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Everything is different here. No contradictions, no fiddling with ideologies, moral codes, religions, rules, laws, regulations---all of which depleted me so when I was mortal.  

I couldn’t bear the burden.

So, I’ll tell you what happened. I’ll tell it my way, the way I understand things now, with that unearthly new knack I have of getting into other people’s heads.

And because, contrary to much-touted opinion, the door was wide open when I arrived up here, with not a soul to weigh me in---you will be my judge. 

On October 30, 1968, Baruch Lazamof, my widower, stumbled with a clatter and a moan out of one of the upper rooms and down the stairs.  Our house had two small bedrooms and a bathroom over those stairs, and a larger room downstairs, next to the whitewashed kitchen. It was a sparsely furnished house, its cleanliness serving only to echo the silence. 

Rosa, the housekeeper who found Mr. L, told the ambulance team that he’d lost his appetite in the last year or so, had become thin–bony even, the haunted expression on his face emphasized by the brown marks and the stubble that dotted his cheeks. The neighbors said it was Hannah who’d killed him, Hannah whom no one had seen in years.

Rosa told the paramedics that in the three years she’d been coming to clean, she’d never set eyes on Hannah.  “Last year, on each of the six days it took our soldiers to fight the war,” she said, “Mr. L left his granddaughter and me in the shelter to the sirens and the missiles flying any–which-way around us. He left us there while he climbed back upstairs to knock on Hannah’s door and beg her to come down where it was safe. You’d think she’d have pity on him, no matter what her problem.” 

Rosa said she wouldn’t have known Hannah’s name at all if it hadn’t been so clearly written in the letter three years back with its Jerusalem postmark and her—Rosa’s---first Lazamof check. “Hannah,” the letter had said, “she lives in the upstairs room and she likes her privacy. During her entire time of coming and going, the housekeeper had never heard so much as a sigh or a moan from the second upstairs room, though occasionally, when Baruch was fiddling with his stuff in the back shed, she thought she heard footsteps overhead. 

Whether she heard them or not, the letter clearly stipulated that the mistress of that room liked to be left alone; that she must sleep, eat, and pee up there without disturbance; that she, Rosa, should never mention Hannah to Mr. Lazamof --and that’s the way they liked it. 

 “The very first letter I received,” Rosa said, still trying to explain the situation, “told me it was my job to cook for Baruch Lazamof, send the granddaughter to school, and clean everything but that second upstairs room.”   

Every envelope that arrived after that with subsequent checks from the Lazamofs, said the same thing. Don’t clean the second bedroom. Don’t go in there. Don’t even open the door. Leave her a plate of toast and salad with a slab of feta cheese on top outside her room each morning (never forget the feta cheese;) rice, eggs, and olives in the afternoon (don’t forget the olives) before you leave. 

The head paramedic---Mike, his name was---believed Baruch Lazamof had fallen down the stairs the evening before he was found. He said he could tell by the state of the bruises, the stiffness, and the temperature of Mr. Lazamof’s skin. 

Clearly, Rosa was upset. “He was perfectly fine the day before I found him,” she kept mumbling, as though it would have been better if he’d suffered first. 

It was in the morning that Rosa found him, folded over the bottom step, unconscious. Could Hannah have come out of her room and pushed Mr. L down the stairs, Rosa wondered, though, for sure, she kept that thought to herself.

The neighbors realized it must have been the housekeeper who’d carried Baruch up to his bed. Later, they assumed it was she who’d summoned the stranger to come in on the first bus and mourn the Lazamofs, “God rest their souls.” Because the day after Baruch Lazamof passed on, a woman with tinted red hair and tons of eye make-up appeared on the Lazamofs’ doorstep. 

She was carrying what looked to the neighbors like an old-fashioned carpetbag, the kind you used to see in spy movies; was wearing a purple jacket over a yellow dress and boots. She seemed no more than thirty-two, thirty-three tops, was walking up to what was now Hannah’s front door and letting herself in with a key. As though she lived there, visited occasionally, or even owned a key that belonged to that lock. 

But no, Rosa told the neighbors that when she’d arrived that morning, she’d found a woman, strange and thin, sitting at the kitchen table, drawing ghoulish faces on a notepad. The woman had an unnatural flush to her cheeks, and a mug of Arrack and warm milk (the Arrack well aged and taken from Baruch’s dresser) in her left hand].

“Good morning, I’m Rosa,” she’d said, and waited for a reply. The stranger scratched out the faces with her pen, and sat there.  Didn’t even lift her head to answer, so Rosa, who really was a fine human being, hung her poncho over the laundry room hook, took her apron from the kitchen drawer, and the broom from its closet.

“Who are you?” asked the stranger. 

“The housekeeper,” said Rosa, feeling that she should be the one asking questions.

“Well then,” and the woman stopped talking as though that was all she had to say. Rosa went back to her sweeping. 

Three minutes passed, four. Finally, “I’m the next of kin,” the stranger said.

Rosa pushed the second chair under the table. The woman chewed on her pen and said,  “No need to panic. I’m not about to steal the candlesticks.”

“You want tea? Coffee?”

“I have what I need, thanks,” and the stranger went back to her spiral notebook and Baruch’s milk-spoiled Arrack.

