uncertain? It was as if she were flinging herself into a stormy sea without a life jacket. “I think,” Lauren began carefully, “that sometimes we have to accept things in life that we don’t necessarily like. Life is a package deal. We don’t get to choose one thing from column A and one thing from column B like on a Chinese menu. Look at me—”

“But you love David, I know you do. And I’m miserable, really.”

“I wish you’d told me all this sooner, before you went off—”

“I didn’t go off—”

“I wish you’d trusted me enough to—”

“To what?” Emily’s voice conveyed her misery. “To tell you so that you’d give me this lecture? You’re saying exactly what I was afraid you’d say. He’s a Muslim, I’m a Jew, there’s no way it’s going to work—”

“Do you have any idea what’s going on in the world?” Lauren banged her hand on the steering wheel.

“Of course I do! I just thought you’d understand me.”

“I understand you. I really do. And I didn’t exactly choose the person I fell in love with, either. But sometimes we have to stop ourselves from doing the wrong thing.”

“And what if not following my heart is the wrong thing?”

Lauren slowed down for a red light. “You’re taking such a big risk.”

Emily wove her fingers together, the way she did when she was nervous, and placed her hands on her lap. “I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m scared to leave for Ali; I’m scared to stay with Boaz— I didn’t want any of this and suddenly—”

“Just don’t do anything rash, okay?” Lauren took Emily’s hand for a moment before the light changed. “Because you don’t want to look back and realize you threw away a very good life. I like Ali, I do. But you don’t really know him. You don’t know the culture. They don’t think like we do.”

“Now you’re stereotyping.”

“It’s still the truth!”

“There are exceptions to every rule,” Emily said. “Aren’t we exceptions? Almost all the girls I grew up with are living in Charleston or Atlanta or maybe Miami. They’re not driving around the Middle East!”

Out the window, orange bougainvillea flicked by. “That’s right! This is the Middle East.”

Neither of them spoke. They passed under the tall eucalyptus trees and went around a traffic circle. An empty field. A mix of sunlight and cloud light fell across the weeds and grasses. Lauren drove through the tense silence. She felt close to tears. She couldn’t tolerate any kind of rift with Emily. She put on one of Emily’s favorite CDs—Essence—and by the time Lucinda Williams was done singing “Steal Your Love,” Lauren knew she had to put aside her own feelings. What was right or wrong when it came to love? There was no correct answer. All Lauren knew was that she cared so much for Emily. Lauren told her, “I just want you to know that whatever you decide, I’m here for you.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

Lauren parked the car by the train station in Akko, and from there they entered what David called the souk and what Lauren secretly thought of as a consortium of hardscrabble vendors shouting over one another from jammed stalls. If you were not Lauren Uhlmann from Brookline, you shopped here. If you were poor or strapped for cash, you shopped here and ignored the bleakness and the carcinogens probably leaking out from the asbestos roof. But the vendors had a wide assortment of fresh produce, and Lauren had an errand to run nearby. And she was trying—as she’d promised David—to accept where life had taken her.

“First loquats of the season!” called a man with a bushy gray mustache in the first stall. “Sweet loquats!”

Lauren stepped toward him but Emily took her arm. “Don’t buy them here,” Emily said quietly. “Boaz will give you as many as you want from our tree.”

Did that mean she wasn’t going to leave Boaz after all? The thought reassured Lauren. “Your boys will soon be big enough to pick the fruit.” Lauren thought of Shoval and Tal climbing up the trees the way Maya and Yael already did. “I love picking fruit with David and the girls. Did I tell you the other day Maya and Yael stuffed oranges under their shirts and walked around showing off their ‘boobies’?”

Lauren made a beeline to the egg vendor, who had scarred skin and looked like a gangster, and ordered extra-large eggs.

“Why don’t you just buy eggs from Fanny Mosseri?” Emily asked. “Hers have the same chicken shit and feathers stuck to them.”

“Just because I’m a nurse, she wants me to listen to her complain about every ache and pain in her body.”

Lauren watched the vendor tie a string around two cardboard egg trays and make crisscrossed handles like on a bakery box. She rummaged in her heavy pocketbook, found her wallet, and paid him. They wandered past a stooped peddler selling tins of Tiger Balm, nail clippers, toilet brushes, and loose cigarettes, and then Emily stopped by a wizened man sitting on the cement, bunches of limp parsley and rotten clementines at his feet. Emily knelt and chose some parsley and four clementines.

Lauren bent beside Emily and whispered, “Those look terrible.”

“That’s the whole point. Passover’s coming and my father always said to give charity before the holiday.”

“Five shekels.” The man held out his scaly palm.

Lauren found her wallet again. “My treat,” she said quickly, and counted out the money, muttering under her breath, “This is Jewish history right here. I’m telling you, Emily, you switch the first letters around and you get a shitory.” Lauren gave the man an extra coin and stood.

“Five shekels!” the man yelled. “What chutzpah! You gave me a ten-agarot coin instead of a shekel!”

“I’m sorry, I thought—”

“Of course you thought I wouldn’t notice! Just wait until you’re my age.”

Lauren could feel the other vendors staring at her and she opened her wallet again and poured all the coins she had into the man’s palm. “Let’s get out of here,” she said vehemently, tugging at Emily as another seller called, “Cabbage, I have cabbage!”

Emily started for his stall as Lauren suddenly remembered him, and his dark eyebrows, which ran in one thick blur across his enormous forehead.

“Do not go to him! He’s the one who—”

“But I want to make Boaz some coleslaw.”

“You said you’re leaving Boaz.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing! All I know is that Boaz likes coleslaw, and today, all I’m going to try to think about is making coleslaw. Just give me a minute.”

Lauren waited as Emily studied the cabbages as if they were works of art and then chose one. Emily picked out string beans, scallions, and a leek as big as a baseball bat. Her brown hair now had strawberry-blond highlights, falling at just the right angle along her jaw. Her cheeks looked full and rosy. She seemed to find a way to embrace life no matter where she was. Lauren couldn’t help admiring the way Emily took chances. She greeted life with open arms while Lauren stood off to the side, holding herself back. Was it really better to be safe than sorry? Lauren thought about how when she used to sail, she sometimes had to change tack or come about and head right into the wind.

“How about some great lettuce at a great price?” The vendor lifted his unibrow at Lauren.

“I’m not buying any more lettuce from you. I will not forget your little frog.”

“My little frog? You think I put it in there? This is the best lettuce in the souk.”

“Oh, go ahead and take another chance,” Emily said.

“Your friend here is buying it! You buy it, too, and I’ll give you a special deal.”

Lauren hesitated. “Fine, fine.” She inspected the lettuce and picked one that she hoped was inhospitable to frogs. She bought red peppers for Maya, cherry tomatoes for Yael, and cauliflower for David. Lauren wasn’t sure what exactly to do with the cauliflower, but she bought it nonetheless. The seller placed the vegetables on one side of an old-fashioned scale that hung overhead and balanced a rusty weight on the other side. He weighed the vegetables, mumbling as he calculated the numbers, and announced, “Forty-nine shekels.”

Emily handed him the fifty-shekel bill she was holding in her hand and he gave her back a shekel coin.

“Guys at MIT can’t even do the numbers that fast,” Lauren said as they walked away. “I bet he just said forty-nine shekels because he saw your fifty-shekel bill. It’s arbitrary pricing.”

“So why did you buy from him?”

Because I’m trying to be a good person, Lauren thought. Because I’m trying to forget my disappointments. Or maybe because I’m trying to be more like you, Emily, unconstrained and ready to go after joy. But Lauren only shrugged. “I try to buy vegetables I don’t have to cook. Except for the cauliflower—what am I supposed to do with it?”

“Just grill it with some olive oil and salt.”

“The whole head?”

“You have to cut it up, silly.”

“You never told me that,” Lauren said as they left the market.

“Where are you schlepping me now?”

“To the store to pick up the Torah mantle. Were you even paying attention when I told you on the phone?”

“Do you want to test me? Your parents have taken it upon themselves to guarantee pluralism in Israel. They’re donating a Torah to the reform temple in Nahariya and you ordered a cover for it.”

They walked down the street. The sun shone on a row of drab apartment buildings with stiff laundry hanging on clotheslines under the windows. Lauren suspected this landscape would have fit perfectly well in the Soviet Union. At least it was spring, she thought, the sky a cloudless blue, and purple blossoms dotted the jacaranda trees.

“Where’s the shop?” Emily asked after they circled the block.

“It should be somewhere around here,” Lauren muttered, walking by a Dumpster overflowing with garbage.

“You, me, navigating Akko by ourselves? I don’t think so.”

“I just don’t understand it,” Lauren said as they passed a shrunken, sickly woman struggling to push a disheveled man in a wheelchair. “How the hell can Jews be considered the smartest people on earth?”

“We fool everybody.” Emily stopped for a moment by a store displaying mops, brooms, sponges, jugs of ammonia, and cleaning sprays.

“And in the middle of all this mess, everyone’s cleaning their houses like crazy for Passover. It’s like this obsession with bad smells that Ja—” Lauren was about to say Jasmine, Ali’s ex-wife, but stopped herself. “This thing that Jumana, a nurse in the hospital, has. She says that even after she’s washed the dishes in the dishwasher, she washes her plates again using bleach to get rid of the zanacha smell!”

Emily shrugged. “I don’t think Ali is worried about zanacha. I’m just waiting to eat my first matzoth with butter and salt.”

“Does Ali like matzo, too?”

Emily swiveled sideways and dropped her jaw. She’d had the same look the first day she’d arrived in Peleg, when they’d stood on the beach and she’d described how Rob had left her. It was the look of someone who’d been hurt, punched in the gut. Lauren felt ashamed of herself.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that—”

“Look,” Emily said. “I married Rob because I thought he was a nice Jewish boy, the perfect Mr. Right, and he turned out wrong. Then I married Boaz because I thought he was Mr. Right, but look how unhappy I am. So what if Mr. Wrong really is Mr. Right?”

“It’s not only the matzo. Think of all you’d be giving up. And this is a heretic talking.”

“I am thinking of all I’m giving up. That is one thing you don’t have to tell me.”

“We’re lost.” Lauren studied the block of dreary stores. Then she noticed the number twelve above a door a few shops down. “There it is!” She headed past the streaked plate-glass window and opened the door; a bell jangled, and she inched her way through a warren of Hebrew books with embossed gold letters, placemats, children’s games, yarmulkes, key chains, mezuzahs, amulets. At the back of the dusty store stood a man with a black beard that hung like a great bib down his chest.

“Hello!” Lauren carefully tucked in her egg tray and plastic bags so they wouldn’t bump into anything. “I’m the one who spoke to you on the phone two weeks ago. You said that you’d order me a mantle for the Torah and I came today to pick it up.”

“A mantle.” The man glowered, his black eyes set close to his bumpy nose.

“That’s what my father called it. I’m not sure what you’d call it in Hebrew. Do you remember that I spoke to you?”

“A mantle,” he repeated as though Lauren had just invented the word.

“You said you ordered me one.”

“I can’t order something that doesn’t exist.”

“Of course it exists! It’s the decorative cover for the Torah scroll. Sometimes it’s blue, sometimes it’s white—”

“Who are you getting this mantle for?”

“I’m getting it for my father.”

“You can’t come in here without him.”

“My father is in America! He’s donating a Torah to a synagogue in Nahariya.”

“You call that a synagogue?”

“You don’t even know which one I’m talking about.”

“I know which one would send you to buy a mantle. Why didn’t you tell me? I would never do business with that place.”

“Why not? It has people from Argentina and Russia and South Africa who’ve never gone to a synagogue in their lives and now they’re coming to services and my father is donating the Torah and all I want to do is buy—”

“That place is for goyim, not for Jews. You don’t even know the laws.”

“I didn’t come here for a lecture. I came here for my mantle.”

The man clicked his tongue, hidden behind his swampy beard.

“Are you kidding me?” Lauren asked in disbelief. “You ordered it for me!”

He stared at her. He stared through her.

“Lauren, let’s just go,” Emily urged.

Lauren swung around, stomped back through the tightly jammed aisle, and accidentally knocked over some cassette tapes. She did not pick them up. Emily held the door open and let it slam shut behind them.

“I went out of my way to come to his shop, thinking I was doing him a favor, wanting to give him some business because it’s clear to me that nobody has shopped there since Golda Meir was prime minister, and look how he treated me!” Lauren plunked down her vegetables and eggs on the sidewalk. She dug her cell phone out from her pocketbook and dialed David’s number.

“Hi, sweetie, what’s up?” His voice was always soothing, comforting.

“David! The guy won’t let me buy the mantle!”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s for the reform temple, that’s why! You’d think after all we’ve been through, Jews would be kind to each other. You’d think we’d want to help each other. But look what’s happening here. David, I can’t take this anymore.”

“Lauren, we’ll talk when we get home—”

“No.” Lauren turned away from Emily so she couldn’t hear her. “I’ve had enough. This isn’t my home. I want to go back to Boston. I want to go home.”
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April 25, 2006

Rachel


On a sun-drenched Tuesday morning, Rachel was helping Lauren’s daughter Maya do a puzzle in the gan when Hannah from the village office walked in, her red eyeglasses hanging crooked on a chain against her ample breasts. Rachel smiled but Hannah only nodded, crossing her arms, and then said something to Iris, the gan teacher. Iris, who had black hair and always wore silvery-pink lipstick, winced and clasped her hands to her mouth. They both turned to Rachel and the thought occurred to her that she was about to get fired. Rachel knew the kids liked her and she was good with them, but maybe Moshe or Svetlana complained about the way Rachel quit her last jobs. Maybe she’d have to go work somewhere else.

“Can I talk to you for a few minutes?” Hannah asked, approaching her.

“Okay.” Rachel stood up warily.

“Don’t go, Rachel!” Maya gave her the same piercing look that Lauren did, with the same intense gray eyes.

“Don’t worry, Maya, I’ll be right back,” Rachel reassured her, although she was not really sure.

Rachel followed Hannah into the playground, where they stopped by a tractor tire filled with sand. There was a dump truck, a plastic rake, a rubber ball.

Hannah opened her hands, palms up.

“If it’s about my working somewhere else because I took two days off last month,” Rachel said, “I don’t think it’s fair because—”

“It isn’t that.” Hannah touched her shoulder. “It’s about Jacob Troyerman. Esther wanted me to tell you . . . he’s dead.”

“What?”

“He didn’t come in for breakfast this morning and his son Eyal went to look for him and found him in the groves.”

“I don’t understand.” Rachel felt as though time had opened up like a crevasse and she’d fallen in.

“Jacob shot himself.”

“Oh no.” Rachel gasped, a cry strangling her throat.

“I’m sorry.”

Rachel shook her head. She wanted to say that it was not worth saying sorry; it was not worth saying anything. Yoni was right. Silence was the best thing, the only thing.

Then a loud siren went off.

Hannah glanced at her watch. It was ten o’clock: the ten o’clock siren on Holocaust Memorial Day.

Rachel straightened and stood erect. Through the window of the gan, she could see Iris motioning at them to stand up. She brought her finger to her lips. Stand straight. No talking. Rachel remembered hearing the siren last year in Nahariya. As soon as it had sounded, everyone on the street stood as still as statues, as if they were all playing a giant game of Freeze. Even taxi drivers got out of their cabs and stood in the middle of the street, their car doors flung open.

Rachel closed her eyes, listening to the siren wail at a deaf world. Why on this night? Rachel thought. Because on all other nights—

She tried to imagine Jacob the previous night, a constellation of darkness around the cowshed where he lay on his cot with the dogs. Had he looked at his watch? Had he chosen a certain time? A certain hour when he decided he would cease to be? Maybe he had said good night to the dogs before he left the kennel. Maybe he said, Shhh, be quiet, good night, to Pete and Sputnik and Coco and Happy and Max and Scrappy and Freddie, the basset hound with the somber eyes.

Then Jacob headed into the groves. He walked and walked through the silent shadows.

You’ll always know where to find me, he’d said. In the shade of that tree at the end of the road.

Sobs racked Rachel’s body. She hadn’t found the right words to say to Jacob, so she had said nothing. Offered him nothing. Yoni was wrong. Silence was not the only thing.

It was the worst thing.

LATER THAT DAY, Rachel stood with Aviva, Lauren, and Emily in the back of the crowd of mourners at the cemetery. Rachel knew that an hour earlier, David, Heinz Zuckerman, and the other members of the men’s burial circle had carefully attended to Jacob in the burial house—awash in that permanent gray silence—and then placed him in his coffin.

Rabbi Lapid stood next to Jacob’s casket, which lay on the black trolley in front of the burial house. The rabbi rocked back and forth, reciting psalms, his grainy voice floating up through the eucalyptus trees and into the beyond. The afternoon was warm and still. Birds flew in a V formation above the cemetery, breaking loose and scattering, reuniting into another V, and flying away.

Rachel spotted Boaz, in a John Deere cap, streaks of grease on the sleeves of his blue shirt. Heinz Zuckerman wore a gray suit and a gray felt hat, and Omri Salomon, the beekeeper, had a black-and-yellow yarmulke resting on his bald spot. If Rachel hadn’t felt so despondent, she would have laughed to herself that the yarmulke was a bald-spot cover.

But she couldn’t laugh, not when she saw Esther sitting on a bench near the coffin, her delicate face looking baleful, bereft. When Rachel had first arrived at the graveyard, she’d waited with the other villagers to give Esther a hug. Rachel had rehearsed the traditional Hebrew greeting said to a mourner, “I share in your grief,” and managed to say it without any mistakes, but her words had never sounded quite so hollow. “I’m so sorry,” she added, to which Esther nodded; her rueful face looking like a city after a war, left in ruins.