She hadn’t even inquired about the deceased. Yet, after Rosa opened the blinds and sloshed soapy water over the tiles, when she was standing with her back to dead Mr. Lazamof’s next of kin preparing Hannah’s breakfast tray, the woman began to chat. 

“Food looks good. Is it for Hannah?”

“Yes.”

 “How do you do that?” 

“Do what?”

“How do you give it to her? The food, that is.”

“I leave it outside her room, as instructed.”

“Been working here long, have you?”

“Since Mrs. Lazamof died, may her memory be for a blessing.”

“You’ve never opened her door?”

“I never even tried until less than a week ago, after Mr. Lazamof fell down the stairs. I tried to open it then, but it was locked.”

“How do you give it to her now that he’s dead?”

“Same as always. As I said, I leave it outside her room, on the floor.”

“Which room?”

“The one on the left.”

The next of kin draped her jacket over her chair, took the tray of salad and feta cheese from Rosa’s hands and carried it upstairs. Rosa heard her place the tray on the floor outside Hannah’s bedroom. She heard her knock on the door. Knock a little louder.  Louder still. 
“Hannah,” the woman said, trying to turn the knob, her voice now thick as gravel, “Open up.” Nothing. No response.  

Rosa tiptoed to the foot of the stairs, her dishtowel still in her hands. 

“Hannah,” the strange woman whispered, leaning on the door. “It’s me, Sarah.”

 Okay then, Rosa thought, the next of kin has a name. 

Like a child, Sarah slid into a kneeling position, her head still against the door. “Enough already, Hannah,” she whispered, whimpering now, alternately whimpering and wheezing,“ there’s no one left. It’s three years since your mother died. Now Baruch has gone too.”  

And Sarah crumpled into a yellow lump at the foot of the closed door; rocked herself silently back and forth, back and forth as though she had a stomachache or was comforting a baby, gnawing on her thumb.

                                                                                   ***** 

                                 Hannah.

For as long as she could remember, Hannah saw herself in her pale wooden frame directly in her parents' line of vision, smiling like a puppy with her head on her hands, telling the self that was watching her, I'm happy here, you see, like this. I don't want to change. But when the child with the transparent hair grew outside of that frame as she was forced to do and developed into her redheaded reality, change was already happening. 


As for Jacob, he grew taller and sweeter with each passing day, Hannah thought, and never changed. In the picture that had stood forever on her father’s bureau, Jacob had no need to change. His impish grin, at the same time shy and challenging, never faded. Sharing a joke with the photographer perhaps, the sun shining on him too.  And on Simeon, on Simeon’s slanted smile and hypnotic eyes, though in that snapshot she never could get herself to look into Simeon’s eyes. 

The framed version of Jacob was the way Hannah wanted to remember him always: an acorn face with a cap that was too big for him because it was his father’s. The cap was riding on an army of curls, hair that bubbled up from his otherwise acorn head until he was at least eight years old. Affectionate. Plopped down on that spot in the picture after a run up their hill, the one in front of their house, beyond the scope of the camera.

                                     ***

1963                             Tikvah

Tikvah lived with us, Pnina and Baruch Lazamof, at the top of the hill, in the first and oldest house of our village.  When Tikvah was small, I did what Tikvah supposed other grandparents did when they got home from work: shopped, cleaned, helped my grandchild, albeit grudgingly, with homework, and went into the village once in a while—please, please--to buy something, anything. I only talked when necessary. At that stage of my life, sighing was my communication of choice, and, God Knows, I did a great deal of that.  


For the most part, my bulbous body reclined in my armchair opposite what Mr. L called the Lazamof art gallery: three photographs that constituted the collection of our home. In those days, only one subject was capable of raising me to a state of interest, of conversation even: It was those pictures. 

The image on the left was of two boys whom I called Jacob and Simeon. 

“Where are they now?” Tikvah asked.

“They grew up years ago,” I told her. ”Left the country when you were still tiny. Before you could even crawl.”

“Yes, but who are they?”

“Boys. Boys who lived in our village. Stop with your questions now, Tikvah. I’m tired.” and I heaved my body over till it faced the wall.

Tikvah knew the picture well: The missing front tooth in Jacob’s smile, curls under an oversized cap; the way Simeon’s mouth smiled farther up the right side of his face than the left, his freckles, his eyes that she knew were talking to her though she couldn’t hear their words.

The picture in the middle, browner in tone than the first with random dark spots over the background like old people’s skin, showed a muscular man in an open shirt and straw hat sitting on a horse. I rolled back from the wall. 

“He was a Cossack,” I said.

“What’s a Cossack?” 

“A man who can ride a horse.”

That was the one funny thing I ever said. It made Baruch smile.

  “Who is he?” Tikvah asked.

“I told you. A man on a horse.”

“Why is it funny---a man on a horse?”

“Funny?” I grouched. I really was a pain in those days. “It’s not funny to me.”

“Oh. 

Why is he hanging on our wall?”

“Where’d you want him to hang?”

I snorted and rolled over again, again signifying an end to Tikvah’s questions.

Like the people in the other pictures, that man had looked out at us from what my husband called “our Lazamof wall” for as long as Tikvah could remember, his right hand permanently shading his eyes from the sun, forever mounted on his horse.  Tikvah never ceased to admire that horse, its size, its power, its giant feet firmly planted on a hillside similar to their own but that spread down, way down to the sea, without a house in sight. 