Rachel gazed at Esther’s son, Eyal, standing behind her, his hands resting on her narrow shoulders; Esther’s two daughters on either side of her. Rachel worried what would become of Esther once the week of shiva ended and her children returned to their routines and their lives.

Rabbi Lapid stopped chanting. The sounds of the sea rushed in.

“It is against Jewish law to kill yourself,” he said, and a surprised murmur passed through the crowd. “But we all know how much Jacob suffered. And because he suffered so much, he cannot be held accountable for what he did. Jacob didn’t kill himself. The Nazis killed him long ago.”

Tears filled Rachel’s eyes, and Lauren handed her a crinkled tissue. Eyal moved to Jacob’s coffin. He had a lean build and Jacob’s hooked nose that sliced the air, dueling with the world.

“Abba . . .” Eyal stared down at the coffin. “Abba, after losing your six brothers and sisters and your parents, you somehow managed to survive the Shoah. You and Eema walked from Hungary all the way to Italy, and then you sailed in a tiny, crowded fishing boat to Palestine. The British caught the boat and sent all of you to a detention camp in Cyprus, where you stayed because you had no place else to go. When you finally arrived here, you had to fight in the first war, then the next one and the ones after that. You never complained and you never gave up until now . . .

“I’m sure you prepared for your death for a long time, but none of us knew and none of us guessed. You even made one last pot of rice for the dogs.”

There was a pause.

“Abba, I want you to know that everything you taught me, everything you told me, everything you made sure to pass on to me, will always stay with me. I hope you’ll be proud of the way I take care of your dogs and your groves. And now the time has come to lay you down in the land you loved so much.”

Then Eyal, David, Boaz, and Charlie Gilbert lifted Jacob’s coffin and carried it to the easternmost row of the graveyard, the spot nearest to his kennel.

Aviva put her arm around Rachel. “Jacob went the way he wanted to go. He wasn’t able to fight against the Nazis, but now he decided when he would die. It was his choice. He died with dignity. He died a soldier, not a victim.”

“I wish I believed that. All I know is that I was with him and I couldn’t find the right thing to say and if only—”

“Rachel, those are two of the most useless words there are. Jacob had already shut the door on life. He could no longer bear being alive.”

Rachel and Aviva stood together for another moment in silence. The dogs in the kennel barked.





29

May 25, 2006

Aviva


Although Aviva tried not to lie on the living room couch too often, she found herself sprawled there once again, staring up at the ceiling. With her feet turned out and her arms heavy, she thought, So this is what it will be like when I’m dead.

Aviva held herself still as stone and drifted off to sleep—another kind of death—dreaming that the women in the burial circle were gathered around her, speaking about her in the past tense. The book of her life had slapped shut.

Then the phone rang. “Where have you been?” Rachel asked.

“I took the day off to get a root canal on my tooth. But the dentist told me he couldn’t save it and pulled it out instead.”

“Oh, you can’t trust dentists.” Rachel laughed. “Still, you have to come to the beach party tonight.”

“You’re sweet to me, Rachel. I’m sorry. I’m in no mood for a beach party.”

“But you said—”

I said I’d do a lot of things, Aviva wanted to say. After Benny was killed, she had burned her “Things I Want to Do” list because she knew she’d never take him to a Yankees game or meet him to hike in New Zealand—the first place he wanted to visit once he got out of the army. She’d never make pancakes for Rafi again on a rainy Saturday morning while listening to Bach or—

“What about your rule?” Rachel asked.

“Which one?” Aviva looked up at a chameleon that had snuck into the house and was hanging upside down on the ceiling.

“Better for a teacher to have a wild student with a lot of passion in her class than a dull kid who always does his homework. You said you can calm down a wild kid, but you can never give someone that spirit for living. And Aviva, you have such an amazing spirit.”

“Oh, that. My spirit.”

“And you were the one who sent me that Edith Sitwell quote: ‘I am not eccentric; it’s just that I am more alive than most people.’”

“I don’t feel so alive right now.” Aviva curled up on her side, wanting to squish the grief right out of her. We are all eighty percent water, anyway, she thought. That’s all we are, really, a river of tears in sausage casing. “Rachel, I really appreciate your calling me, but I think I’ll pass on this one.”

“How about just for a few minutes?”

Aviva tucked her knees in to her chest, her heart pumping and beating and thrumming its own tune, reminding her that she was still alive. Still alive, still alive. She could stay in the house the rest of the night with that lone chameleon on the ceiling for company, or she could get out, even for a few moments. She knew she’d be spending the rest of her eternity alone, anyway. “Okay,” she said reluctantly. “Okay.”

But by the time nine o’clock rolled around, Aviva was still lying there. The sun had set and the room was flooded with night. She hauled herself up because she couldn’t lie there forever and she’d promised Rachel. Aviva didn’t like breaking promises: life itself broke enough promises.

Aviva washed her face and changed into a salmon-pink Grecian-style dress that Emily had helped pick out, slipped into a pair of low-heeled sandals, and mindlessly put on some silver bangles. She glanced in the mirror only long enough to apply a thin coat of almost invisible lipstick. But she did not look into her own eyes. Could not look.

It was easier outside. Outside, some of her sorrow could seep away and dissolve into the darkness, into the soft night with a full moon hanging above, reminding her that the universe was still there and hadn’t entirely abandoned her. Aviva opened the gate and saw Rachel hurrying toward her.

“It’s past nine o’clock and I wanted to make sure you’d come.” Rachel’s smile lit up the darkness. “Aviva, you look great.”

“I tried my best only because I promised you.” Aviva gave her a hug. “Too bad Yoni can’t see you in that outfit. You look beautiful—though you’d look beautiful in a potato sack.”

“Emily and I picked it out.” Rachel twirled so that her white eyelet sundress flared around her.

Aviva and Rachel walked along the path, nearing the beach where tiny lights twinkled around Shuky’s Snack and Surf Shop. As they headed through the gate, the lights went out.

“Of all things—a blackout during a beach party.” Aviva stopped, waiting for her eyes to adjust. If the lights didn’t come back on soon, she could excuse herself to Rachel and go home. But then she heard shouts and the lights blazed back on and people were yelling, “Surprise!”

“Happy birthday, Mom!” shouted Yoni, running toward Aviva and hugging her hard. Aviva still wasn’t sure what was happening until she took in Lauren and Emily also crowding around her, and then neighbors and friends gathering and shouting, “Happy birthday!”

“I can’t believe this!” Aviva shook with astonishment, the first time in so long that she was trembling not out of loss but out of joy. She had been trying to forget it was her fiftieth birthday, but apparently Yoni and her friends hadn’t. Aviva turned to Rachel, thanking her, hugging her. Yoni waved in the direction of the jetty, where there came the sounds of drums, trumpets, and cymbals and a group of figures marched toward them.

“Yoni.” Aviva squinted into the distance. “I didn’t bring my glasses. What’s going on over there?”

“Take a guess.”

“Is that a marching band? What is a marching band doing here on the beach?”

“Mom, how many times have you told us that you love marching bands? And that there are no marching bands in Israel? Well, we found you one for your birthday. It’s your personal parade.”

The band moved across the beach playing “When the Saints Come Marching In” and other tunes Aviva recognized from all those long, exciting, sunny, rainy, windy days when she played clarinet and marched with her high school band. When the band finished “The Liberty Bell,” more friends joined, crowding around her. On the terrace were buffet tables with Aviva’s favorite salads; skewers of chicken and lamb; grilled eggplant, mushrooms, and zucchini; and mounds of rice with raisins and slivered almonds. She was wandering among the guests, holding a plate filled with food, nibbling and talking, when Yoni passed her his telephone.

“It’s Raz!”

“Happy birthday, Mom!” The phone line crackled. “Don’t think that just because I’m in Costa Rica I didn’t help plan the party. Seriously, it was all my idea.”

“Naturally it was all you.” Aviva pictured Raz’s warm face and curly dark hair, his hazel eyes beaming. Raz was the heart of her hearts: a calm, centered, slightly reserved middle child, and as much as she missed him, she was still pleased that he wasn’t living nearby on her behalf.

“Mom, I’m sorry I’m not there—”

“Who even needs you here? Right now I’m having instant fun. And you better have fun, too. Live it up.”

“I will,” Raz said. “I am. It’s so beautiful here. I really want you to come visit.”

“I’ll get there as soon as Yoni gets out of the army.”

“Great. I won’t keep you. Go party. I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too. Bye, Raz, adios.”

Aviva listened to the cutoff sound in her ear, steeling herself, overwhelmed with surprise. Then she thought: You can be happy for a few hours. Just because you’re happy for a few hours doesn’t mean you loved any less—

“Want to dance?” asked Rachel as the DJ, who turned out to be Julius, put on Cyndi Lauper’s “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” Rachel didn’t wait for an answer and pulled Aviva onto the dance floor. Then it was Fleetwood Mac’s “Monday Morning,” and Yoni appeared, whirling Rachel. Aviva left them to talk to some friends, watching David dance with Lauren, who wore a floor-length black dress, her long hair dotted with butterfly clips. Aviva danced to “Susie Q” with Boaz and Emily until “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” came on, and then Aviva noticed Boaz’s mouth twist to the side. Aviva knew that Emily and Boaz’s marriage was rocky, and she watched Boaz cut out from the dance floor. Emily followed him at a safe distance. She looked vibrant in a flowing teal dress and beaded necklace.

When Sly and the Family Stone’s “Everyday People” came on, Lauren grabbed Aviva’s hand, and they joined David, Rachel, and Yoni on the floor. Not much later, “Something” by the Beatles began, and Aviva heard someone say, “Hey, Yoni, can I cut in?”

Guy Sasson was standing there. For one of the few times in her life, Aviva was caught off guard. Prickly heat rose to her face.

“How can I say no to the guy who got my mom to surf?” Yoni said.

“If you’d blinked, you would have missed me,” Aviva managed.

“You still did it, Mom. Have fun. I’m going to rescue Rachel from Moshe Zado.”

Guy moved in and took Aviva’s hand. She wondered if people were looking at them. Then she thought of Eli telling her how he’d learned to act as if he were invisible: “I’ve been in rooms where nobody even saw me.” Besides, Aviva reasoned, almost everybody in Peleg was at the birthday party—so why would it be odd for Guy to dance with her?

“I’m sorry I haven’t stopped by.” Guy’s soft voice grew softer. “But I want you to know that what we had that night was really special and if—”

“Please don’t apologize. I understand. I know.”

“I know that you know.” He pulled her in. He danced with her. He held her firmly. As if he didn’t want to let her go? As if he knew he’d have to let her go? “Please don’t forget. You promised me you won’t give up.”

She was silent, catching her breath. The music played and the song made her feel so blue. “And you promised me you’re not going to be afraid.”

“Nothing to be afraid of. Happy birthday, Aviva.”

The song ended. He planted a solemn kiss on her cheek. Like his first kiss.

His last kiss.

He squeezed her hands forcefully and let them go.

Aviva stood there, rooted to the spot. Life was a gamble, and she’d lost far too much.

She turned so she wouldn’t have to see Guy walking off the dance floor. She steadied herself. Got her bearings as she watched the sea rolling and rolling into the darkness.
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June 5, 2006

Emily


Emily’s hand was inches from Ali’s, but she could still feel its trickle-charged intensity, its heat.

“You need to call the exterminator and get him to come back once and for all and get rid of all these—” Yoram suddenly stopped as he came out of his office.

“Thank you, Ali.” Emily took the car keys lying on the counter and whirled away from the reception desk. “I’ll make sure to give these back to room 317.”

“Yoram,” Ali said, “I was just on my way to Aga’s.”

“I told you not to buy from him.” Yoram’s retort was unusually sharp. “They stole avocados from Eyal Troyerman. He happened to find about the same number of avocados at Aga’s, five times cheaper than anywhere else.”

“You told me to get the cheapest—”

“Never mind what I said,” Yoram cut in. “Nu, just go already.”

Ali turned and moved across the lobby, not looking at Emily, not saying good-bye. She stared at the back of his black polo shirt, distinctly aware that his purposeful gait was already familiar to her now. She picked up a flyer for a new restaurant lying in the fax machine and pretended to study it, her head bent.

“What was Ali doing with those car keys?” Yoram asked.

“A guest asked him to check the oil or something.”

“So, nu, in addition to everything else, Ali’s now a car mechanic?”

“You know how hotel guests are.” Emily didn’t turn around. “They think that just because Ali works in a hotel he can repair anything.”

“All I know is that if something isn’t broken, don’t fix it.”

She let that go. “Anyway, I must have the flu or something.” She coughed loudly. “I almost didn’t come to work today.”

“You can’t get sick now with that wedding tomorrow and Orly on maternity leave.”

“It’s not as if I can help it.” Emily crumpled the restaurant flyer and tossed it into the paper bin. She got to work on the computer, deliberately ignoring Yoram, who kept standing there, watching her like a policeman waiting for a criminal to make his move. He finally gave up and stepped back into his office.

Emily stared at the minute hand on the clock, but it refused to budge. She could not believe how slowly time moved. At one o’clock, Yoram went to eat lunch in the dining room and returned to the reception desk in a cloud of fried food and cigarette smoke.

“You can go to lunch now,” Yoram told Emily. “Svetlana made crispy schnitzel.”

“Lunch? I feel awful. I’m falling off my feet. I have to go home.”

“You sounded fine when you were talking to Ali earlier.”

Emily let that go by, too, coughing loudly. “I called Noga earlier and she told me she’d be here any minute. So instead of my lunch hour, I’m going home.” She reached for her pocketbook under the desk and before Yoram could say anything else, she shuffled away, dragging her black flats across the floor. She took her bicycle from the rack and wheeled it slowly past the hotel’s picture windows, continuing until Yoram could no longer see her.

She cut around a frangipani tree and through the hotel’s hedges, hiding her bicycle behind Amos and Natalie Sasson’s garage because she’d heard Yoram say that they’d gone on vacation to France. (“Again!” Yoram had grumbled. “They go to Paris more than I go to Tel Aviv!”)

At the far end of the parking lot was Ali’s car. Using his keys, Emily opened the door and climbed into the airless heat. She rolled down the windows, blasted the air conditioning, and lay in the backseat. Not moving, listening to the chirrups of the birds hidden in the banyan tree with Ali and David’s names engraved on its trunk. Emily tried to picture Ali and David as boys, joking by the tree, daring each other to inscribe their names. That made Emily think of her father, who used to say that every year before Rosh Hashanah, God inscribed people in His Book of Life. Emily could hear her father reciting the Unetanah Tokef prayer,

            On Rosh Hashanah it is inscribed

            And on Yom Kippur it is sealed

            How many shall pass away and how many shall be born

            Who shall live and who shall die . . .

Tears stung her eyes, and her joints and bones and flesh shrank against the backseat. What would her father say if he saw her now, curled and hiding in Ali’s car? Emily pushed the thought away. She intertwined her hands, clasping her fingers hard to stop her wild thoughts just as Ali got into the driver’s seat and started up the car.

“You don’t know how hard it was for me to do any work knowing that I’d get some time alone with you today.” Ali spoke without looking at Emily, still facing forward.

“Yoram knows about us.”

“So he knows.” Ali pulled out of the parking space. “Stay down until we’re out of here.”

Emily heard the car crunch forward, turn right, pass the cemetery. She could picture the graves standing like a petrified forest in the sun. The people underneath the headstones, buried along with their dreams. Their shames and sorrows. Their secrets.

The car swung around and up the road that ran in a perpendicular line from the sea. One speed bump, another, and then the bumps of the railroad tracks. In the distance were Boaz’s groves and Emily tried not to think of him, but she imagined him just the same: maybe right then he was standing on a ladder studying a branch that needed trimming, reaching for a pair of shears or a handsaw, or gazing at the clouds, knowing that all the way until Sukkot, they were mere wisps of white, bringing no rain.

The car made another right onto the main road, and Emily knew they were passing the tree that Shoval and Tal had nicknamed the Dragon Tree, the one that Lauren’s girls called the Dinosaur Tree, and then fields of chickpeas and cotton. Farther up was the Arab catering hall where Emily had gone with Boaz to the wedding of a daughter of Kareem, one of Moshe Zado’s workers who sometimes helped Boaz in the groves. Thinking of Boaz, trying not to think of Boaz, thinking of him again. She pictured his sunburned ears, the hairs that curled over the collar of his T-shirt, his toughened hands.

“You’re quiet,” Ali said.

“Just thinking.” Emily sat up, touching Ali right below his shirt, on the inside of his arm.

“Emily, if you keep doing that, I’ll have to pull over.” Ali glanced at her in the rearview mirror.

“That was not the reason.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Everything. Where are we going?”

“For a walk near a village with Christians, Muslims, and Druze. The Druze are the ones with the fancy cars.”

“I know, you don’t like them.” Emily sighed.

“They’re as loyal as the wind. In Syria, they’re pro-Syrian, and in Israel, they side with the Jews. They only care about themselves.”

“Really, Ali? This is what you want to talk about now? The biggest thing that separates us?”

“I’m sorry.” He looked at her again in the rearview mirror, his eyes like pools of black ink. “Did I ever tell you about Majd? He was a really special Druze guy who taught David and me to ride motorcycles and who was killed in a motorcycle accident. We went to his family’s house to pay our respects. His wife was pregnant and she told us, ‘Something must die for something else to be born.’ That’s one of their religious beliefs.”

“That could be true,” Emily agreed. “My father used to say that even Moses, the greatest Jewish prophet, couldn’t understand life’s mysteries.”

“If he couldn’t understand it, then we don’t have a chance.” Ali drove by a billboard for Swiss yogurt, turned into a village crowded with concrete houses perched on giant legs, and parked opposite a beige house with a black Mercedes sitting underneath it. Emily got out of Ali’s car and looked up at the house, its plain windows like square eyes. Watching her and warning her about what was forbidden?

She walked silently with Ali along a path that sloped downhill and into a dried-out riverbed strewn with stones that snaked through a cluster of trees. At the bottom, the trees closed behind them, and that was when Ali stopped and reached for her the way—well, thought Emily, the way that only Ali had ever reached for her.

“Emily, it’s so hard for me to see you for a few minutes and then let you go back. I can’t stand knowing he has the chance to hold you whenever he wants.”

“He doesn’t hold me. That’s the problem. He hardly talks to me.”

“Then why stay with him?”

“I don’t want to break up my family.”

Ali’s lips tightened and he stepped back.

“And how can I just pick up and leave him?” Emily asked. “You and I don’t even know how we’ll be together when everyone else is driving us apart. Even about the Druze. There’s so much that divides us.”

“But those are little things. We can disagree on some things, can’t we?”

“It’s all too complicated. You said so yourself.”

“We’ll find a way to make it work.” Ali put his arm around her and they walked ahead.

“Oak trees.” Emily bent down to pick up an acorn. “It looks like a Druze man wearing a skullcap. They’d think it’s terribly wrong that I’m here with you.”

“Most of them are living the way they’ve lived for hundreds of years. Some of the men won’t even let their wives drive cars. They say it’s against their religion.”

“Still, what we’re doing is wrong.”

“I don’t care what they think. David always says that God gave us two ears. One for things to go in, and one for things to go out.”

The path ended at a clearing with huge boulders rising like prehistoric creatures out of the ground. Emily slipped off her shoes and climbed up the side of the closest rock. On the top, she could see the crisscrossed fields. Bright green wheat fields running north to south, bare fields running east to west. Maybe Jesus walked here. Maybe Moses or Mohammed. This tiny spot of earth where three of the world’s religions were born. This tiny spot where people were still fighting over every inch. Every soul. Ali scrambled up and stood next to her.

“It’s impossible not to love you,” he said.

“But it’s impossible to love you.”

“We could live together.”

“With my sons?” Emily turned to him.

“Why not? I like your sons. They like me, too.”

“Lauren told me that no Arab man would ever agree to raise another man’s children. Especially not a Jewish man’s children.”

“I’m not every other Arab man.”

“You’re ready for two nonstop little boys?” Emily sat down and dangled her legs over the side of the rock. “It’s like seeing everything double.”

“If they’re with you, then I’ll be with them, too.”

“But you’ll never be Abu-Shoval or Abu-Tal.”

“No. I’m already Abu-Omar.” Ali joined her on the edge of the rock. “He’s already fifteen. I know he understands why I did what I did. He knows Jasmine and I are as different as night and day.” He paused. “You could leave your kids with Boaz.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I see Omar and Marwa a few times each week, but I no longer live with them.”

“A father is different.”

“That doesn’t sound like something an American woman should say.”

“Maybe not,” Emily said. “But a mother almost never gives up her children. That’s instinct.”

“That’s being a Jewish mother.”

“You’re funny—did David also say that?” Emily paused. “What do you think he’d say if he found out about us?”

“I’d like to think he wants me to be happy. But sometimes you have to choose sides.”

“And which side would he choose?” Emily felt edgy and anxious. Then numb—or was that because she felt too much?

“The side of his people.”

“And you, Ali?”

“I don’t care anymore. Can’t you see how draining it all is? I’ve had enough of the Jews and the Muslims and the Druze and—”

“Unfortunately, that’s reality—”

“You want to stay with Boaz, stay then. But if you think you can be happy with him, then what are you doing here with me?”

“I don’t know,” Emily said. “I mean, I do know why I’m with you. But I can’t imagine giving up everything and taking such a big risk. Maybe I should wait and give Boaz a chance.”

“I’m tired of waiting. I gave up my dream and moved back to Maloul thinking it would make Jasmine happy. I’m not going to keep waiting, because if I wait and wait, one day it will be too late.”

Emily didn’t speak, considering his words.

He pressed his hand into the small of her back and tugged her toward him. A serious look clung to his eyes, passion mixed with fierce longing. “Let’s leave and go to America. Do you think anyone there would care that I’m a Muslim and you’re a Jew?”

“Yes, my mother. But thank goodness she lives in Charleston, and there’ll be a snowman in hell before we move there.”

“I’ll find a way to win her over.”

“I’m sure you would.”

“I bet I could walk into any synagogue in America,” Ali said. “I’d read the Hebrew prayers with a perfect Israeli accent and nobody would even know I’m an Arab and not a Jew.”

“That’s a Hollywood movie right there. Ali, I don’t want to have this conversation if it won’t get us anywhere.”

“But that’s where you’re wrong. I knew nothing about running a hotel before I started working there. Nothing about catering. But Yoram said, ‘Can you put together a wedding for five hundred people?’ and I did. I try to make things happen.”

“So you really want to move to Somerville?”

“It’s a great place to start. My cousin’s just waiting for me to open a hummus place.”

“A hummus place,” Emily repeated, trying to envision it. “Not a takeout place, right? Something healthy—simple and classic?” She thought of Rob’s cooking show with a tinge of embarrassment and forced herself to move past it. “You can hang up my paintings.”

“We’ll hang your paintings,” he said. “You can help design the place. You can get a job at an art gallery or go back for another degree so you can teach. There are a hundred things you can do.”

There are a hundred things you can do, Emily said to herself, but then she imagined saying good-bye to Boaz and wrenching the boys away from him and having to start all over in America. “It would be so hard.”

“What do we have to lose? We’ll be together.” Ali pointed to the rocky edge of a cliff. “See that over there? Nobody knows why, but even in the summer when there’s no rain, those rocks always drip with water. They call it the Wall of Tears.”

“If that’s not kitschy, I don’t know what is.” Emily stared at the rocks with the trail of water trickling between them. It seemed like a sign, a message. Should she be like the rocks, enduring and stoic, and stay where she was? Or should she be like the water, reckless and improvisational, and find a way to course through the stones?

Ali stood up. He tried to light a match but the wind blew it out. He tried again. He wasn’t having any luck, so he pulled his shirt over his head, lit the cigarette from underneath, and pushed his head back out, smiling at Emily.

“That’s another thing. Those cigarettes have got to go.”

“I’ll quit. I’ve been meaning to stop anyway. You know, I always wanted something else in my life. Something more. That’s another reason why I left Jasmine, because she never tried for anything. I guess I was searching, but I didn’t even know it until you arrived.”

“I’m sorry. I never wanted to fall in love with you. That was the last thing I wanted.”

“La, don’t be sorry. You know, when the war broke out in 1948, my father fled across the border to Lebanon. His brothers all stayed there but he missed it here, so he swam in the sea to get back. Just think how far he swam. Maybe just to get me here to you.”

“I highly doubt that.”

Ali put out his cigarette, slipped the butt into the pocket of his jeans—“You see, you’ve even trained me not to litter!”—then bent forward to kiss Emily, his lips sweet and bittersweet all at once. “Take the risk.”

“I don’t know.” Emily looked down at her watch. “I’m sorry, but I have to—”

“I know, I know, you have to go.” He stood again, offering her a hand.

“I hate when I have to leave you,” Emily whispered.

“Then decide to stay with me.”

Emily’s phone rang. She thought it would be Noga from the hotel with questions about the wedding and she answered.

“Oh, hi, Boaz.” Emily raised her eyebrows at Ali in an attempt to apologize. She bent low, cupping the phone close to her chest, hoping Boaz couldn’t hear the wind. “What’s going on?”

“The boys are asking for your boo-boo eggs,” Boaz said. “You don’t think I have enough to worry about? They broke into the Troyermans again last night and this time they stole farm equipment—”

“Who broke in?”

“Who else could it be? The Arabs from Maloul. They steal and get away with it. The police do nothing! I have to go out later to patrol—”

She crouched lower, hoping that Ali couldn’t hear Boaz. “Boo-boo eggs are easy,” she told him, looking down at her hands, aware that Ali was watching her.

“Do I cut the hole in the bread before or after—hang on—Shoval, would you sit down? You know you’re not allowed to walk around eating—”

“What’s he eating?”

“What difference does it make? A pepper, a carrot, a worm they dug up by the shed. Who knows? So I cut the holes and then I toast the bread? Or toast the bread first? One minute, Tal, you can speak to Eema after—”

“It’s easier to cut the holes before and add a lot of butter—”

“Eema, where are you?” It was Tal.

“At work. I’ll be home very soon. I love you. Now please put Abba on again.”

“I don’t have patience for this,” Boaz huffed.

“One last thing, Boaz, please make sure Tal really chews his food and doesn’t gulp it down or else he’ll—”

“Throw up,” Boaz said. “You don’t think I hear him in the middle of the night? I can’t sleep, anyway. You sleep like a dead person and I’m just lying there. I even went out and got you papayas.”

“Thank you. You didn’t have to—”

“I know how much you like them. Shoval, stop doing that!”

There was a click of the phone. The wind rose, ruffling Emily’s hair. She shivered. The sun was sinking to the other side of the earth. She was cold and afraid, suddenly aware that she was alone on the boulder. Ali had already climbed down; he was standing with his back to her, looking out across the valley.

Emily stood, her heart and head colliding. She was torn and confused and desperate. She said the only prayer she could think of. “OhGodohGodohGodohGod! God of my father, God of my forefathers, help me, please. Why can’t You tell me what to do?”
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July 12, 2006

Lauren


Lauren gazed at the grass along the sides of the road. It was another cloudless, hot day; only the start of summer, and already the green was parched and faded. She drove away from the hospital with Bruce Springsteen’s “Streets of Philadelphia” on the radio, and then came the news. In a low voice, the newscaster announced that Hezbollah had infiltrated the northern border, killing three Israeli soldiers and capturing two others. Lauren called David as soon as she stopped at the main traffic light in Nahariya.

“The news is bad, right?” Lauren said, her shoulders sinking.

“It isn’t good. The army’s retaliating. There’s already talk of war.”

“Oh no.”

“It will be okay,” he said. “But getting back to our reality, I’m going to take the girls to the beach. When will you be home?”

“I’m going to visit Jasmine and I’ll be home after that.”

“Why do you even waste your time with her?”

“Because I feel sorry for her.” Lauren also felt guilty because Jasmine’s ex-husband was in love with Lauren’s best friend. “I want to try to cheer her up.”

“Whatever you do isn’t going to help her,” David said, but not unkindly, in the tone of a doctor who knew the prognosis was grim.

“I know.”

“So come back as soon as you can—I saw that gourmet macaroni and cheese you made and I don’t know if I can hold myself back from eating it.”

“Very funny.”

Lauren turned into the village of Maloul. It was just after the afternoon siesta, and the day was starting all over again, the village coming back to life.

She parked at the Haddad family compound. Ali’s three brothers—Yusef, Amin, and Razi—were off at work. Their wives—Lubna, Aya, and Gisella—were sitting with Ali’s mother and his sister in the backyard. Lauren spotted Jasmine, who stood up to greet her. Or a vestige of Jasmine; in a shapeless taupe shirt and brown Bedouin pants, she shuffled toward Lauren. Gone was the young woman with wide-set ebony eyes and an easy smile who’d greeted Lauren when she’d moved to Peleg years ago. In her place was a morose woman with hair matted on one side like she’d just woken up from a nap.

Lauren went first to kiss Wafa, Ali’s mother and the matriarch of the family. She had skin the color of a gingerbread cookie, with eyes like raisins set close to her small, crooked nose. A white hijab (Wafa had been to Mecca) was draped across her forehead and pulled under her plump chin. Lauren walked around the circle of women. She kissed Ali’s sister, Suha, who wore a short-sleeved mauve shirt and trousers, then Lubna and Aya. Or was it Aya and Lubna? They were both religious. They shared the same overcast expression—as though it might rain on them at any moment—and in their mushroom-colored head coverings and matching robes, Lauren could never tell them apart. Lauren reached blue-eyed Gisella, who had met Ali’s brother when he was in dental school in Romania ten years before. Gisella still looked like a duped mail-order bride.

“Lauren, please.” Suha gestured to a vacant chair next to her.

Lauren glanced at Jasmine, who sent her an imperceptible nod. Lauren sat down and Aya (or was it Lubna?) walked away, returning with a cup of coffee on a silver tray.

“So, nu?” Suha looked at Lauren expectantly, her russet eyes as round as dinner plates. “How is your friend Jumana now that she left Amjad?”

“Jumana’s great. I’m sure you heard that Amjad was beating her up for years. Everybody knew it, nobody could stop him, and she finally got up the courage to leave. I went with some of the other nurses from the hospital to bring her a brand-new set of pots and pans for her apartment in Nahariya.”

Aya and Lubna exchanged glances, clicked their tongues.

“She should be living in the village with her parents,” said the one Lauren thought was Aya.

“It’s not good for a woman to live all alone,” added Lubna.

“But she has her two sons living with her,” Lauren protested.

Ali’s mother spoke excitedly in Arabic. Suha remarked, “My mother is saying that even the qadi, the religious judge, and some of the men in her family went to Jumana and begged her to make peace with Amjad and stay married. But she refused.”

Lauren nodded, and then said as diplomatically as possible, “Tell your mother that they convinced Jumana once before to go back to Amjad and when she returned, he beat her even more.”

“He gave her a little push every now and then.” Suha nudged Lauren’s shoulder, hard, to demonstrate. “Jumana exaggerated the whole thing.”

“I don’t think so,” Lauren replied, then gave up. She knew she couldn’t argue with all of them. The women fell quiet. They sat, staring at one another, then they stared at Lauren, who’d been in their courtyard often enough to know that this was what they usually did: they sat and sat and waited for someone or something to talk about.

Jasmine announced something to the group in Arabic, and then told Lauren, “Let’s go upstairs and talk.”

Lauren nodded, rising, and said to Wafa, “Next time, I’ll sit with you longer.”

“Inshallah,” said Wafa. If God wills it. “Come back soon.”

“Inshallah,” Lauren repeated, going around the circle again, kissing Wafa and Suha, then Lubna, Aya, and Gisella, saying good-bye.

Lauren followed Jasmine upstairs and into her dim apartment. Jasmine’s plaid slippers trundled past the living room, where white couches faced each other, their pillows plump as geese. On a glass coffee table stood a tissue box decorated with beads and cut glass, and a large crystal bowl filled with candies wrapped in silver paper. Long drapes blocked out the sun.

When they reached the kitchen, Jasmine stopped by the stove.

“Do you want some more coffee?”

“Okay,” Lauren said, although she’d just finished a cup down in the yard. “I love your coffee.”

Jasmine poured water into a finjan, placed it on the stove, and waited for it to boil.

Lauren walked to the sink. Through the window, she could see the flat rooftops of Maloul. The solar water heaters, the clotheslines, the satellite dishes, and the minaret of the village mosque pointing like a finger up to heaven. She thought of the news she’d heard on the radio. Turning around, Lauren asked, “Jasmine, do you think the Arabs will ever accept the Jews in Israel?”

“No.”

“Not even if we’ve already been here for thousands of years?”

“Not even if you’ve been here for a million years.”

What could Lauren say to that?

She looked around Jasmine’s immaculate kitchen, which smelled like bleach, as it always did, because of Jasmine’s campaign against bad odors. On the refrigerator was a photograph of Ali with Omar and Marwa, taken when the kids were about six and eight years old; they were teenagers now. Lauren wondered what was going on with Ali and Emily. Emily had said that she’d stopped seeing Ali, but Lauren wasn’t sure and she didn’t want to ask. And standing with Jasmine in her kitchen, Lauren didn’t want to know.

The water boiled. Jasmine turned down the flame and added coffee and sugar to the pot, but she did not stir the water. She let it boil again, stirring itself. Then she inspected the coffee, stirring and stirring, and shut off the flame.

“That isn’t instant coffee.” Lauren attempted a joke.

Jasmine clicked her tongue. “Tomorrow is Ali’s cousin’s wedding.”

“I love going to weddings. You’ll have a nice time.”

“Alone at a wedding?”

“Aren’t Omar and Marwa going with you?”

“They’ll be with their cousins.”

“What about sitting with Aya and Amin?”

“Aya wakes up early each morning just to sneak to the roof to steal the sunniest spots on the clothesline. And when she asked Amin not to spit his sunflower shells on the stairs, he told her that since she has nothing else to do he might as well give her some housework.”

“That’s so wrong.”

“A lot of things are wrong.” Jasmine took two small porcelain cups without handles and poured coffee into them. She placed some vanilla wafers on a plate and they sat down at the kitchen table.

Lauren took a wafer, bit into it. It tasted like the ice cream cones she used to eat as a kid in Brookline: not much more than sugar and air. “How about Yusef and Lubna?”

“I begged Lubna to stop her son from hitting my daughter,” Jasmine replied. “But she told me that hitting girls is the best way for a boy to become a man.”

“That’s awful.” Lauren took a sip of coffee. “Razi and Gisella?”

“What does Gisella know? She never talks. She’s from Romania.”

Lauren had the urge to shake Jasmine, to get her to find something good to say about someone. “And Suha?”

“Suha?” Jasmine’s nostrils flared. “What right does an old maid have to boss me around just because she’s Ali’s sister?”

“Suha’s life isn’t easy. She isn’t married. She’s over thirty. She lives with her parents and does everything for them. She takes them to stores, to doctors; she even cuts their toenails. When anybody in the family needs a ride, she takes them.”