Toward the right of the wall hung “a woman in her middle years.” That phrase and “buxom” was the way Mr. L’s younger son, Michael, described her on every one of his yearly visits. The woman stood ramrod straight on the flat part of her field draped in a voluminous skirt and white blouse, her hair transparent in the sunlight, long, but pinned to the back of her head. A cameo with an image on it too small for Tikvah to see hung from the woman’s throat. 

Under one arm, she was holding what looked like a tub, the iron kind people once used for washing clothes. Her other arm was held out, palm facing upward, her face also turned toward the sky, smiling--even laughing perhaps--at the birds. Because the air around the woman’s head was filled with seagulls, gulls swirling around her as though she were their mother and they her children, Tikvah thought, children of the air.  

She has the happy face and the bearing  (“bearing,” Mr. L’s word) of a fun woman, Tikvah whispered to herself, an energetic, joyful woman, nothing like Mrs. L. But then Tikvah felt mean. Who knows, she thought, how that woman felt when she wasn’t smiling for her picture.


“Who were they?” she asked. 

“People.” 

“What kind of people? Did we know them?” 

“People,” I said again, “who died a long time ago.” 

This, for me, was a lengthy conversation.  My voice was dry, Tikvah told herself, because I rarely breathed air. Other reasons, Tikvah thought, might have been that I’d suffered from what Michael called hypermyalgia for years, and that I never moved when I didn’t absolutely have to. 

Now that Tikvah was six and a half, and I’d trained her to keep her bed made, her body clean, and her curls away from her face in dark braids down her back, I could come home each day from my work at the bank, and “get horizontal,” as I liked to call it.   Once that happened, I rarely got up again. Not to eat. Not to wash the dishes. Not to clean the floor or swipe ants from the counter. I left those to my long-suffering husband, and to Tikvah. 

According to Tikvah, I knitted when I was awake, wheezed when I talked, mumbled in my sleep, and invariably woke with a start and a scream as though a car, or a building, or, God forbid, a person had been blown to smithereens. 

I was allergic to fresh air, or so I claimed. Consequently, days went by without anyone opening the windows, and little blue-eyed Tikvah learned not to breathe when she came home from school until she got used to the smell. Our names were Baruch and Pnina, but Tikvah decided early on to call us by our formal titles: Mr. and Mrs. Lazamof, so that, for the most part, is how I will refer to us from now on---in the third person. 

Mr. L had sturdy limbs, sun-wrinkled skin, and piercing green eyes. He reminded Tikvah of the picture on top of the English Sharp Toffees box, the one with the top hat and the cane, with the striped pants and black jacket that was kept on the import shelf at the grocery store, covered in dust.  

Not that Mr. L was nearly that well dressed, or looked even vaguely like that picture; but he had style,  “a style of his own,” as his son, Michael, liked to tell her. He wore a vest, “brocade,” is what he said it was, of several shades of brown blended snugly on his chest, satin at the back, nibbled by moths and frayed at the edges. He had a silver pocket watch threaded through his buttonhole and hidden in his vest pocket where it ticked like a dislodged heart on all except summer days. 

The only things he wore in summer were undershirts, and shorts held up by a broad leather belt. A handkerchief peeked permanently from his back pants pocket. “That?” he told Tikvah, “that’s my flag of surrender.”   

But the dapper features of Mr. Lazamof, the features Tikvah loved most about his appearance, were the red scarf that he tucked into the V of his cardigan on winter months and the leather hat he’d bought years back at the souk, the outdoor market, which he wore flat on his head, like cow turd. He wore shoes overlaid with white leather at the toes, which shone with a yellowish gleam like antique mirrors.  

Mr. Lazamof’s watch, he told Tikvah, had come over with him from Russia. His shoes, he’d bought at the end of the Mandate, from a British officer with marching orders. “I danced to the birth of Israel in them,” he told her,  “our great hurrah of independence before our neighbors attacked.” Mr. L paused to wipe sweat from his brow. “Beat the crap out of us, they did,” he said, “and we did the same for them.” 

For most of his adult life, Mr. L kept his treasures in the bottom draw of his dresser, till one day he took them out and said, “If not now, when?” “In Russia,” he told Tikvah, “clothes signified something,” though he never told her what.  The village they lived in was only four streets square. All we need do, Tikvah thought, is walk half a mile, and we’ll reach the twentieth century where fashion is available and tempting in any store. 

But that hadn’t happened since she’d been around. And she’d been around for as long as she could remember. It was clear to her that Mr. Lazamof’s Israel had failed him in the style department.  


“Your grandfather is a champion chess player,” Noam told her on one of his annual visits. Noam was Mr. L’s older son from a previous marriage. “He’s famous. People challenge him from all over town.”  Tikvah hadn’t seen “people,” barely a person, in fact. Besides, it was a village they lived in, not a town, but she liked Noam so she believed him.  

"Come," Mr. Lazamof told her one day when Mrs. L was napping in her chair, moaning in her sleep, "I'll teach you to play."  Five minutes or less into the game, he turned the pallid smile Tikvah loved so much toward her.  "Congratulations," he said, “you've won."