“She has her freedom.” Jasmine’s wan face turned an even more colorless yellow, like a statue in a wax museum. “I tried to kill myself.”

“Oh, Jasmine, no!” Lauren was taken aback, stunned and shaken.

Jasmine turned over her arms, tiny train-track scratches on her wrists. “I tried with a knife, but I didn’t do a good enough job. Then I took pills. As I was falling asleep, I felt happy. But Marwa woke me up in the morning.”

“Jasmine, you can’t kill yourself! We need to find you someone to talk to. A therapist, someone who can help you. There’s a really nice doctor in the hospital, he can help—”

“Nobody can help me. Ali’s family knows, but they don’t care since he’s left. Nobody cares.”

“That’s not true!”

“I don’t want to live.”

“Please don’t say that.” Lauren’s mind buckled under the weight of Jasmine’s despair. “No matter how bad things are, killing yourself is a one-way ticket.”

“I pray to Allah five times a day. I try to be a good person, but I’m the only woman in the village whose husband just left. I went to Rayad, the fortune-teller, to have my cup of coffee read.”

“You mean like someone who reads tea leaves?”

“Yes. She read the grounds on the bottom of my cup of coffee after I drank it.”

“Jasmine, the last thing I believe in is fortune-tellers.”

“Rayad told me to stop wearing my sunglasses.”

“You paid her to tell you that? I’d like to see the diploma from her fortune-telling school.”

“Only Jewish women wear sunglasses, Rayad said, and I shouldn’t do anything that makes me stand out.”

“But how could that help you?” Lauren asked, exasperated. “Ali’s gone, and as much as you try, and as much as you want it, I really don’t think he’s going to come back.” Lauren said that last part as faintly, as gently, as she could. “Let’s try to think of what you can do to take care of yourself and get help.”

Jasmine ignored Lauren. “Rayad said to ask Ali’s mother to take him to an exorcist. I asked, but she won’t.”

“An exorcist can’t change Ali’s mind!”

“Rayad said I have to find a way to seek revenge against the woman who loves Ali now. I know someone else loves him. I feel it. But I know him better than anyone else ever will—”

“I don’t think—”

“Her name is written here.” Jasmine picked up an old, faded, folded newspaper that lay on the table. “I waited because I want you to be with me when I find it.”

“That’s absurd.” Lauren knew there was no way Emily Freulich Lichtenberg’s name would be found in an Arabic newspaper. “I can read my fortune, too.” Lauren gazed into her coffee cup, trying to change the subject. “I see that I have two daughters and my husband wants another child, but I’m not sure.”

“A father needs a son.” Jasmine sighed. “I thought when I had Omar it would be enough for Ali, but it wasn’t. Ali’s still angry at my father because of the money. I apologized, didn’t I? My father died, didn’t he?”

Lauren was silent. Even if Ali did stop seeing Emily, Lauren doubted he would ever return to Jasmine’s clean kitchen and crushed self.

Jasmine unfolded the dusty newspaper and studied it closely.

“Tala,” she whispered after a while. “It’s Tala Zureib! I should have known! She’s a teacher in the school. Tala Zureib. She must have met Ali through our children. Of course, Tala. Tala. Tala!” She said the name as a mantra; she said the name as a curse. “I’m going to ask the fortune-teller to find out when they meet each other and when they’re sitting in a café, I’ll walk up to Ali and tell him, ‘Look at me now.’ He’ll see how much I’ve suffered. He’ll see how good and pure I am compared to her. He’ll see that only I—”

“Jasmine, this isn’t a soap opera.”

“They cry in the soap operas, but I won’t cry.”

“It could be anybody’s name written on that newspaper.” Lauren knew she was on thin ice. She was supposedly helping Jasmine, but at the same time, she was stalling, postponing the inevitable, when Jasmine found out that Ali was in love with Emily. Lauren couldn’t tell Jasmine the truth. She couldn’t tell Jasmine a lie. She couldn’t bear watching Jasmine fool herself. “The fortune-teller couldn’t possibly know who Ali’s girlfriend is!”

Jasmine slowly placed the newspaper on the table. “But maybe you know.” Jasmine stared hard at Lauren. “Maybe Ali told David. Maybe you know, too.”

“Ana baa’refesh!” I don’t know! It was one of the few Arabic phrases Lauren had learned in the maternity ward, when a woman in labor wanted to know when her baby would come. Waves of guilt rose off Lauren’s body like steam off a hot road. She was lying, but did she have a choice? How could she help Jasmine and protect Emily at the same time?

Lauren sat very still. Then she did what her mother did in uncomfortable situations: she locked her jaw. She willed her body temperature to go down, her feverish heat to break. She reached for Jasmine’s arm and clutched it tightly. “Jasmine, I really want to help you. You could talk to someone—”

“I can’t. If he doesn’t come back, I’ll get more pills. How many pills do you think I’ll need to swallow?”

Lauren shook her head.

“Ask David.”

“I can’t ask David how you can kill yourself! And just because a man left you, it doesn’t mean you should end your life.”

“Lauren, in this village, if your husband leaves you, it is the end of your life.”

“Would you stop talking like this? I have a husband, that’s true, but there are a lot of times when I feel sad. That’s just what it means to be human. We have to figure out what our own lives mean. Sometimes we feel lost and unhappy, but no husband can ever change that.”

“You have everything in life.”

“You can make something of your life, too.” Yet as Lauren was speaking, she knew that Jasmine wouldn’t—or couldn’t—attempt to expand the constricted, dull perimeters of her life. Lauren still had to try. “At least try to get some help. Please? You’re still alive! Don’t throw your life away.”

“A beating heart, that’s all I have.” Jasmine cocked her head. “Can you hear it? Can you hear it beating?”

Lauren didn’t hear Jasmine’s beating heart. She heard thuds in the distance. It couldn’t be thunder. Could it be war? “Oh no, I wonder if it’s because of what happened.”

“What happened?”

“Didn’t you hear the news?”

“I have my own problems.”

“Hezbollah killed three soldiers and kidnapped two others.” Lauren listened. “I hope those aren’t bombs.”

“I don’t care anymore.” Jasmine closed her eyes. “Come get me, Hezbollah,” she begged. “Come get me now.”
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July 26, 2006

Rachel


Rachel,” Yoni said in his softest voice. “I gotta go. Please don’t cry, Rachel.”

They were standing on the edge of a cliff in Tiberias. The city was barren, deserted, the lights on low or turned off. Down below, Lake Kinneret lay in another blotch of darkness.

Aviva was standing in an indigo-blue shadow behind Rachel and Yoni, her face turned toward the two-story building where Yoni and the other soldiers were staying. There was a Ping-Pong table in the yard and Rachel could see two soldiers playing a game until one of them slammed the ball under a picnic table and the game suddenly ended. A couple of other soldiers were sitting together on the stubbly grass of the yard. One soldier sat alone, smoking a cigarette, holding his cell phone close to his ear.

“I hate this war,” Rachel said.

Yoni didn’t respond.

“How long can it go on?”

He shrugged. “As long as it takes.”

“Yoni.” That was all Rachel could think to say. “When will they send you in?”

“Soon.”

“From where?”

“Somewhere through the border.” He pushed her hair behind her ears and then slid his hands down her arms. It was a muggy night. Rachel wore her favorite turquoise shirt with spaghetti straps so that Yoni could feel her skin. She wanted him to remember that there was a good reason to make it through the war. Something to fight for, come home for.

“You’re strong,” Yoni told her. “You have to promise me you’ll be strong. I can’t go in worrying about you, okay?”

Rachel gave a wobbly nod. Her head felt disconnected from her neck, and her heart had jolted into her throat.

He kissed her mouth. “Sorry, my lips are dry. I couldn’t find my ChapStick.”

“You would make a joke at a time like this.”

“And watch out for my mom, too.”

Rachel gave another discombobulated nod. Yoni hugged her hard and she hid her face in his worn-out uniform, taking in the distant scent of his pine soap.

“Wait for me,” Yoni said. “When I get out of the army, we’ll travel someplace really cool and I’ll never have to leave you. I know we’re young, but I love you. I really love you.”

“And I really love you, too.” But Rachel’s words couldn’t convey all she was praying and hoping and feeling. Yoni dipped his head and turned from her, already facing what he had to do next.

He walked to Aviva, her face resolute, sticking out her chin as if reminding herself, chin up. Rachel could see Aviva’s alert eyes and the way she studied Yoni’s face, his fingers, his teeth, as if trying to paint a permanent image of him in her head. Boaz stood a few steps away. He had offered to drive them to Tiberias even though there was nobody on the roads except emergency vehicles and army tanks and jeeps. Boaz was staring off into the darkness, staring into the black of the night. He held a cigarette between his lips, the ash as long as the cigarette itself but not falling off.

Rachel hung back, composing herself, wiping the tears from her cheeks. Aviva reached for Yoni, standing on her toes to hug him, and then nudged him away. She opened the door to Boaz’s truck, climbed in the front seat quickly, and closed the door.

Boaz gave Yoni a quick hug, patting him on the back, and got into the truck.

“Watch out for yourself,” Boaz said.

Rachel climbed in the backseat, and just as Boaz started the motor, she said, “Wait!” She jumped out, ran to Yoni to kiss him one last time. (No, delete that, Rachel commanded herself, one more time.) She pulled herself away and got back in. The truck lurched forward, and in the weak light falling off the soldiers’ building, Yoni’s shoulders and head looked like an outline in a cartoon. He lifted his arm, gave a wave. Rachel brought her hand to her mouth, pressing her palm against the rear window, spreading her fingers. She was trying hard to keep herself from crying as she watched his stick figure get smaller and smaller, and then Boaz turned the corner and Yoni was gone.

They drove past shuttered cafés and ice cream stores and falafel stands.

“It’s a ghost town,” Aviva said.

“At least there’s no traffic,” Boaz muttered. “At least those shitty rockets are good for something.”

Boaz drove out of the city, cutting through the hills. The windows were open—Boaz didn’t believe in air conditioning—and humid air rushed in. Booms reverberated in the distance.

“Artillery,” Boaz announced.

“Outgoing,” Aviva said.

The sounds were thunder and the flashes in the sky were lightning, Rachel told herself, pretending it was just a summer storm. Still, she crouched lower in her seat. Boaz turned on the radio in time for the beep-beep-beep and the nine o’clock news and then he shut it off.

“What did they say?” Rachel asked.

“Nine soldiers killed in fighting today. Nine!” Boaz banged his hand on the steering wheel. “And rockets falling all over the North.”

“We don’t have to listen to the news to know that,” Aviva said.

There was a staccato of explosions and Rachel could no longer pretend she was not scared. But if she did admit that she was scared, then that would make her fears real. Her parents called her every day, twice a day, urging her to come home. But Rachel wouldn’t leave Yoni. This time she wouldn’t quit. And anyway, if she went back to Wyoming, wouldn’t she be glued to the news all day?

They rode on. Explosions ripped the sky. Rachel felt very afraid, but she ran her tongue over her lips, trying to bring back the taste of Yoni’s kiss. It was no longer there. She could see his green eyes, but they no longer held a meadow of four-leaf clovers. They were the beaten prairies after a storm. She could hear him saying, I really love you. Boaz turned down the long, dark road into Peleg. She could make out the fields filled with sunflowers.

“The rockets landed right over there.” Boaz stuck his arm out the car window toward the field. “After the policemen came to inspect the damage, one of them picked up some sunflower seeds and ate them. He said the rockets roasted the seeds just right.”

“That’s kind of funny,” Rachel said.

“All these crops gone to waste.” Aviva shook her head.

“The army won’t let us harvest anything.” Boaz hooked his arm through the steering wheel and lit a cigarette. “They say we’d be moving targets.”

The truck thumped over the railroad tracks.

“Everything’s come to a halt,” Aviva said.

“No trains and no buses,” Boaz added. “No one leading the country, no one leading the war.”

They passed the village office, its fluorescent light sputtering over the door, and the darkened synagogue. Boaz slowed down next to Rachel’s cottage.

“I’ll get my stuff and go to the shelter,” Rachel said. “What about both of you?”

“I’m going to the groves,” Boaz replied. “I want to make sure nobody’s stealing anything. Then I’ll go check on the cows.”

“I’m going home,” Aviva said.

“Please come stay with us tonight.” Rachel thought of Yoni’s request.

“I can’t worry about me now.”

Rachel’s heart flip-flopped. She placed her hand on Aviva’s shoulder. Let it stay there.

“I’ll be okay.”

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow, then.” Rachel forced herself to sound sturdier than she felt. “Thanks again, Boaz, for taking us.”

“Good night, Rachel. And don’t slam the door. It makes everyone jump.”

She closed the door quietly and followed the path through the tall black shadows of the pine trees. All of a sudden, bombs blasted the air. Silver skeins flashed in the sky. She ran around the bend, her heart pounding, to find Julius and Rouven in the middle of a card game at a folding table outside the cottage.

“Why aren’t you in the shelter?” Rachel asked.

“We were going crazy down there,” Rouven told her. “The kids have nothing to do so they’re fighting and driving each other nuts.”

“God, this war.” A shiver rode through her. “Are you guys staying here?”

“Until we can’t.”

Then the siren went off. Julius and Rouven sprang up, ran down a path and across the sandy clearing to the bomb shelter with the butterflies on the door. Rachel flew down the cement steps two at a time. Julius pulled open the heavy door, dry leaves swirled at their feet, and she took a deep breath against the sour smell of sewage pipes she knew she’d find inside the shelter. She pulled the door shut.

Children in pajamas looked up first, and then women in light summer housedresses. Ehud Oshinsky, square-faced with a pencil-thin white mustache, was pacing the room the way he had been when Rachel had left the shelter three hours earlier, his thumbs hooked under his blue suspenders. Toys, clothes, books, newspapers, and bags were strewn everywhere. A towel hung from the back of a chair; a Barbie doll with a jagged haircut lay underneath it.

Rachel noticed Moshe Zado sleeping on one of the opened cots hanging from metal chains attached to the cinderblock walls. If she weren’t so scared, she’d be laughing that she was sleeping with Moshe Zado. Rachel spotted Emily reading The Red Balloon to her twins. Lauren was playing cards with Maya and Yael.

Around the table in the center of the room sat Gila and Leah from the burial circle, Hannah from the village office, and Iris, the gan teacher whom Rachel worked with, playing Rummikub. There was a small television perched on a three-legged stool with the news on. In the bathroom on the left, someone was flushing the toilet. Rachel tried not to breathe.

“You shouldn’t be here, Rachel,” Esther Troyerman scolded from her chair by the TV. “You should get on the first plane back to America.”

The shelter got quiet around her words.

“If there are even flights.” Gila rubbed her hand up and down her long, thin neck.

“But I don’t want to leave Yoni,” Rachel said. “And Esther, I don’t think Jacob would have wanted me to run away.”

“But he ran away.” Esther’s eyelids drooped over the corners of her eyes. “He didn’t leave a note. He didn’t even say good-bye.”

Rachel knelt in front of Esther in a way that reminded Rachel of Jamie kneeling at her church in Cheyenne. Rachel wrapped her arms around Esther’s tiny frame.

“Where’s Eyal?” Rachel asked.

“With the dogs. They’re frightened by all the noise.”

“The owners should have taken them when they ran away,” Leah Zado groused, tapping a Rummikub tile on the table.

“At least they took the time to drop off their pets instead of abandoning them,” said Lauren.

Ehud Oshinsky stopped by the table, his thumbs still hooked under his suspenders. “Hannah, I’m going to check on the horses. I hope you all get a bit of rest. Good night.”

“Ehud.” Hannah looked up at him from over her colorful bifocals. “Please don’t stay at home. Please come back here.”

“I’ve fought four wars. I think I can take my chances. Good night.” He walked across the room decisively and opened the door, and hot air blew in before the door closed again.

“So stubborn,” Hannah muttered. “I have to fight with him to take an aspirin.”

Rachel sat on the floor with Lauren, Julius, and Rouven.

“I wouldn’t have let him go.” Leah Zado glanced at Moshe’s sleeping form; black hairs covered his back like a vest. “He listens to me.”

“That’s because he’s scared not to,” Lauren whispered, and Rachel suppressed a giggle. “How are you doing?”

“Okay.”

“Yoni’s going to be okay, too.” Lauren’s eyes steadied Rachel.

“I’m going to check on Boaz,” Emily said suddenly.

“Me, too!” yelled Shoval, and the only way Rachel knew it was Shoval and not Tal was because he now wore glasses, making him look like a miniature Clark Kent.

“Me, too!” echoed Tal.

“Emily,” Lauren said, “have you lost your mind?”

“I haven’t seen him all day.” Emily sounded frantic. “Rachel, did he tell you where he was going?”

“To the groves and then back to the cows.”

“I need to make sure he’s okay.”

“You need some rest, Em, that’s what you need,” Lauren snapped. “I already have to be back at the hospital by six tomorrow morning. Come on, girls, time for bed.”

“Eema!” Yael looked at Lauren sleepily. “I want to go home.”

“We all do, sweetie.”

“When’s Abba coming home?” Maya asked.

“Soon.”

“Soon o’clock,” Maya said. “That’s what you always say.”

Lauren let out an exhausted sigh. “Maya, we all have to do what we can.”

“That’s it, I won,” Gila announced, turning over her black plastic Rummikub stand. “First time I’ve won since we’ve been here.”

“Maybe that’s good luck,” said Hannah.

“I hope our bees are okay,” Gila said.

“I want Abba!” Tal whined.

“We’ll go see him tomorrow, I promise, if you get into bed now.” Emily’s face was flushed with fear.

Rachel watched Lauren squeeze into a cot with Maya and Yael. A jolt of homesickness barreled through her. She reluctantly got out her sleeping bag from the corner, unrolled it between Julius’s and Rouven’s, and lay down in her clothes. She felt as sticky as flypaper.

“Rachel.” Julius turned to her. “I’m sorry you had to go through what you did today.” His glasses were off and his eyes were pale and so full of concern that she couldn’t bear to look at him.

“Thanks, Julius.” A couple of fat teardrops rolled down into Rachel’s ears.

“I’m turning off the TV.” Hannah stood in her floral nightgown.

“If any of you want to watch the war, go outside and you can watch as much as you want.” Leah Zado shut off the overhead light. The shelter darkened. There was a light on in the bathroom, and it reminded Rachel of the eternal flame hanging in Mt. Sinai Synagogue in Cheyenne. But that light gave her hope. This light filled her with despair.

She covered her face with her arm. She could hear the air conditioning and a floor fan churning the warm air, muffling the sounds of explosions. Somebody let out a snore. A child whimpered.

Rachel was crying again, thinking about Yoni, tears sliding into her hair. She loved all of him. He was teaching her love. Endless love, tough love, impatient, amazing, magical, funny love. She wished it could all be perfect, but perhaps if it were good and easy all the time it wouldn’t be as deep and complex and real.

She checked her watch: 11:45 P.M. Maybe in a few hours, Yoni and the other soldiers would leave that building on the hill in Tiberias. They would leave the Ping-Pong table and the scratchy grass. They would leave their cigarette packs and cell phones. They would smear on camouflage paint, tie their boots in one long braided strand, and take their weapons. They would step out of the darkness of the city and head north into deeper darkness. They would leave everything they knew and loved behind, slip across the border, and march into war.
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August 1, 2006

Rachel


Rachel was in the bomb shelter the following week with Shoval, Tal, and some of the other kids, playing Hide and Seek. Tal hid with Shoval behind a chair and then jumped out, calling, “Here I am!”

Amit Cohen, a freckle-faced four-year-old boy shouted, “That’s not how you play!”

“Zeh b’seder,” Rachel said in her improved Hebrew. It’s okay! She kneeled next to Amit. “Shoval and Tal are not as big as you. They don’t really understand the game.”

“Then I don’t want to play!” Amit cried, his face reddening so much it looked as if it were covered by one big freckle.

“Amit, why don’t you hide and I’ll look for you.”

“Lo, I want to count again!” Amit stamped his feet, whirling around. “Maspik!” Leah Zado jerked her head up from her book of Sudoku puzzles. “Enough already, Rachel! Can’t you find something for them to do that doesn’t end in a fight?”

Rachel looked around. The cots were closed up, pinned against the wall, hanging from their hooks. There was a little more room for the kids to play now, but still, the shelter was one big balagan, as Yoni would have said. A box of cornflakes, slices of stale bread, and a jar of jam stood on the table. The same Barbie doll lay facedown on the floor, her hair chopped even shorter.

“Kids,” Rachel said, “let’s put on your sandals fast, and go upstairs and play outside for a little while.” She pulled her hair up with a clip, sweat beading on her brow and neck.

“It’s too dangerous!” That was Esther, sitting with her back to the TV, staring at nothing.

“I want to go outside!” said Amit.

“Gam ani!” shouted Shoval, pushing his glasses up his nose. Me, too!

“Why don’t you all help me clean up here?” asked Gila Salomon, washing dishes at the sink, her stringy hair pulled back into a careless ponytail. “That’s what you can do.”

Rachel tried to think. Then the door jerked open and Aviva stepped in, her cheeks flushed, her eyes red, and before she even said anything, Rachel gasped, “No—”

“Yoni’s okay.” Aviva’s words were rushed. “He was hit by shrapnel in his legs, but the doctor says he’s okay.”

“Yoni? Oh my God, Yoni!”

“Rachel, he’s okay, really, he’s on his way to the Nahariya hospital.”

“Then we can go see him!”

“It’s been nonstop rockets all morning,” Aviva said. “It’s way too dangerous. You can’t go there now.”

“Are you going there?”

Aviva paused, slumped and weary. She had aged in a matter of days. “Rachel, I can’t let you take that chance.”

“But Aviva, if you’re—”

“I have a lot less to lose than you do.” Aviva’s voice was clipped. “Stay here where it’s safe and later tonight, when they’re not bombing, I’ll drive you to the hospital. We’ll go together.”

“You sure he’s okay?”

“He’s slightly wounded in his legs, but he’s really fine.”

Rachel trembled. Tears caught in her throat. She reached for Aviva, clung to her, then remembered she’d promised Yoni to be strong and reluctantly let Aviva go. “Please hug Yoni for me and tell him I’ll see him later.”

“Aviva, why don’t you let Eyal drive you?” Esther suggested. “You shouldn’t be on the roads by yourself.”

“He has enough to do. I’ll be fine.”

“Rachel, as soon as I get there, I’ll call you and you can speak to him.” Aviva gave Rachel another strong hug and then hurried out of the shelter.

“Why don’t you take a few minutes alone,” Gila told Rachel after Aviva left. “We’ll watch the kids.”

Rachel went into the bathroom and locked the door behind her, giving in to her crying. She felt unplugged, tears spurting out from her eyes, and gasped for breath, then swooned from the stench. Yoni’s wounded but he’s okay, she told herself. I’ll see him later. He’s okay. Then there was pounding on the door and she heard Tal and Shoval shouting, “Rachel! Rachel!” and Leah Zado’s hacking voice, “Maspik!” Enough!

Yes, enough. Rachel wiped her face and stepped out of the bathroom. Tal and Shoval wrapped themselves around her legs and the three of them walked back into the other room where the TV was blaring and the news announcer looked grimmer than ever. “What’s he saying?” Rachel asked.

“Another soldier killed,” Gila Salomon said sadly, looking at Rachel through her thick glasses.

“Oh God.” Rachel sank into a chair.

“Rachel, you know it wasn’t Yoni.”

“But it was still somebody else’s boyfriend. Somebody else’s son.”

The kids crowded around Rachel and she was trying not to cry, forcing herself to think of something, anything, to do with them. Do not quit this time, she told herself. No matter what, do not quit. “Guess which animal I am.” Rachel’s voice quivered as she sucked in her mouth, crossed her eyes, and fluttered her lips.

“Fish!” That was Amit.

“Tov me’od! Very good! Your turn.”

Amit fell to his knees, crawling and barking, and then Tal joined in. Shoval shouted, “You’re dogs! Dogs! It’s my turn!”

The noise and heat were suffocating. Rachel couldn’t breathe. The door opened again and Emily came into the shelter carrying shopping bags with groceries.

“Eema! Eema!” Shoval and Tal ran to her.

“Yoni’s okay!” Emily looked at Rachel while hugging her sons tightly. “Lauren just called from the hospital. She saw him and he’s fine.”

“Oh, Emily, thank you, thank you.” Rachel’s head was spinning. “I feel like I’m going to faint.”

“Why don’t you go get some fresh air? There seems to be a lull for now. Go home, take a really fast shower, and come right back.”

“Lo!” cried Shoval. “Don’t go!”

“Shoval, Rachel will be right back,” Emily said. “Look, here are some pretzels and a few apples. There’s not much left at Aga’s these days.”

“You’re giving him business and he’s a crook,” Leah Zado protested.

“He’s still the only store delivering food to bomb shelters,” Rachel heard Emily say behind her as she opened the shelter door.

Rachel climbed the stairs into the crushing heat. The sky hung like a drab, hot blanket. Not one cloud in the sky, not one breath of a breeze. She squinted in the sunlight. She didn’t have her sunglasses. They were probably down in the shelter, but she didn’t want to go back for them.

She hurried to the cottage. Inside, the air was hot, motionless. She showered and changed into a pair of shorts and a rose-colored tank top, imagining seeing Yoni later, imagining his hands running up and down her arms. She listened. Outside, everything was quiet. And then a thought galloped through her: Not later. Now.

Rachel scribbled a note for Julius and Rouven, who were helping the farmers. Went to see Yoni! He’s okay!!! XOX!!!

She grabbed a sun hat and her bag and left the house. She briskly walked down the road away from the sea. The last time she had tried to swim there with Julius, a rocket exploded in the water in front of them like a gushing geyser and they had to scramble to shore.

The road droned on. Like Sunday mornings in Wyoming, Rachel thought, only hotter, scarier, eerily hushed. She ran and walked and then ran as fast as she could before the bombs started again.

She reached the main road, empty as an airport runway, the traffic light blinking yellow. On and off. She kept moving and when a lone car appeared, she stuck out her thumb to catch a ride.

The driver said something, but his car was so tightly packed with cans of corn, beans, cereals, breads, diapers, and toilet paper that she could hardly see him, much less understand him.

“Do you speak English?”

“Is Nasrallah a pain in the ass?”

“I have to get to the hospital!”

“Get in!” The driver put on the hand brake and tossed some of the packages onto the jumble of groceries crowded on the backseat.

Rachel squeezed in and shut the door. “Where are you going with all this stuff?”

“Stealing it.” The driver had a bony nose, a shaved head, and a diamond stud in his ear. “I’m just dropping it off at some bomb shelters. I’d go fight in the war, but they told me I’m too old.”

“You’re that courageous?”

“The soldiers are courageous.” He eyeballed Rachel sideways. “You shouldn’t be out now.”

“I know, but my boyfriend’s a soldier and he was just wounded. He’s okay, really, but I want to go see him.”

“What unit is he in?”

“Paratroopers.”

The driver shook his head, gave the car gas, turned off the radio, and drove on.

The road was deserted. Rachel saw the weathered stones of the aqueduct, the white lines in Aga’s empty parking lot. She felt pumped up with adrenaline, jittery, scared and raw, her skin peeled back, her heart exposed and beating like mad. She stared at the hills ahead, the green ridge under the hot blue sky.

“Don’t worry, I’ve been very lucky.” The driver smiled at Rachel. “I’ve been driving around the past two weeks, dropping off supplies at shelters, and nothing’s happened to me—I’ll get you to the hospital.”

They reached the main traffic light in Nahariya, usually bumper-to-bumper. Now the only movement came from sprinklers clicking back and forth in the roundabout, watering orange and yellow marigolds. Rachel thought of Esther’s story about her father and Jacob’s father meeting in the labor camp and how they’d spoken about a match between Esther and Jacob after the war. You have to look for hope in the midst of evil, Rachel thought. Even in the midst of ugliness, you have to look for beauty.

“You see?” The driver pulled to the side of the road opposite the hospital. “What did I tell you? I got you here. I’m so lucky I should buy lottery tickets—only there’s nobody selling them.” He let out a dry cackle as Rachel unbuckled her seat belt.

“Todah rabah!” Rachel opened the door. “Thanks a lot. Hope you stay lucky!”

“Give your boyfriend a big kiss. If you’re his girlfriend, he’s lucky, too.”

He was waiting for Rachel to cross the street when the siren went off.

“Come back!” he screamed, jumping out of his car and throwing himself to the ground. But Rachel took off. The hospital was big and solid and she was a fast runner and once she got to the closest wall, she’d lean against it and wait out the bombs. She stretched her legs, thinking how she’d find Yoni in the hospital and he’d flash one of his exthrillerating smiles meant only for her and she’d say, “Hey, you,” and he’d say, “Rachel,” making her feel like she was the sun coming up. She was thrusting her arms up and down, practicing saying “I’m crazy about you” in Hebrew, sprinting as fast as she could because she couldn’t wait to reach him when there was a flood of brilliant, blinding light and an explosive roar.

I’ll never be me here again, Rachel thought in a blazing instant, but this is where I’ll be forever.
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August 1, 2006

Aviva


Deep in the underground hospital, Aviva sat on Yoni’s bed in the ward for soldiers. The second row, third cot. She reached for Yoni’s hand, his gaze settled on the far wall. Aviva followed the trail of green-and-brown camouflage paint still streaked along the edges of his forehead, down behind his ears and under his chin. His legs were under a hospital sheet.

“Thank God you’re safe,” Aviva mumbled, her heart plummeting, her head in a vise. She should never have let him become a combat soldier. There was a law exempting an only child or a boy whose brother had been killed from combat units, and she could have stopped Yoni. She should not have let him go in. But he wanted to go. Raz, too. They always said, “We have to do this for Benny. We have to do this.”

Yoni closed his eyes.

On top of the small cabinet next to his cot were a plastic cup filled with cotton, a bottle of iodine, bandages, a bottle of water. The ward had no windows—they were two floors beneath the brittle surface of the earth—and it was packed with soldiers and doctors and nurses, visitors and a TV crew. The sounds boomeranged in Aviva’s head.

Yoni opened his eyes into slits. “We were surrounded by snipers. They were so close and the fighting was so intense and the soldier next to me . . .”

“Shhh.” Aviva squeezed his hand. “Don’t talk right now. Just rest.”

At the opposite cot, a nurse was taking the temperature of a soldier with metal pins coming out of his shoulder like a bridge under construction. The nurse moved to Yoni and brought the thermometer up to his chapped lips and held it there. He closed his mouth listlessly over the plastic wand and dropped his head.

“How do you feel, Yoni?” someone was asking. Aviva looked up.

Standing at the foot of the cot with a stethoscope around his neck was David, pools of fatigue under his dark eyes. “Yoni, how do you feel?”

“I have about six pieces of shrapnel in my thighs and I can’t walk very well, but I can’t complain,” Yoni mumbled. “The doctor told me he can’t remove the shrapnel pieces. Most of them should fall out eventually.”

“Then that’s fine. You’ll be setting off metal detectors at the airport.” David’s eyes darted to Aviva. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

His look set off an alarm deep within her, but she pushed it aside for the moment—more bad war news—to kiss Yoni’s hair, which smelled of sweat, metal, exhaustion, grease, fire, war.

“Mom, how come Rachel’s not answering her phone?” Yoni asked.

David flinched. Aviva caught it. She went cold, an icy fear creeping up the back of her spine.

“They don’t have any reception in the shelter.” David stepped away from the bed. “Yoni, you need your strength. Lie here, try to rest and we’ll be right back.”

Aviva followed David through the rows of wounded soldiers and out into the corridor, which was tapered like a submarine, with lightbulbs burning behind cages. An orderly rushed past, wheeling a stretcher on which a soldier lay, still in his bloodied uniform.

David took quick strides, looking straight ahead.

“David,” Aviva said feverishly. “Tell me!”

“Let’s find Lauren.” His stethoscope banged against his chest.

Racing to keep up with him, Aviva remembered when the soldiers had come to her house to tell her that Benny had been killed. Aviva had been washing the dishes, looking out the kitchen window, and through the leaves of the frangipani tree she saw three soldiers she didn’t recognize in starched uniforms. Aviva knew right away who they were.

Soldiers in dress uniforms were messengers of death.

Aviva had turned off the faucet and run first into the bathroom, but that wasn’t far enough, so she ran into her bedroom and hid in the back of her closet, hunkered down by her shoes, making herself invisible because if they couldn’t find her then they wouldn’t be able to bring the news and then it couldn’t have happened. But the soldiers waited and waited and they would not leave until they had completed their mission, and then Aviva heard the front door open and close and Rafi’s voice calling her name. He was coming down the hall and he was opening the door to their bedroom and he was standing at the closet door where she crouched like a hunted animal—

David was now opening the door to a room not much bigger than that closet. Lauren sat at a desk, and when she saw Aviva, she twisted her head away. Aviva knew that something awful was about to consume her. She shuddered with fear as she sank down in the chair in the tiny room and closed her eyes. Lauren was kneeling in front of her, holding her hands.

“Aviva.” Lauren’s voice was trembling.

“Don’t tell me. I do not want to hear this.”

“They killed her.” Lauren’s words hit her like blows. “They killed Rachel.”

“No!” Aviva roared. “They couldn’t have killed her!” She shoved away Lauren’s hands. “She’s in the bomb shelter! I left her in the bomb shelter!”

“Aviva.” It was David’s voice. Aviva could hear it, but it was ricocheting off the cinder-block walls and the desk, where there was a piece of shrapnel no bigger than a jelly bean resting on a prescription pad.

“Rachel was on her way here,” David explained. “She was right outside when the last barrage of rockets fell. They rushed her in right after the attack and I recognized her and we tried to save her—”

“But I told her to wait because there were so many bombs!” Aviva sobbed. “I was going back to get her later! I wanted to keep her safe!”

“Aviva, we need to break the news to Yoni.”

“No!” Aviva croaked, collapsing into her grief. “I can’t do it. I just can’t do that.”

YONI’S COT WAS empty, the sheet kicked off.

“It’s good he’s taking a long time in there,” Lauren said after a while. She and Emily were sitting on both sides of Aviva. “His first shower.”

“I told Rachel to go home and take a shower, too.” The pain in Emily’s voice saturated the air. “I just wanted her to take a break and get out of the shelter for a few minutes. I told her to come right back. I had no idea she would come here. If I’d only known . . .”

Grief had caved in on Aviva. She glanced at the opposite cot, where a dark-haired girl had squeezed herself next to the soldier with the metal pins in his shoulder, stroking his face. Aviva turned away and at the end of the ward she saw Rabbi Lapid in a white shirt and black pants making his way between the rows. He stopped to talk with a soldier a few cots away and then approached.

“I got here as fast as I could,” he said.

Aviva looked up at him. “You’re already too late.”

Lauren found a chair and pulled it up for the rabbi.

“I spoke to Rachel’s father.” Rabbi Lapid spoke quietly. “The embassy is making the travel arrangements for her parents and her brother. We’ll have to wait until the day after tomorrow for the funeral.”

Aviva nodded. Her head weighed more than a truck. It weighed more than the planet. “Rabbi.” Aviva looked at him. “How could God do this?”