 Tikvah didn’t ask how that could have happened in so short a time.  

"Wake up,” she yelled at her grandmother, “I beat Mr. Lazamof! I beat him at chess! Wake up, Mrs. Lazamof, I’m a champion!”  

But nothing was going to wake Pnina Lazamof once she’d escaped into her nap.  

No one was there to hear Tikvah in her triumphant hour so she ran down the street to the Hakims. But the Hakims had five grandchildren staying with them while their son and daughter-in-law were at work. They were way too busy with whatever it was they were doing. When she forced the youngest Hakim to squat on the stone floor opposite her, take his pacifier out of his mouth and listen, he didn’t understand what she was saying. 

No one cared. 

It was like the story Mr. Lazamof had told her, which she never did understand, of the tree that falls in the forest without making a noise.  The thing is---and she knew it was strange, way too strange to tell anyone –--so many times she sensed in her bones that she, Tikvah, was that self same tree. Sometimes---that precise moment was an example---she felt herself falling, and though she was absolutely certain a scream was reverberating throughout her body and brain loud enough for the angels above (which she hoped existed) to hear her---she couldn’t. Couldn’t hear the sound.  Couldn’t hear the noise she was making. No one could.

Did that mean she wasn’t screaming, she wanted to know---that she hadn’t fallen, that she hadn't won the chess game, or that maybe she wasn’t even there?

 Because so often she felt that the Lazamof life wasn’t the one she was destined to lead, that she wouldn’t begin her own existence until she was somewhere else. Perhaps she should leave, she thought, run away to Michael and Noam. She knew they’d take her in despite they’re not being blood relatives.  Then she thought of Mr. L—his freckled face.  In her mind’s eye, she saw his funny, crooked smile. He was her grandfather, her Saba. She’d never leave Mr. L.

Tikvah stood still on her way back from the Hakims’ house, smelling the pines, talking to the cones, to the needles that crunched underfoot. Out loud, she said, “If I’m not really here, where am I?” 

But the pines and their fallen cones had their own existence to endure. They for sure didn’t know she was there.

Mrs. L had told Tikvah that Noam and Michael, Mr. Lazamof’s bachelor sons, were not to be confused with blood relatives. Tikvah didn’t know what “blood relatives” were, though she was sure grateful hers were not. 

Regardless of blood, Noam and Michael visited each year on the High Holidays. Each year, Noam brought Tikvah a packet of licorices, the large red rope kind, her favorite, and a new dress; and Michael: new shoes, always the same, shiny black with delicate straps and tiny silver buckles, and pale blue ribbons for her hair so beautiful they made her feel like fiction--like an unreal girl in a story book. 

Noam was tall like his birth mother. He spoke with a lisp. He wore khaki shirts with sleeves folded at least four centimeters above his elbows, and sandals that curled up at the front over his toes. Michael was short,and slight, he took after his father. His skin was darker than Noam’s, and he had a mustache that reminded Tikvah of summer grass. 

“Why aren’t you married?” she asked every year, and every year both brothers responded with the same answer, “Because we’ve not found anyone as pretty as you.” Every year she giggled and ran away so they wouldn’t see how pleased she was.


New Year’s morning, Mr. Lazamof and his sons dressed in starched white shirts. Noam wore blue cotton pants each year, and Michel khaki ones, both with a ruler-straight crease down the center. 

Tikvah pirouetted in front of the hall mirror in her wide-skirted dress and shiny shoes.                                   
“What color thould I bring you nectht year?”

That’s what Noam’s lisp sounded like.

“White, it’s my favorite color.”

“Silly,” Michael said, every year, “white’s not a color.”

“It’s what I like the most,” she said.

So the dress Noam brought her was always white, and though always too long, never failed to transform her into a princess, and their otherwise brown and dingy home into a place of beauty and light. 

As for Mrs. L, “Gifts are for people with dreams in their heads,” she told the brothers as though that were a bad thing, so they never brought her any. Mrs. L’s gray dress with its strip of lace around the neckline hung bosom-less in the closet throughout the year waiting for the holiday season, and that is what she wore. No frills.

Instead, Noam and Michael brought her cake, which she set next to her home-baked pastries on the table over her once-a-year lace cloth. Glass bowls—three amber, three red--of dates, figs, and pomegranate seeds stood near Mr. L’s inevitable bottle of Arrack and his silver holiday cups waiting till “his ladies” came home from prayers. Mr. L never went to services. Neither did his sons. 

“Why won’t you come with us?” Tikvah asked.

“We’re agnostics,” Mr. L. told her. “We don’t have to.”

“No one will want uth there anyway,” said Noam. “Becauthe we don’t believe.”

“What don’t you believe in?”

“You name it, thweetness, we don’t believe in it---that’th what ‘agnothtic’ meanth.”

“Huh!” huffed Mrs. L, “and you wonder why your wife walked out on you.” 

As much as Tikvah wanted to be like the men in her family, she didn’t mind not being an agnostic. For her, even the fast day that followed the New Year was cause for celebration, because, as Mr. L said, “the Days of Awe are the season of Mrs. Lazamof’s content, the clarion call to her awakening.” Like a bear emerging from hibernation, Mrs. L rose from her armchair exactly ten days prior to the New Year, donned her apron, cleaned, cooked, and visited dead people at the cemetery.