The rabbi turned like a door creaking open in the wind as Yoni stepped into the ward in a pair of basketball shorts and a white T-shirt. He tottered, limping, and Rabbi Lapid hurried toward him, throwing his arms around him. The rabbi curled his hands into fists, and then his hands went limp. Aviva watched him wipe tears from under his eyes with the knuckle of his thumb.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Rabbi Lapid asked after Yoni had climbed back into his bed.

Yoni didn’t answer. Only shut his hollow eyes.

“Why, rabbi?” Aviva asked again, her voice hooking like barbed wire in her throat. “Tell me. You always say that everything happens for a reason. Tell me the reason why God took Rachel away.”

The rabbi peered into the distance, searching for a reply. “I wish I had the answer, but I don’t.”

“That’s not good enough.”

Rabbi Lapid pulled at his beard. Glanced at Yoni lying on the cot. “The only thing I can think of is the passage from Psalm Eighty-Two that we read every Tuesday morning,” the rabbi whispered. “‘You are like angels, you children of the Most High. But like men you shall die and like one of the princes you shall fall.’”

TWO DAYS LATER, Aviva drove to the graveyard. When rockets exploded around her, she sat and waited by the burial house wall. Emily, Lauren, and Charlie Gilbert arrived, and after a short time, the ambulance came. Charlie helped the driver unload the stretcher with Rachel lying upon it. They wheeled her into the burial house, the ambulance driver pulled away, and then Aviva saw Gila Salomon coming up the path with Leah Zado.

“I’m so sorry,” Leah cried, squeezing her face into a fist of despair, mumbling something about how she had accidentally lost her patience with Rachel in the bomb shelter.

“I’m sure you didn’t mean anything by it.” Aviva patted her back.

“That’s what I’ve been telling her,” Gila said.

“I’m just so sorry,” Leah added miserably.

Leah and Gila walked together into the burial house. Aviva stood there, the relentless sun beating down. A white rental car pulled up. The back door opened and Aviva knew right away it was Rachel’s mother. She was tall and athletic, her gray hair falling down to her waist, her blue eyes reddened with weeping. Aviva moved to her. They hugged each other for a long time.

“Mom,” Yoni said. “Obviously you know this is Michelle and Rachel’s dad, Herb, and her brother, Jordan.”

“I really loved your Rachel,” Aviva told them.

“You—you were so good to her,” Michelle stammered.

“I just can’t believe it,” said Herb, a tall man with dark, kinky hair who was barrel-chested like a bulldog—but one that had just lost a vicious fight. His lips quivered.

Aviva had been searching for something to say, and it occurred to her that words were useless things: never wide enough to wrap around grief or sharp enough to chisel it back. She said nothing at all. She stood listening to the ribbon of waves arriving onshore and then departing. She looked toward the hills. The gossamer sky.

“I still don’t get why she came here,” said Jordan, an awkward, gangly teenager, his blondish hair hanging over his bewildered eyes.

“She believed in doing everything she could to help people.” Michelle raised her eyes to the sky. “I wish she wasn’t—I mean, I just never thought this would happen—”

“No, we never think this will happen.” Aviva glanced at Yoni, the light in his eyes gone out.

“We begged Rachel to come home after the war broke out,” Herb said. “Every day, I called her to try to convince her to get out of here, but she was not a quitter.”

The sky rumbled and Yoni said, “I better get them to the shelter.”

“Just one thing before you go,” Aviva said. “Do you happen to know your Hebrew names? We need them for the prayers we’ll say inside.”

“Mine is Hillel,” Herb said quietly.

“And mine is Malka.” Michelle reached for Aviva’s arm, clutching it tightly. “Just do me one favor—could you, please? Could you please cut me some of Rachel’s hair?”

“Of course.”

“Mom, we’ll be back in an hour.” Yoni limped to the car.
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In the Burial Circle

Aviva


Aviva stepped back into the burial house. The room had never seemed so dark. So utterly, thoroughly hopeless. She could only make out the vague forms of the others.

“We can’t do the tahara.” Leah’s voice was low, choked.

“Why not?” Aviva’s eyes sharpened on the shrouds that Emily had tenderly laid over the edge of the coffin.

“Rachel’s body is covered with blood. Every drop of her blood is holy. We have to leave her as she is.”

“We can’t even use the shrouds,” Emily whispered.

All around the burial house, the summer light stood still. Tears dropped down Aviva’s face. She did not know what to do. “Her mother asked us to cut off some of her hair,” she finally said.

Lauren reached for the scissors on the shelf above the sink. Gila inched down the hospital sheet to the edge of Rachel’s forehead. Emily separated the strands of Rachel’s hair, those clotted with blood, those not clotted with blood. Lauren cut.

Aviva heard the dark thuds of war and the sound of the scissors.

“Is that enough?” Emily asked.

“It will never be enough,” Lauren said.

Gila took the shroud sheet, unfolded it, and passed it to Aviva. They shook it out. The sheet billowed in the air. Floated down like colorless wings. The women managed to pull out the hospital sheet from underneath the shroud sheet without exposing Rachel’s mangled body.

Better to remember Rachel in her pristine beauty, Aviva thought. Better to simply slip the edges of the shroud sheet under Rachel and tuck her in. As if they were simply saying good night to her and she was going to sleep.

Nothing was better, really.

“Forgot my glasses,” mumbled Leah, passing the prayer sheet to Lauren, who took a moment and then recited, “Peace be upon you, Rachel, daughter of . . .”

“Hillel and Malka.”

“Hillel and Malka . . .” Lauren repeated.

“Oh God . . .” Emily said.

“Oh God,” Lauren recited, “may Rachel go in peace and rest in peace and be a messenger for all of us here on earth. And may she tread with righteous feet into the Garden of Eden . . .”

Aviva eyes welled with more tears. Time stopped. Then she slowly stepped to the door and tugged it open and the harsh sunlight turned everything blacker than the blackest night. She waited. Charlie Gilbert sat on the bench with a cigarette between his lips.

“Rachel’s mother forgot to give this to you.” He handed Aviva a shopping bag.

Aviva pulled out an envelope with Rachel’s name on it. Seeing Yoni’s handwriting made her cry out again. Through her tears she saw a teddy bear with a Jewish star necklace, and a folded piece of paper at the bottom of the bag with her own name in a different handwriting. She read:


Aviva,

When Rachel was born, I bought her this teddy bear, and she took it everywhere she went. Please put Skippy in with her. I don’t want my child to lie there all alone. Thank you.

Michelle



Aviva braced herself, trying to keep her legs steady enough to walk back into the burial house with Charlie. Gila and Leah held Rachel’s legs, Charlie and Lauren clasped her middle, and Emily and Aviva cradled Rachel in their arms. They lifted Rachel and they raised her high and they held her—only to carry her over the side of the coffin and lay her down within it. Aviva placed the teddy bear on Rachel’s chest along with Yoni’s letter.

Aviva stood there. The world was exploding. The world was imploding. There was nothing to hold on to. Nothing left. She closed her eyes. If God had asked her, Aviva thought, if there was a God and He would have dared to speak to her, then she would have beseeched Him, “Take me, don’t take her, take me,” and she would have lain herself instead of Rachel right down inside that coffin.





36

August 3, 2006

Emily


Emily walked with Lauren and Aviva to stand under the eucalyptus trees, away from the burial house and the sounds that Charlie Gilbert made as he nailed Rachel’s coffin shut. The noise could be heard just the same.

“Do you think I have time to check on Shoval and Tal?” Emily asked.

“Definitely not,” Lauren said. “They’re with the other kids at the shelter and seeing you will only wind them up. Out of sight, out of mind.”

Emily nodded and called Boaz, who told her that he and David had just picked up the rabbi from a bomb shelter in Nahariya and they were on their way to the graveyard.

“Be careful,” Emily pleaded into the phone.

“Careful has nothing to do with it,” Boaz told her. “It’s like playing Russian roulette.”

A short time later, about thirty people stood by the burial house, surrounding Rachel’s coffin. Rabbi Lapid recited psalms, and when he stopped, a silence fell, broken by the stirrings of the sea.

Emily slid her hand into Boaz’s and squeezed it tight. She did not think of Ali. She did not think of her past or her future. All she thought of was the terrible present.

Then Rachel’s father, Herb, moved next to the coffin.

“We were thinking of bringing Rachel back to Wyoming,” Herb said softly, as if he were thinking out loud. “But this is where she was killed and this is where she belongs. I don’t know what to say about our daughter that you all don’t already know. She was like a flower—right away, you saw her beauty. Nothing hidden. I know she wouldn’t want you to endanger yourselves on her behalf now, so I just want to read the last stanza of a Henry Wadsworth Longfellow poem that Rachel loved.”

He stopped to compose himself, wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, his lower lip shuddering, and recited,

            The morning breaks; the steeds in their stalls

            Stamp and neigh, as the hostler calls;

            The day returns, but nevermore

            Returns the traveler to the shore,

            And the tide rises, the tide falls.

The sea swept on. Some birds flew past. The sky was slashed with gunfire. “Does anyone else want to say something?” Herb asked in a trembling voice.

What could anyone say?

Yoni held on to Aviva and shook his head. Rachel’s mother began to weep. Her wailing voice no longer sounded human. Her cries seared Emily’s heart.

Then Boaz and David joined Jordan and Herb around the coffin. Yoni limped behind them as they carried Rachel through the cemetery to her hastily dug grave. The men slid ropes underneath her casket and when it had been lowered, they took shovels and began pitching dirt into the hole. Earth clopped like horses’ hooves against the wood. Emily and Lauren clutched Aviva between them. They cried and cried.

When the grave was filled, Rachel’s family recited Kaddish, the mourner’s prayer. Emily remembered reciting Kaddish for her father; the words had always comforted her, though they sounded like indecipherable rhymes. Like mysterious messages carried by the wind. Rhythmic, enigmatic words that somehow conveyed the color of grief.

May the One who makes peace up above, may He make peace upon us and upon all of Israel. And let us say Amen.

Explosions ripped through the air. For a moment, Emily had forgotten they were in the midst of a war. She stared at the mound of earth over Rachel’s grave. She could not believe that Rachel lay within its dark folds.

“God forbid, we don’t want any more tragedies.” The rabbi gestured with his hands. “Please, everyone, we all need to go. Please.”

The mourners filed out of the graveyard. Boaz told Emily he was going to take the rabbi back to the shelter. Lauren and David left to join their daughters. Aviva and Yoni were going with Rachel’s family to a hotel in Jerusalem. It was safer away from the border, up in the hills.

Emily waited. “I know we all have to leave fast,” Emily told the rabbi on the way out, “but I have to ask you something.” She moved with him to the side of the burial house. She knew that Lauren would say it was all pointless. Meaningless. There was no message. No lesson for the spirit. No spirit.

But Emily had to find some sort of explanation.

Something.

“What do you think happened to Rachel’s soul?”

Rabbi Lapid wiped his reddened forehead and the patches of skin not taken up by his beard, hanging damp with beads of sweat. He seemed to stumble through his thoughts as though hacking through bramble. He was lost.

The rabbi got hold of his voice. “I’ll tell you what the Lubavitcher Rebbe believed. You can hold a wooden chair in your hands and feel that it exists. But if the chair is burning, you can’t hold the heat and energy that is created from the fire. So it is with our souls. No substance really disappears, it is transformed. But you can’t always see it.”

Emily stared at the old blue sky over Rachel’s grave. Then she turned and watched the rabbi walk away. She was the last to go. She didn’t want to leave Rachel.

At the fountain by the gate, Emily took a ritual cup and poured water three times over her right hand, three times over her left.

There were no towels, so Emily shook her hands in the air. It had been so long since she’d recited any traditional prayers. She glanced at the wooden placard next to the fountain. “May God swallow up death forever,” she read aloud. “And may God wipe the tears from every face . . .”
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October 5, 2006

Lauren


Lauren was in the delivery room getting everything ready: the medications, the sterilized scissors, the sutures, the swabs. A thirtyish woman lay on the hospital bed, her hair covered by a white scarf with blue and silver fringes, her plump face growing more flushed by the minute.

“Judith,” Lauren told her, “this is your second child, so the delivery should be pretty easy. Do you want me to turn on some soothing forest music?”

“I’m not Bambi.” Judith squeezed her eyes shut, clutched the metal rail by the side of her bed, and let out a long groan.

Lauren followed Judith’s contraction on the monitor. Almost there. After switching off the ceiling fixture, Lauren turned on a floor lamp. The room softened, and a pale kind of moonlight spread across the walls. But ever since Rachel had been killed, Lauren’s sense of the order of things was smashed. Emily had said she felt as if she had stepped out of a color movie into an old newsreel where everything was black-and-white. Lauren had replied that it wasn’t even black-and-white. It was gray. One gray smudged world.

Judith’s moans filled Lauren’s ears, a welcome distraction. “You’re getting close.” Lauren tried to muster some conviction. She could no longer pretend to be excited about her work; she couldn’t do much more than go through the motions. She glanced at the monitor again and then turned to Judith’s husband, Yishai, a skinny slice of a man with carrot-colored hair and a smooth, hairless face, who stood near the floor lamp, a prayer book opened in his small hands. He swayed back and forth, reciting prayers in a voice just loud enough for Judith to hear.

“I feel like I have to push! I can’t take this! I have to push!”

“Judith, hold on for one more minute while I check.” Lauren moved to the bed. “Ten centimeters. Good. When you feel the next contraction, push.” In the light that was like the early hour before dawn, Lauren saw the top of the baby’s head, and waited for the next contraction.

“Help me!” Judith cried, her voice drowning out Yishai’s prayers.

Lauren readied herself. Judith shouted and Yishai’s prayers swelled. “Come on, Judith,” Lauren urged. “Push hard. Push now.” Lauren cupped her hands as if she were a nun in a convent of devotion. As if she had faith. As if she believed in the power of prayer. As if she were convinced that only goodness and beauty would greet this newborn baby falling through space, ignorant of the pain and grief that came with being part of this world. Lauren steadied her hands and the baby slid out, slid right into her palms. A baby boy. Lauren lifted him, clamped and cut the umbilical cord, wiped him off. She wrapped him in a white hospital blanket and handed him to Judith so that he could rest on the outside of his mother now, listening to the familiar beat of her heart.

“Baruch HaShem.” Yishai closed his prayer book with a kiss. “Thank God, thank God, thank God everything went well.” He moved to the bed, reached for his newborn son.

“Thank God.” Judith fell back on her pillow, trembling with relief and joy.

“You did great, Judith.” Yishai’s face glowed as he stared down at his baby. “I’m going out to call your mother. I promised she’d be the first to know.” He gave his son a kiss, said another prayer, and left the room.

Lauren turned on the ceiling light. She checked the baby once more, put a hospital bracelet on his wrist, and gave him back to Judith.

“You must love working as a nurse here,” Judith said.

Lauren looked at Judith holding the baby, not saying a word.

“It’s such holy work.” Judith tucked some stray hairs back under her scarf, her pink face filled with nothing but awe.

“I do love it.” Lauren hesitated. “It’s just that sometimes . . .” She stopped, opened her mouth, and grew quiet again, looking down at the diamond pattern of the floor. “The war was so, so horrible. And I know what I’m about to say sounds so wrong, but a few hours ago, there was a Muslim woman in here who gave birth to her fourth son. Of course, I helped her the way I helped you, but I couldn’t help thinking that when he grows up, he’ll probably hate us.”

“You can’t look at a newborn baby and think like that.” Judith’s voice was charged, resolute. “New life is new life.”

“But he might turn into a terrorist!”

“You are God’s hands on earth.” Judith stared up into Lauren’s eyes. “You are His helper and each baby born here is partly because of you.” She gazed down at her son. “So hold that newborn and take care of him like you did just now.” She clasped her son close. “And remember, God put you here for a reason. He wants your hands to be the very first hands to touch that child.”

LAUREN’S SHIFT ENDED a few hours later. She left the hospital and headed home, the streets jammed again. Buses, taxis, vans, bicyclists, old people riding in those golf carts, pedestrians. And the cars. Israeli drivers were like geese, Lauren thought, always honking. Lauren turned into Peleg and drove down the main road just in time to see Maya, now in first grade, standing at the school bus stop with the other kids. Lauren got out of the car and gave Maya a kiss, but she shooed Lauren away, embarrassed.

Lauren continued home, where Yael was sitting on her tricycle in the driveway. David stood next to her, holding a kitchen towel in one hand, his motorcycle helmet in the other.

“How was your night?” he asked.

“Enlightening, actually.” Lauren got out of the car and gave David a kiss.

“Tell me all about it later.” He handed her the towel, put on his helmet, and got on his motorcycle. “I’ll be back about six.” He blew her a kiss. “And can you surprise me with something besides noodles for dinner?”

“Very funny,” Lauren called after him.

“Eema, it’s Avigail’s birthday in gan today,” said Yael, dressed in Maya’s hand-me-down bright red shorts and a matching shirt with a strawberry on the front. “Let’s go already!”

“What are you waiting for?” Keeping pace with Yael, whose tricycle wheels rattled over the sidewalk, Lauren observed the clear light and the bright white clouds against the deep blue sheen of sky. “Yael, watch out!”

“What?” Yael turned so suddenly that her front wheel slid into the bushes.

Lauren disentangled her, set the bike upright, brushed her off, and they started out again.

“Yael,” Lauren said after a while, “this is taking so long.”

“I don’t care!” Yael shook her head so her braided pigtails swung back and forth.

“I’m inviting a coach from the Tour de France to give you private lessons, because by the time you get to Avigail’s birthday party, she’ll already have turned five. Don’t you want me to go back, get the car, and drive you to gan?”

“No!” Yael turned down her lower lip in the same defiant way that David did. “I’m old enough to ride just like the big kids.”

“Fine, fine. Just keep pedaling.”

Tricycles and bicycles lined the front of the gan. Yael left hers there, quickly hugged Lauren good-bye, and ran inside. Lauren wanted to get home, take a shower, and collapse on the bed. She walked past the bomb shelter, now cleaned, locked, and empty. She let out a long sigh. Then her cell phone rang. Emily.

“Can you get over here fast?” she asked.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’ll tell you as soon as you come—please?”

“I’ll be right there.” Lauren walked as fast as she could to Emily’s house, knocked on the door, and didn’t wait for a response. “Emily?”

“In the boys’ room!”

Hurrying past the living room—as disheveled as always—Lauren found Emily sitting on the floor in Shoval and Tal’s bedroom surrounded by all the boys’ things. Two partially packed suitcases, their unzipped flaps flipped back, lay open next to her.

“What’s going on?” Lauren pushed aside a pile of red and blue sweatshirts to sit down next to her.

“You won’t believe it.” Emily looked at Lauren with dazed eyes. She was still in her tiger-striped pajamas. “This guy named Hussein Zureib came here looking for Boaz.”

“Hussein Zureib?” The name sounded familiar. Then Lauren remembered Jasmine finding Tala Zureib’s name in the newspaper. “Tala’s husband?”

“Tala’s husband,” Emily repeated. “He said that Jasmine had gone to their house and accused Tala of having an affair with Ali. Of course, Tala denied the whole thing, but Hussein didn’t believe her and went to confront Ali last night. Ali told him the truth. That it wasn’t Tala, it was me.”

“Oh no!” Lauren shook her head, wishing more than anything that she had been able to talk Jasmine out of believing that Ali was having an affair with Tala. But that would have meant incriminating Emily. Could Lauren have done anything differently?

“And even though this whole thing had absolutely nothing to do with Hussein,” Emily went on, “he still came over here at the crack of dawn to talk to Boaz, who was out in the cowshed. The next thing I knew, Boaz walked into the kitchen where I was making a cup of coffee for him and said that Hussein told him everything about Ali and me. Hussein told him that if I were his wife, he’d kill me. Then Boaz told me to go. Just like that. Not even raising his voice. And the boys slept right through the end of my marriage!”

“Oh, Emily, this is awful!” Everything ricocheted inside Lauren: shock and sadness and a sense of being completely powerless, unable to stop the dismal chain of events.

“Before I could even defend myself or ask for a second chance or even suggest counseling—not that Boaz would go—or anything like that, Boaz took his thermos of coffee and walked out of the kitchen and went to milk the cows as if nothing even happened. Can you believe that? So I called Ali. He’s coming to get me later and we’re going to be together.”

“Be together where? Emily, I know you don’t want to hear this, but I think after all that’s happened, it’s best you get over this fairy-tale romance of yours. There’s no way you both are going to live happily ever—”

“We’re moving to Boston.”

Emily’s words ripped through Lauren’s veins. They slit right through her. “What? What?”

“I’m moving there with him. To Somerville, actually.”

Lauren’s eyes jammed with tears. The friend she loved best was leaving for the city she cherished most. A double betrayal. Emily was abandoning Lauren in a country that Emily had always cared for more than Lauren did. A third betrayal. Emily was leaving Lauren here when she was the reason Emily had come. A fourth betrayal. “You’re always looking at a man’s potential, at what you think he could be, not who he really is. Emily, you’re living in a fantasy!”

“It would have been a fantasy if I’d stayed married to Boaz and pretended that things were normal!”

“And what’s Ali going to do there?” Lauren was unable to contain herself. “Wash cars on Commonwealth Avenue?”

“As a matter of fact, Ali’s cousin has been saying for years that he’d help Ali open a hummus place. It’s something he’s always wanted to do. Maybe it’s not a five-star restaurant, but he’ll be good at it, with all his experience at the hotel.”

Lauren listened but she couldn’t speak.

Emily’s head jerked toward her. “Lauren, what’s happened to you? Why did I even call you to come over? Because I wanted support from my best friend! But listen to you! And who are you to talk to me about not following my dreams? You’re the one who moved here first!”

“A lot of good it did me.” Bitterness clogged Lauren’s throat. “And you can’t just pick up and leave Boaz—you’re going to break his heart.”

“His heart was already broken. I tried and tried, you know I did, but he was like Humpty Dumpty. I couldn’t put him back together again.”

Lauren set her jaw. She had nothing to say. Too much to say. She stared up at the drawers of the boys’ dresser, opened and stacked like stairs. Going nowhere. Then she began to cry. Emily reached for her and they cried together.

“And you don’t even have your cruddy tissues.” Emily got up, went into the bathroom, and came back with a box.

“Em, I know you’ve tried with Boaz.” Lauren wiped her face. “But I can’t believe you’re doing this.”

“I don’t need this right now.” Emily turned away and carelessly placed a pile of shorts in a suitcase.

“I just can’t believe you’re moving away. I can’t believe you’re leaving me, just picking up and—”

“I can’t believe you’re mad at me!”

“I’m not—”

“Seriously, Lauren? Really?” Emily stared hotly at Lauren.

Lauren looked down at a box of Legos, her cheeks burning, Emily’s stare setting her face on fire.

“You keep saying that I dream of things that can’t be, but you’ve kept up this romance with a city for so long that you don’t appreciate all you really do have. Honestly, Lauren, since I’ve moved here, you’ve done little but complain.”

“I was usually only joking—”

“Whatever. But don’t envy me because you feel sorry for yourself. And, if that’s the case, then do something about your life, and don’t be angry at me because I’m doing something about mine.”

Lauren was speechless. She looked out the window to where the sun had bleached the sky, burned a hole through all that blue. She heard some crows going crazy by the cowshed. Maybe one of their own had died and they were coming to pick up its remains. And how could their lives just go on?

She bowed her head. Listened as Emily packed more clothes into the suitcases. Lauren knew she had to compose herself. “Emily, I’m sorry.” Lauren glanced up through blurred eyes. “I’m just in shock. It’s all been so much. The war and Rachel and now you . . .”

Emily nodded but stayed busy folding some of the boys’ shirts, avoiding Lauren’s eyes.

Lauren helped pack the boys’ things, wanting to push away her feelings, push away the tension between them. “What about Boaz and the boys?”

“Boaz said I could take them,” Emily replied. “But he isn’t going to pay me child support. He’ll pay to fly them back here each summer. I know that’s fair.”

“That’s it? He didn’t fight for his sons? I thought he’d fight for them.”

“I was kind of hoping he’d fight, too.” Emily’s voice dropped. “Because that would mean that he cared about losing us. Or at least about losing them.” She reached for some sweatshirts. “Lauren, I know how much he’s suffered. But I can’t stay because I feel sorry for him. During the war, I tried so hard. I wanted to make it better between us. I never saw Ali—it was too dangerous on so many levels—and I thought, okay, this is a sign that we’re not supposed to be together. That I should be with Boaz. This was my life and I’d make the best of it. Then Rachel was killed and there was the cease-fire, but I felt like a war was still going on inside me.”

Lauren nodded.

“I know my mind works in strange ways, but I still believe what my father always told me, that nothing happens in God’s world by mistake.”

“I highly doubt your father would have said that this time.”

“But he wouldn’t have wanted me to be so unhappy.”

“He would have wanted you to try to work things out with Boaz.”

“Lauren, what else could I have tried to work out? It would have just meant living a sad, lonely life here in Boaz’s house. Maybe it happened this way because fate forced my hand.”

Emily called this fate, Lauren thought bitterly. Wasn’t it only a series of random accidents? Rash and reckless acts? Wasn’t Emily about to give up everything, with no guarantee of anything in return?

“And Lauren,” Emily added, “when I saw Rachel in the burial house, I—”

“Please,” Lauren interrupted. “Please, let’s not talk about her now.” Lauren was unable to shake the image, the cascades of Rachel’s hair falling over the burial house table, so yellow it looked golden. Cutting the curls not covered in blood. That was something Lauren would never forget. Not until she was gone, too.

“When I saw Rachel lying there,” Emily continued, “it hit me hard that life is so short and forever is so long. You’re here today, and poof, just like that, you’re gone. You only get one chance in life.”

Lauren swallowed hard, an unspeakable sorrow trawling through her. She watched Emily zip up a suitcase. All this time, Lauren had hoped that Emily would stay with Boaz so that they could watch their kids grow up, laugh, and have fun. She wanted them to be in this thing called life together. And now another thing she desperately wanted wasn’t going to happen.

Blinded by tears, her head throbbing, Lauren stood up. “I want to leave first. Anything is better than watching you go.”
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Aviva


If there was one thing that unsettled Aviva, it was getting stuck in traffic. But there she was, trapped behind a line of cars in a Nahariya gridlock on the very Monday afternoon that she’d left school early for some personal time off. The driver in front of her honked and honked, then he jumped out and yelled at the next driver, “Mah zeh? Do you have to just sit there and show off your new SUV?”

When the cars began to move, Aviva managed to find a parking space by the department store and then walked along the boulevard, passing a clothing store, a photo shop, and a shoe store, all open again since the war and doing brisk business.

A block away from the sea, she found Lauren seated at a table in their favorite sidewalk café, dressed in chinos and a blue-and-white pin-striped shirt, looking unflappable, as usual. She stood, they hugged hello, and then they sat down, looking over the menu they both knew by heart.

“What a treat to get to meet you for lunch,” Lauren said.

“I know. Hey, there’s Nitzan Zlotnik.” Aviva tilted her head toward a guy with ratty-looking dreadlocks.

“Who?” Lauren looked up from her menu.

“Micha Zlotnik’s son, Nitzan, the flame-thrower.”

“I thought his name was Eran.”

“His name was Eran. But Gila said that he wasn’t getting a lot of flame-throwing jobs, so Rabbi Lapid told him that when people changed their names in the Bible, they changed their luck. So now he’s Nitzan. It means the bud of a flower.”

“It means he’s just as crazy as his father is.”

Aviva let out a laugh, though it hurt. It hurt to laugh and it hurt to breathe and it hurt to live. She was obliterated by grief. She looked up at the buttery light pouring down through the eucalyptus trees. The sun was shining and Aviva took it as a personal affront that there was light still left in the world. At least she still had two sons. Raz and Yoni, Raz and Yoni. At least there was comfort in that.

A waitress with a ring between her nostrils and a dragonfly tattoo on her neck took their usual order: first, two cappuccinos, then two grilled cheese sandwiches and salads, and then another round of coffee. When the waitress left, Aviva let out a deep sigh.

“I’m picking up what you’re putting down,” Lauren said. “You look so sad, Aviva. Let’s think of something happy—”

“Please help me think of something—”

“Let’s see,” Lauren said quickly. “I heard from Julius. He’s taking Hebrew and Arabic for his Middle Eastern studies at the university in Munich, and Rouven’s planning on coming back to live here with Hila.”

“I hope you didn’t try to talk him out of it.”

“No, honestly, I didn’t. He’s going to study at the Technion.”

“I never thought I’d see the day when I called an Aryan guy like Rouven a mensch,” Aviva said as the waitress returned with their coffee. “But he and Julius were amazing during the war.”

Lauren poured a pack of brown sugar into her cup, stirred, and took a sip. “Ah, this coffee is so good—even better than Peet’s in Cambridge. I can’t wait to get back there next summer with David. There’s an incredible shoe store where I plan to shoot the lock off my wallet.”

“You sound really homesick.”

“I am,” Lauren admitted. “But I promised Emily I’d try not to be.”

“It’s important that you and Emily parted on good terms.”

“I just didn’t want her to leave.”

“Neither did I.” Aviva was sorry to see Emily go, but she also knew it was impossible to hold people back from making their own way through life’s unexpected twists and turns. “You would have gone, too, if given the chance.”

“I’d already be packing my bags.”

“Lauren, I still believe it’s worth living here. Even with everything that happens, I’m really proud I’ve been part of this country. There’s no other place like it.”

“It is special but it’s just so hard. I can’t stop thinking about everyone who was killed. I think about Yoni. And then I think about Rachel, and what a huge loss it was to the world—”

“Please don’t start.” Aviva felt as if she were about to be flung out to sea on a shipwrecked boat, too far to ever return.

“I’m so sorry,” Lauren said. “I wish I could do something for you . . .”

“Just being with me is something.”

They did not speak. Watched two Ethiopian women walk by in long skirts and blouses, colorful and mismatched, white scarves tied around their backs, their babies snuggled inside. The waitress served them the sandwiches and salads.

“There was an Ethiopian woman in the maternity ward two nights ago,” Lauren remembered, eating her sandwich. “She spoke only a word or two of Hebrew. If she were back in Ethiopia, I’m sure she would have been with a lot of women, but here she was all alone.”

“But she had you. And it’s a good thing they got out of there when they did.”

“I helped her as much as I could. And, Aviva, I really do try to see my cup as half-full.”

“I hope one day you’ll see it as overflowing.”

“Emily told me the same thing. Oh, she called early this morning and wanted me to tell you that last night she had dinner with Ali and her mother. You remember Phyllis, right? A combination of Southern belle and saber-toothed tiger. But Emily said that after two Jack and gingers—that’s Jack Daniels and ginger ale—Phyllis told them, ‘Y’all are crazy, but I see I can’t stop ya.’”

“I can’t wait to see them when I get there,” Aviva said.

“When you get where?”

“To Boston.”

“What? Don’t tell me. Not you, too. No!”

“Don’t panic—it’s not forever. I’m taking my sabbatical and traveling next year.”

“Wow, that’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time.” Lauren sounded sincerely relieved—and happy for Aviva. “Where are you going?”

“First to New York to stay with Jill. Then I’ll head to Boston to be with Emily and Ali.”

“Maybe we could work it out so I’m there when you are.” Lauren put down her fork and knife. “I’ll take you everywhere! We’ll go to Faneuil Hall and Newbury Street and Boston Common and, let’s see, Beacon Hill, which is pretentious and silly but it has beautiful cobblestone streets, and there are the absolute best corned-beef sandwiches at this deli in Brookline . . .”

“You can take me anywhere except to a Red Sox game.” Aviva ate some salad. “I’m hoping to get to a Yankees game with Yoni. The plan is that after he gets out of the army, he’ll come meet me. We’ll go to Costa Rica to stay with Raz—the three of us haven’t been together in so long—and I can’t wait. That’s the only thing that keeps me going.”

“It’s going to be so great.”

“But that’s not the end of it. Yoni’s friend, Tom Mosseri—”

“Bee-sting Tom?”

“Exactly. He’s going to meet up with Yoni and they’ll travel through South America while I’ll head to Wyoming to spend time with Rachel’s parents.”

“I’m so glad for you. What made you decide to finally go?”

“I never could before.” Aviva glanced away. “Certainly not after Benny was killed. I had to be close to him, close to his grave. And then Rafi died, and then I couldn’t go when Raz was in the army, and then Yoni—I wanted to be here for him whenever he came home, even if all he did was give me a hug and eat dinner before going off with his friends or to be with Rachel . . .” Aviva stopped. “Lauren, if only I’d let her come with me to the hospital—”

“No,” Lauren said sharply. “You always say there’s no such thing as if only—”

“But I can’t stop thinking about her.” Aviva had tried to play it safe and not let Rachel go with her to outsmart fate, only to have fate trick all of them.

“Aviva, I always argued with Emily that what she called fate was completely haphazard, but since she left, I’ve been thinking about it a lot. And maybe what happened with Rachel was meant to happen—even if none of us will ever understand why.”

Aviva picked at her food. She thought of Eli coming to the house to pay a shiva call after Rachel had been killed—he’d seen an interview with Yoni on TV. Eli sat next to Aviva on the couch, and silence was all he had to offer. It was soothing nevertheless. An offering of consolation.

“I told Yoni that after he gets out of the army, he should go anywhere that soothes his soul,” Aviva said. “I told him to look for Rachel in the pages of a book, or out in the fields, or in the white waves of the sea. I told him not to feel bad if sometimes he felt good again—she wouldn’t have wanted him to be miserable, she wouldn’t—”

Lauren’s gray eyes glinted with tears. “Forget what I just said. None of it makes any sense.”

“You know, Lauren, I would have traded places with Rachel if it meant keeping her alive.”

“I know. But you couldn’t. There’s nothing we can do to make things different. Like in the hospital, there are times I feel so awful. Like when I have to place a dead newborn in his mother’s arms.”

A pigeon landed on the sidewalk, pecking at some crumbs, the sunlight turning its gray wings silver. Aviva supposed that Rachel had been like one of those brilliant stars that burned out before its time.

Aviva wondered about life and death, and the sharp line that cleaved the two. She thought of that word, cleave. It could mean to divide and split with a cutting blow, or it could mean to cling closely to someone. One word containing two opposites. Kagan had given her rules to handle all that might happen, but this time she had to make up one for herself.

“Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” That was her mother’s voice, reaching Aviva from long ago, as if in a dream. “And all the things that cannot be changed must be endured.”
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Lauren


Lauren stood at the kitchen stove later that evening, trying to make Emily’s boo-boo eggs for Maya and Yael. The girls sat on the counter singing “Old MacDonald Had a Farm” so loudly Lauren’s ears ached. But not loud enough for her to miss the front door creaking open.

“Abba’s home!” Yael shouted.

“Abba! Abba! Abba!” Maya joined in, jumping off the counter.

“Eema! Please take me down!”

Lauren helped Yael and turned, watching as David entered the kitchen and lifted the girls in his arms.