1965 was the year Mrs. L resigned from normal living, the year Tikvah turned nine. That was a year of uncertainty, for sure. Neither Mr. L nor Tikvah knew what to expect as the holiday season came around.  Yet, lo and behold, ten days before the holidays, Tikvah’s grandmother stood up. Mr. L called it “Mrs. Lazamof’s rising.” 

Rising or not, Mrs. L refused to take Tikvah with her to the cemetery. “You don’t have any business there,” she said. “You don’t know those people.” 

Tikvah was determined. She sneaked several steps behind her grandmother on her journey through the village, prepared to dash behind trees or inside doorways if she turned around. She didn’t. Who would have believed? Mrs. L, who for a year had not pried herself from her chair for anything but bank or bathroom, was charging to the cemetery with focus, vigor, and determination. Once there, she disappeared among the graves.

Forty-five minutes later, she emerged. Tikvah was waiting by the gateway, bracing herself for confrontation. 

“Are my parents buried in there?”

“No, dear.” Mrs. L never called her “dear.” “Your parents are buried in the desert.”

They began their walk home.

“What were they doing in the desert?”

“Protecting our country from harm.”

“Both of them?”

“Yes.”

“Did they die together?”

“Yes. They wanted to because they loved each other a lot.”

“What did they die of?”

“Your father died of bravery; your mother of gentleness.”

“Gentleness?”

“Yes, gentle people get called from this world earlier than others.”

“Mr. L is gentle.”

“And brave, too, though not overly so. He’s the right amount of gentle and brave for this world.” 

 No use asking Mrs. L.

The Sons of Jacob was built in the 1930s by parents and grandparents of its current members, long before Israel was declared a state. It was the oldest public structure in their village: an unassuming, two-story building with crumbling stucco walls whitewashed each year in honor of the holidays. 

Though the Lazamofs and their neighbors were more than half done with the twentieth century, and universities and technical schools were in full force just fifty kilometers away, chickens from neighboring homes still waddled over during prayers to cluck and peck in the synagogue yard. Grand-chickens, Tikvah told herself, of their slaughtered founding fathers. 

The Sons of Jacob had stained-glass windows under a tile roof that was low and did nothing to mitigate the heat. In the early, pre-state days, the space beneath that roof was used to stash guns and take up arms against marauding Arabs.  Today, women clomped up the stairs in their freshly polished shoes merely to pray in their assigned section. On the top step, they caught their breath, nodded to each other, selected their prayer books from the shelf and peered over the men below. 

It was early. There was still time before the sun grew hot. The rabbi’s wife, always the first to arrive, threw the windows open so the synagogue was washed with tree-scented air and morning breezes–-without the slightest objection from the newly risen Mrs. Lazamof.  Light hovered over the congregants in colored streamers through the stained glass and across the room where it celebrated on the newly painted walls.  Tikvah was delighted. It’s Mrs. L’s miracle, she thought; the season of her awakening.

The air was cool when the celebrants began the service, humming in a gentle cadence, soft and low, thanking the creator of all things for bounties given. It was cool when all the villagers finally arrived and the Sons of Jacob reverberated with song. It was not yet hot when the men took the Torah scrolls from the ark and chanted the holiday portion, bodies swaying in prayer--women on their upstairs balcony, men in the hall below. But when the sun reached the tiled roof of the Sons of Jacob, the hall heated up and the chanting sighed like a chiffon scarf wafting to the ground. 

It was then that a hush fell over the Sons of Jacob, each adult shrinking farther from her neighbors, deeper into herself, mouthing words no one else could hear.  Urgency had taken hold, silent but present. Tikvah felt it. Promises were being made in secret that Tikvah couldn’t understand. Bargains contracted between each woman, on their previously cozy balcony, and her maker, between other women’s husbands, other girls’ grandfathers swaying in the hall below, and their God.  

Tikvah watched it happen---men blowing their noses, women allowing tears to fall unchecked over their books of prayer. 

Grown women and adult men were sobbing now, in the secrecy of their hearts, over the lives they’d led, mistakes they’d made, loved ones they’d hurt or were neglecting, and those who’d been stolen from them.  

Tikvah squirmed, then slumped low in her seat, her head down, wiggling her toes. She sighed. Good times never lasted in this village, for sure not by Mrs. L’s side. In Mrs. L’s company they came only in spurts separated by endless dead spaces, the way Mr. L had described Morse Code to her. Why did she always forget that? Why was she always taken in by the first spurt of action? 

At that very moment, Mrs. L leaned in and took her hand in hers, “You’re a good, good girl, Tikvale,” she said. “Don’t think I can’t see that.” 

Mrs. L had never told her that before. Tikvah bit her own lip till it bled.


She was sitting between Mrs. L and the remaining women of their village, all squeezed into the front row of their balcony because Mrs. L said their village was shrinking (an image that made her skin tingle, that made her clutch onto Mrs. L’s arm,) more villagers leaving for the cities with each passing year.  Light hovered over them in shafts of shifting colors as the men paraded the Torah scrolls round the synagogue, the crowns and the tiny silver bells tinkling as they passed, Tikvah--even Mrs. L–-blowing kisses. 

“Please,” Tikvah begged, “can we go home now?”