“Want boo-boo eggs, too?” Lauren tilted up her face to kiss him.

“I see you’ve expanded your repertoire. Maybe later. Right now, all I want is to get outside and take a walk with you. It’s been a long day.”

“Isn’t it raining?”

“It stopped. Let’s carpe diem, as you’d say.” He placed Maya and Yael back down on the floor and switched to Hebrew. “Girls, you eat your dinner and we’ll be right back. I want to be alone with Eema for a while. Maya, you’re in charge.”

“Why is she always in charge?” Yael asked. “I’m old enough. I rode my bike to gan.”

“If you want to be in charge today,” David said, “you can be in charge.”

“You see?” Yael crossed her eyes at Maya.

“What do I care?” Maya stuck out her tongue.

Outside, the air was damp, windless, fresh, and laced with the minty smell of eucalyptus trees. Lauren and David walked by Sophie and Heinz Zuckerman’s house, where a thin strip of light drifted out from between the slats of the wooden shutters over the living room windows.

“I bet Heinz is sitting right there,” David said.

“He misses Sophie so much. Which reminds me, David, when I met Aviva for lunch today, she told me she plans to travel for a whole year! I’m really going to miss her!”

“That’s bad for you.” He took Lauren’s hand. “But it’s great for her.”

“I lost Rachel, then Emily—not really a loss, but she’s not here anymore—”

“You promised you wouldn’t start on that again—”

“I’m not. Just saying. And next year, no Aviva.”

“You’ll make some new friends at your book club.”

“If we ever agree on our first book.”

They walked by Gila and Omri’s GARDEN OF EDEN HONEY sign and then passed Boaz’s house, cloaked in darkness.

“I feel sorry for him.” Lauren squeezed David’s warm hand in hers.

“Me, too. I invited him for Friday-night dinner, but he doesn’t want to come.”

“I hope you don’t blame my cooking.”

“No, I don’t. He did agree to go for a bike ride this Friday, so that’s good.”

“Emily said that they’ve been talking a lot on the phone—more than they ever did.”

“And what about Jasmine?”

“Miserable as always. I don’t know if she really believes that I didn’t know anything about Emily and Ali, but she knows it wasn’t my fault. And at least she doesn’t have to see them together.”

Lauren and David reached the parking lot. She thought of the first day she had arrived in Peleg, when she had walked to the shore with David. She hadn’t yet learned that life never went the way you expected it to go.

“Ali sent me another e-mail today,” David said. “He wrote, ‘I miss you, bro.’ I guess he’s learning Boston English.”

“So, you think he’s going to make it there?”

“It’s not going to be easy, but yes. Even if he has to deal with a different culture, with Emily’s kids—and her mother.”

“Thank goodness Phyllis is just visiting from Charleston. Still, I can’t see Emily and Ali lasting. So many conflicts. But looking back, I really didn’t see us lasting together, either.” Lauren slowed her pace because of a question that she had held at bay for so many years. “David, I need to ask you something—”

“Lauren, please don’t ask me to move back to Boston to live near Emily—”

“It isn’t that. I know what your answer would be, anyway. But you did promise you’d at least check out a fellowship.”

“Only a one-year fellowship,” he said. “And only because you promised me that we’ll come back.”

“It’s a deal.” Lauren stopped, peering at the black, rippling sea. She thought of the fish swimming at the seafloor, going on with their lives, waiting to ascend to the surface at first morning light. She thought of the book Everything That Rises Must Converge. The question that she had held back for so long now melted like a snowflake on the tip of her tongue. Lauren was afraid to ask David, but she had to know the answer, and he was the only one who could tell her.

“Remember when I first told you I was pregnant in Boston?” Lauren turned to him. “Remember how you asked me to marry you and move here?” She took a deep breath to steady herself. “Did you really want to get married because of the baby—or because of me?”

Lauren studied his face. If he answered too quickly, she would know he was telling a lie. And if he answered too slowly, she’d know he hesitated because he didn’t want to tell the truth. Lauren knew why people lied. She watched David’s strong neck. She could see the exact bump of his Adam’s apple. It didn’t move.

“Sweetie,” he said. “I wanted you both.”

“That was the perfect answer!”

“When you smile like that you make my breath go away.”

“You take my breath away,” Lauren corrected. “Not ‘you make my breath go away.’”

“Do you want me to laugh at all your mistakes in Hebrew?” he asked. “How about the time you tried to ask Maya and her friends if they wanted grapes, but instead you asked them if they wanted rocks?”

“I just switched two letters,” Lauren said. “Anavim, avanim. You know I like anagrams.”

Across the parking lot, they climbed a cliff, the sea stirring against the rocks down below. When they stopped, Lauren heard music coming from the hotel.

“Leave it to Israelis to find something to celebrate after the war,” she said.

“The Arabs says the Jews are weak because we love life and they love death.”

“As if that’s something to be proud of.”

“Motek,” David said, “sweetie, I have to tell you that you were very brave during the war.”

“Me? I didn’t do anything brave.”

“But you did. You were so scared, but you still drove to the hospital and helped take care of the wounded and did what you had to do. You were very brave.”

“You never told me that.”

“I should have. I should have told you from the very start that it took a lot of courage for you to move here with me. I thought that if I admitted it was hard for you then you’d feel worse. But I was wrong not to say how brave you were, and I’m sorry.”

Lauren stood still, not speaking. The way he looked at her showed how much he loved her. He saw her in her very best light. Her most naked self, her truest self. The one that never lied.

The music floated toward them and David pulled her close. “This is nice.” He gathered her in his arms. “Dancing with you.”

“It’s very nice.” Lauren listened to the music and the steady beat of his heart. “Things could be so wonderful here. And they’re just not.”

“How is it possible that you always manage to ruin a perfect moment?”

“But David, that’s not what I’m trying to tell you. I wanted to say that all this time, I’ve been kicking and fighting about being here. It’s not my dream place—I know you know that—but I’ve been working really hard to accept that this is where I am.”

“So does that mean we can go home and make a baby?”

“Talk about ruining the perfect moment! The diapers, the crying, the no-time-to-yourself, the up-all-night, exhausted-all-day . . .” Then the words formed in her brain, Emily’s words: Accidents are God’s secret plans for us. Lauren hesitated. “You really want another child?”

He nodded.

For the first time, Lauren realized that she couldn’t keep fighting her life, wanting it to be something other than what it was. It was what it was. “If she’s a girl, we can name her Rachel. But honestly, David, if I have to say that ch sound with a Hebrew pronunciation, I’ll feel like I’m always clearing my throat.”

“You can pronounce it however you want.” He kissed Lauren and she melted into his kiss, though she was halfway around the world from the place she’d assumed she’d always be. But it was the place she was meant to be. She knew that now.

“I was thinking how Rabbi Lapid said that being in the burial circle is the greatest mitzvah because the dead can never thank you.” Lauren looked at David. “But I think the truth is that we can never thank the dead. I can never thank Rachel for teaching me how to really appreciate all I have right now. I feel so alive, so-so-so—”

“You can’t know how good you make me feel,” David said, and this time she did not correct him. She held him as faint drops of rain fell on her hair and face. Lauren opened her eyes to the north. The night already hid the fold of hills along the border. The night hid the losses, the sorrows, the wars, the grief. But it also hid the beauty. The music kept going, and Lauren wanted to dive deep into the only now she had. She wanted to make it last, this one moment of joy, this one moment of life, before it slipped away from her, before it slipped away.
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My mother, Gladys Bletter, died before she got to see this book in print. But my sister, Cynthia Bletter, and her children, Sydney and Ruby, rooted for me.

Finally, to my husband, Jonny Kuritsky, thank you for everything. I could not have done it without you. And to our absolutely amazing children, Libi, Nadav, Shlomie, Ari, Amalia, Libby, and Degetu: I am so-so-so proud of you.
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About the book

Discovering Remarkable Stories


IT WAS A SUNNY DAY in 2004 and I’d just taken part in a tahara, a burial rite. The ritual was held in the burial house, which sits in the corner of the cemetery in my small beach village of Shavei Zion, northern Israel. Four other women were there with me, all members of our hevra kadisha, traditionally translated as burial society. I’ve taken poetic license to translate the term as a burial circle, because this rite closes the circle of life. The ceremony never fails to be moving, humbling, and spiritually uplifting.

After finishing the ritual, I stepped out into the sunlight. Blue sky all around me, birds winging, the sea singing, the gentle swishing of the leaves in the eucalyptus trees. The thought hit me: This would be a good story. Since I’ve worked as a freelance journalist for most of my life, that idea came to me as a headline in all caps. THIS WOULD BE A GOOD STORY. No, make that a novel. I wasn’t sure what this novel would be about, but I knew there would be four women—Jewish American women, because they’re the kind of people I know best—who would discover (as I’ve discovered) that participating in a ritual for the dead would illuminate their journey through life.

I had no other conscious concepts, but I started writing like an explorer hacking through thick, unnavigable bramble in a forest. I wrote a lot, deleted a lot. In January 2005, my son Ari’s close friend, Tal, was killed in a car accident. A few hours before her funeral, on a rainy, dark day, I went to the burial house for her tahara. Tal lay in the center of the room and her hair—wildly beautiful dark-blond curls—fell down off the edge of the table. Her mother, one of my good friends, had asked us to cut some of Tal’s hair. That image stayed inside me as I wrote more of the novel.

I was drawn to write a novel about American women transplanted on a foreign land because this is my story. In 1991, I was living with my first husband and our four children in the very same house where I grew up, in a lovely New York suburb; but I wanted to step beyond the expected, the familiar. I chose to move to Israel because I grew up hearing about my relatives in Israel and the sacrifices they made to live there. I was inspired by their courage. I also hoped—really, I just assumed—that by the time our children would be at draft age (at eighteen, boys serve for three years in the army and girls serve for two) there would be no more wars. I’d been raised by a liberal, open-minded mother who took me out of school to demonstrate against the Vietnam War; another reason I moved was my desire to try, like Rachel in the novel, to change things and help work for peace.

When I was in the midst of writing the novel’s second draft in 2006, war broke out between Israel and Hezbollah. At the time, my two sons and stepson were all soldiers in the Israeli Army. One of them, Shlomie, was a medic commander in the Israeli Paratroopers. Though I knew he could possibly be sent into battle, I tried not to think about it. But I couldn’t not think about it.

On a hot July night, despite the fact that Hezbollah-launched rockets were falling around us and most of our neighbors had left the village, my husband, Jonny, decided to have a barbeque. Jonny, a former Israeli soldier, has always refused to let fear stop him. In the middle of cooking, our telephone rang. It was Shlomie. “We’re going in,” he said in a quiet voice.

I listened, trying to memorize his words, his voice, and I didn’t say goodbye. Then there was the click of the telephone and silence rushed in. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I ran upstairs to my sons’ room and fell onto Shlomie’s bed. I tried to breathe in a trace of his scent on his pillow. I was scared, so very scared, and the only thing I could do was pray. My tears and prayers were all I had.

A few days later, the telephone rang again. This time, an Army officer said that Shlomie had been wounded, but he was fine, and he was being taken to Nahariya Hospital, about fifteen minutes from our house. Because the hospital had already been hit by rocket fire, all its patients were now housed in a safe underground facility. We made the drive similar to the one I described in the novel. As we rode through empty streets, passing blinking traffic lights, I was acutely aware that at any moment a bomb could rip through the luminous blue sky and hit our car. I was aware of the click-click-click of sprinklers watering some flowers, aware that whoever had turned them on was convinced the war would eventually end and life would go on, as it must.

At the hospital, we found Shlomie— alive and mildly injured—who told us that his friend and fellow soldier, Michael Levin, a Pennsylvania native who had volunteered in the Israeli Army, had been mortally wounded. Shlomie had tried to save him but he could not, and he had carried Michael out of the war zone.

Right then, as I went through the motions of pretending to be brave, and doing all the things I had to do, my life took on a strange new dimension. I had already written about a war in my novel, and now I was living a life similar to my characters. I had been fictionalizing real life—and I was living a life that felt like fiction. My sense of reality was heightened as was my sense of the truthfulness of this book. I was writing what I experienced and felt. Sometimes, we can see ourselves more clearly when events turn us upside down. Sometimes, we feel uprooted and unmoored, even in our hometown, especially when we experience or attempt things that are completely different and unknown. Which part of our essence stays with us no matter what happens? Which part of ourselves comes along no matter where we go? “Our meaning in this life is found through following the guidance that beckons us toward new horizons, perhaps new friends, even new locations,” writes Karen Casey. I followed that inner voice when I left for Israel. I followed it again when I decided to write this novel.

The beach village where I’ve made my home for more than twenty years is similar to my invented one of Peleg. It is pastoral and lovely and, for the most part, serene. In constructing my own portrait of the local neighborhood, I wanted to offer a behind-the-scenes look at life beyond what one reads about in the media. Northern Israel is filled with a wide variety of people, including Christians, Muslims, Ba’hai, Druze, Bedouins, as well as an assortment of Jews from Afghanistan to Uzbekistan. Of course, like everywhere around the world, there are clashes and conflicts, but this is an astonishingly peaceful area where people live and work side by side, forming deep and abiding relationships that cross religious and cultural divides.

Which is why I’ve stayed active in a peace group consisting of Muslim, Jewish, Christian, and Druze women— I won’t give up my idealism. Maybe, come to think of it, that is one of the best things that America has given me: the idea that we can all get along, that there is reason to hope, and that change is possible.

There are the times, however, when I’m rudely awakened to a harsh reality, like the time I was getting my haircut in Nahariya and the bomb siren went off. “What should I do?” I asked Miro, who was in the middle of cutting my hair. “Well, if you’re going to die, at least die beautiful.” So I waited for him to finish, and then I drove home. Despite these knotty moments, I cling to my optimism—and my sense of humor— while appreciating the joys of ordinary life.

The tahara ritual is gritty and not always pleasant—and yet, it’s a circle of affirmation, the most intimate, precious way to honor life. On several occasions, I’ve gone with the other members of our hevra kadisha to pay a condolence call, telling the family yes, we took good care of your loved one. And we did. There’s something beautiful in that. There’s an inspiring line from Psalm Ninety, “Teach us to number our days that we may attain a heart of wisdom.” Being part of the burial circle has, indeed, helped me see my own life with fresh eyes, pushing me to be fully present so that I don’t just skim the surface of living.

Writing has also helped me number my days and not buckle under fear, sorrow, and helplessness. We write who we are, and no matter what we write about—whether we place our characters in a far-flung galaxy or in prehistoric times—what we believe comes through. Lauren, Emily, Rachel and Aviva are all imaginary characters in a faraway place but I hope that their everyday concerns as mothers, daughters, wives, and friends are recognizable to you. I will always carry Lauren’s steadfastness, Emily’s spontaneity, Rachel’s sheer joy and Aviva’s strength, taking some of their virtues wherever I go. They have touched my life in a profound way and I hope they do yours.

“Look to this day,” wrote Sanskrit poet Kalidasa, “For it is life, the very life of life.” [image: Image]





 

 

Reading Group Guide


  1.  The role of the friendship among the women is an important theme of A Remarkable Kindness. How did the women’s friendship change over time? How did their friendship sustain them?

  2.  Aviva, Emily, Rachel, and Lauren are all part of a special circle that gives them emotional support. Do you have a “circle” of friends or a group that gives your life special meaning?

  3.  Some of the characters in the novel leave America to escape the expected and familiar. Do you see this as an American story? And if not, why not? Why do you think each of the characters react differently to living in Israel?

  4.  America was founded by people who came to its shores. When we leave it, which part of our national identity comes with us? Which part of our personal identity do we leave behind? And, if you were to move to another country, where would you go and why?

  5.  Lauren feels like the life she’s living isn’t the one she’s supposed to have. She’s moved to Israel for the strongest reasons, love and family, but can’t shake the part of her that longs for home, in Boston. What do you think drives what Emily calls Lauren’s “romance for a city”? How does being in Israel transform Lauren?

  6.  Emily takes chances, like impulsively moving across the world to join Lauren. She makes choices that seem risky, but doesn’t obsess over her mistakes. How does her sense of fate reflect her choices? Do you relate to her motivations and actions, or are you more of a thinker and a planner?

  7.  Rachel moved to Israel with the desire to change things and help work for peace. She tries different sorts of work, meeting people who challenge her on many levels. Can you relate to how she stands up for her convictions? In what ways have your principles been tested?

  8.  Aviva endures the loss of a child and a husband, with no choice but to keep living: One night she “curled up on her side, wanting to squish the grief right out of her,” but forced by Rachel to leave the house, is reminded “that the universe is still there and hadn’t entirely abandoned her.” How does she learn to heal from her sorrows? Have you or someone you know experienced grief like this?

  9.  Do you believe that life is a series of accidental turns, as Lauren does? Or that things happen for a reason, as Emily supposes? Do the events in the book prove either idea?

10.  For the women of the burial circle, the ritual makes them appreciate their lives with fresh eyes. Do you have similar routines or reminders in your life to inspire you to live in the moment?

11.  The novel has a strong message about the circle of life, and its inevitable end—not only the death of those we love, but our own. What kind of ritual would you like for yourself after you’ve gone—or none at all? Which clothes do you want to be buried in? Do you want to be buried at all? Would you like someone to recite a special prayer for you? A song? A poem?

12.  In the neighborhood of the novel, in contrast to the war going on in the larger setting, a wide variety of people form deep and abiding relationships. Do you have friends with different beliefs and customs than yours? How does your own community compare?

13.  What did you learn about Jewish traditions? Do you turn to religious traditions during crises? What kind of rituals do you perform to help deal with grief? What does the novel teach about spirituality and faith? [image: Image]
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