The kids of their village had grown and moved away, so Tikvah, the Hakims’ grandchildren, and the youngest members of the rabbi’s family were the only members left under the age of ten. Nevertheless, at the end of the holy season, tradition being tradition, Tikvah and the visiting grandchildren were huddled downstairs under the beadle’s massive prayer shawl that smelled of peppermints and old wine, and the rabbi blessed them. 

The rabbi’s bony wife presented the kids with honey-apples on sticks, and the women, Mrs. Lazamof included, leaned from their upstairs railing and threw candies at their heads.


On the afternoon of the holiday, after gorging themselves on Mrs. L’s chicken-in-olives-and-apricots, her noodle casserole and her honey cake, Mr. L’s sons sat on the front steps cracking sunflower seeds between their teeth and argued with each other over the most profitable way of importing plants from Africa and growing them south of the contentious Lebanese border. 

They ruffled Tikvah’s hair as they talked, handed her pistachios from their pockets, taught her to play backgammon. The smell of their cigarette smoke wafted in a forbidden trail from the Lazamofs’ front step down the street to the steps of their neighbors.


Michael and Noam left when the holidays ended. Mrs. Lazamof hung her festive dress back in its closet and returned to her chair. A month later, in the deliciously crisp air of early autumn, she called the bank and resigned from her position as the oldest-looking teller there.  

Her breathing was deteriorating. She stopped knitting. She groaned more in her sleep, woke up more, each time with her customary start and stifled scream. Each day, it seemed, she sank deeper into her chair, until one Friday afternoon when she stopped talking altogether. Wouldn’t tell them if she wanted a glass of water or food, whether she needed their help. If they didn’t guess when she needed to go to the bathroom, Mr. L. was left cleaning up her mess. If they hadn’t decided when she wanted to eat, she’d have starved to death. 

They opened the windows, shooing their stale air out with a dishtowel, inviting the fall to waft in, crisp and unimpeded through their home. Tikvah and Mr. L stood by the open glass and watched the birds gather in formation for their yearly flight across the sea. Mrs. L never said a word. 

Weeks passed in which the only movement Mrs. L made was as the central figure in their bathroom convoy. Then, on the last Sunday of November, the window open, Mrs. L breakfasting on yogurt and sliced cucumber, sounds of shelling reaching them in uneven barrages from the Lebanon border, Mrs. L knocked her coffee glass over.  A milky stain ran down her dress and into the creases of her chair, home to God knows how many other food offerings, and she stopped eating. Refused to take another morsel. “Cold Turkey,” as diet aficionados would say. 

 December second, Mrs. Lazamof was still refusing to swallow. “My love,” Mr. L begged, “come with me to the clinic.”  She wouldn’t budge so he went alone to the village center, running down the middle of their unpaved road, tripping over his own feet, as Mrs. L would have said if she’d been with him.  Within thirty minutes, he was ushering the doctor in through their front door. 

“Her vital signs are fine,” the doctor told them, clicking his tongue. “It seems she’s had enough.”   

When they tried to take her to the hospital, Mrs. L clutched the arms of her chair with such sudden vigor--her face white, her lips pursed in determination--they couldn’t budge her.

Mrs. L turned her face toward her husband,  “Noam and Michael,” she mouthed at him, her lips too dry for sound, “here.” 

So Mr. L’s sons drove up in Noam’s brand new blue Ford, despite Mrs. L’s oft-stated claim that they were not blood relatives.   Mrs. L clutched their arms with her hands as they bent side by side before her, her fingers gray as the claws of a bird, her eyes hard as an eagle’s. “When the time comes,” she hissed at them, “you will watch over Tikvah.” 

“Don’t worry,” Michael assured her. “We’ll be here.”

“Promise,” and she wouldn’t let go of them till Mr. L brought her mother’s Bible down from their bedroom, and Noam and Michael swore. 

They sat by her chair for three days, Mr. L spooning crushed ice between his wife’s lips, stroking the gray backs of her hand, whispering, “Don’t leave me, my love, the love of my life,” beneath his breath, till Wednesday evening when, without so much as a parting glance at Mr. L, or a nod of farewell to Tikvah, she died.

Hadn’t even thought to say goodbye. Hadn’t so much as a look in her direction. Tikvah decided never to grieve for her grandmother.

                               ***

It wasn’t because Tikvah was mentally slow or anything of that nature that she never saw what was going on in her own home; it wasn’t that she didn’t care about what was happening around her, she did. 

Her neighbors knew everything, though they rarely if ever stepped into the Lazamofs’ home, and for sure they never went upstairs.  They knew, for example, that the Lazamofs had an adult daughter living in one of the upstairs bedrooms the entire time Tikvah lived there, yet Tikvah never knew it. “That’s the storage room,” her grandparents had told her the only time she’d asked. “It’s locked.”  

The neighbors said that Hannah hadn't left her room since Tikvah was a baby, except to go to the bathroom, which she did only in the dead of night when everyone else was asleep.  For years, in the predawn of each and every day, sweet Mr. Lazamof had set omelets, boiled chickpeas, and packets of the sunflower seeds she’d always loved outside his adult daughter's bedroom, removing the soiled dishes from the night before and the pile of dirty clothes or sheets that were waiting for him. He repeated the ritual late each night. 

Tikvah slept in the downstairs room. On a night in 1962 of rain and thunder, she woke, scared and whimpering, and climbed to the second floor.

“Saba, I had a nightmare.”

“A nightmare is only a dream, sweetness.” “Come, we’ll go back to your room, and you’ll tell me about it.” 

“Why are there sheets out here, on the landing?”

“That’s where we put them when we change the bed.  I take them downstairs in the morning.”

“What is that plate doing here?”  

“It’s food I leave out for Mrs. L. She often wakes up hungry during the night. Want some?”

Mr. L spread a blanket round Tikvah’s shoulders. They perched on the top stair munching chickpeas and cracking sunflower seeds. Tikvah’s nightmare floated like smoke from her mind, and she fell asleep.

Mr. L came up with a scheme. He devoted a month to imagining it, seven nights to planning—Mrs. L next to him on the bed sighing, whimpering even, in her sleep--and three more weeks studying diagrams in the library.  Then, one warm, moonless night, he got out of bed, looked through the window into the darkness, walked down to the kitchen table, and drew the first of his sketches. 

In the colorless hours of the following dawn, he was pacing outside the hardware store waiting for it to open. He bought nails, hammers, metal strips, wire, and wood. Within four months, he’d constructed a staircase that reached from the grassless patch at the back of their house to Hannah’s upstairs window. 

Mr. L returned to the store. He bought a toy trumpet, loud enough to empty hell of its devils, and a flashlight. At exactly midnight, he stood in the darkness at the back of his house, blew three long blasts on his trumpet, and shone his flashlight through his daughter’s window. 

Little Tikvah met him at the doorway as he crept back into the house. “What was that noise?” she whimpered.

“Go back to sleep, sweetness. It was just the military testing its sirens.” He carried her to her room, tucked her back into bed, and held her hand until her eyes closed and her breathing steadied. 

Then he went back to his own room.

“You’ll see, Pnina,” he whispered. “This is going to work. It will bring Hannah back.”

“Fool,” Mrs. L answered in the darkness. “She’s no longer of this world.”

The next morning, Mr. L slipped the key to his daughter’s window under her door.  

Mr. L couldn’t listen to his wife. He walked to the library, borrowed books, and left them outside Hannah’s room. For six weeks, romances, historical novels, and poetry lay rejected where they’d been placed, causing little Tikvah to ask why there were books on the landing and whether they were meant for the storage room. The plates of food disappeared and appeared again in the dead of night, empty of food. But books were rejected. 

Mr. L consulted the librarian. 

”Ora,” he asked, “what would you recommend for a woman who won’t read?” 

“Picture magazines,” Ora told him, and directed him to the periodical room. 

Mr. L brought food journals, journals about American movie stars, about travel, about how to apply makeup, and how to improve your love life. All were rejected. What does she want, Mr. L thought, I didn’t write that stuff.  

Friday evening just before the library closed, he found a stack of out of date, much-used magazines on the bottom of the used pamphlet rack entitled, Everything You Want To Know About Wild Birds.  

Like magic, the bird journals were sucked in from the landing. Three days later, there they were, all five of them outside Hannah’s room, pages folded at the corners, covers smudged more than before. “Thank you God, my bountiful God,” whispered Mr. L the agnostic. We have a plan. 

Each week, he scoured the library for bird journals, until one rainy afternoon before the Hanukah holiday when Ora suggested he subscribe to the Literary Society of Birds and Butterflies.  “They deliver two editions per week,” she told him, “directly to your home.”  

Mr. L kissed Ora smack on the mouth, hugged her till she could no longer breathe, danced her round the periodical room with her gasping and giggling till the school kid who was trying to do his homework ran for cover, and wept like a baby. 

Nothing could stop Mr. L now. He ran through the rain, in and out of the stores, all about to close. He bought a transistor radio, a big, black, cumbersome one with oversized knobs. He bought the evening newspaper, four raspberry doughnuts--it was a day before the Hanukah holiday and the store was down to its final four--and a tiny silver pendant that was suspended by its chain over the counter, shaped like the jagged half of a heart. 

 Mr. L set his offerings where he’d set all the others. By morning, they were gone. That night, the radio and the newspaper were ejected. Mr. L was content.  

For the first night in so many, he felt almost calm as he climbed into bed, calm enough to confront his wife. “Pnina, my love” he whispered into the shadows, his hand placed gently on her back, “Tikvah is growing. She’s asking questions.”

Silence. Mrs. Lazamof didn’t move.

“We’ll have to answer them.”

Mrs. L turned. “No,” she said. “Do you want another broken spirit in this house? Don’t we have enough?” She clambered out of bed, paced around the room, shuffled beneath the chair for her slippers, gave that up and leaned over her husband. “Tikvah is whole,” she hissed at him. “She’s okay. She has a chance at the good life. Would you rob her of that?” She plodded over to her bureau and brought her Bible, the one she’d brought so many years earlier from her parents’ home.  “Swear,” she croaked. “Swear on the Bible that you will never tell her. That you’ll let her grow to be normal.” 

That night, after his wife had fallen asleep, Mr. L slipped out of their house. He walked the two blocks to Ora, the librarian’s house. Didn’t come home till dawn.

                                ***

Not long after that, a woman appeared in the village, sitting on a park bench late at night. A couple of nights later, she appeared at the bus stop, mumbling to herself in her beige raincoat, the paper-thin kind you can fold up and keep in your pocket, her hair matted and long, shielding her face from view. Two weeks after that, the village doctor saw the woman as he was driving home from the hospital. She was walking away from the cinema as the late show was emptying out, cradling an injured bird in her arm. 


One evening toward the end of January, the woman stepped from a winter storm into the library wearing men’s pants under her raincoat. Her coat was open, her pants were soaking wet, and a lake of rain was dripping off her onto the floor. Ora brought her her own heart shaped mug of coffee. The woman ignored it. Instead, she wandered around the bookshelves till she found the wildlife section, dripping rain. 

Ora snuck into the back room and called Mr L. “There’s a woman here,” she whispered. “Can you believe it, in this weather? She’s reading bird magazines.” It took less than ten minutes for Mr. L to reach the library, but the woman was no longer there. Neither was the librarian’s heart shaped mug. Ora had bent down to pick up a coin from the floor. When she stood up, the woman was gone. 

Mr. L pounded the rain-drenched streets until way after midnight looking for the woman. He never found her. 

It was one of those magical afternoons in February that look and feel like summer. Mr. Caspi opened the door of his pharmacy for just a moment between customers to feel the sun against his body; there was the woman on his sidewalk, VITA MAGIC looming over her head. Her eyes were closed, her men’s pants pushed up above her knees, and her shirt buttons open. The sun was shining directly on her freckled face, and an orange alley cat, one of a gang that scavenged under the tables of the coffee shop, was nestled over her raincoat in her lap. 

On the first day of spring, after a really dry winter, the school principal was walking to work when she saw the woman squatting on the grass near the road, lighting a circle of grass with a match. She stamped out the flames and scared the woman away. 

Some nights, the woman rode up and down the Nazareth-Tel-Aviv bus line. The bus driver never asked her for money. 

Every now and then, before closing, she’d sit at one of the tables outside the coffee house, the one farthest from the others, staring into space like everyone else. 

Night workers would see her walking through the village, round and round for hours at a time, mumbling to herself in her raincoat. She’d wear that coat on all except the hottest nights. One late summer night, she was spotted on Hamigdal Street wearing nothing at all.

Mostly, people saw her as they crossed the empty lot behind the post office. She’d be sitting on the grass tending to birds with broken limbs, humming to puppies or newborn kittens abandoned by their mothers.

Yet, for the most part, the woman seemed shy of daylight. She never asked for money. Refused all offers of food. Turned away when people spoke to her, and disappeared by morning. 

Mr. Lazamof snuck back into his house in the small hours of one wintry morning to find a puppy in his left slipper, tiny and in need of food. A week later he almost fell over a kitten as he came out of the bathroom. It must have been in a scuffle of some kind because its right ear was torn.

“What is that?” Mrs. L asked him.

“Nothing,” he said, and took it out to join the puppy in the shed.

A series of birds were found after that, one with a broken wing, one with a missing leg, another gasping for water.  Mr. L left a note for Hannah with her plate of food. 


“If you come out of your room, I’ll help them.” 

That was the end of the animals. Every night after that, Mr. L left notes outside Hannah’s door. “Please,” he begged,  “write to me.” When he received no answer, he wrote, “Okay. Leave as many creatures as you want, I’ll look after them.”  Silence. Then, “Write instructions. Tell me what you want. Anything.” No response. He stood in the hallway above the stairs, his forehead against the door. “Forgive us,” he whispered. Nothing. No note. No answer. Mr. Lazamof went back outside to his shed. He sat till morning on his chair, holding his chest against the pain. 

                                 ***

In 1956, Noam and Michael sat by their stepmother’s deathbed and watched their father climb up and down the stairs. By the time Mrs. L died, they’d seen enough. Their father, the brothers claimed, needed rest. 

“You can’t live like this anymore,” Michael told him. 

“You should sleep downstairs,” said Noam. 

“Who appointed you parents over me?”  Mr. L snapped, and walked out the kitchen door. He didn’t come back till the next day.  

“Where were you?” Noam asked, as he walked in the door. “We looked everywhere.”

“What’s it to you? I’m a grown man.  It’s none of your darned business, where I was.” 

Noam located Rosa through a cleaning agency and mailed her instructions while Michael arranged for her payments. For three years following the death of Mrs. L, Rosa arrived at the Lazamof house early each morning, sent Tikvah and her lunch off to school, and carried Hannah’s tray up to her room–-in that order. She’d go back to her own home, which was only two streets over, each afternoon, and return late each night after the granddaughter had gone to bed. Every night Rosa climbed the stairs carrying Hannah’s food tray, and every night Mr. Lazamof trailed behind her clutching the banister like an ancient child.

Weekends and holidays, Mr. Lazamof handled the deliveries himself, reverting to his boiled chickpeas and his daughter’s bird magazines.

 For three years, Rosa stood witness as Mr. L hung his head outside his daughter's door, pleading with her to come out.  Until one Wednesday in spring, Mr. Lazamof’s heart failed him and he fell down the stairs like a bird from the sky, his life clicked off. On Tuesday, he was outside in his shed, humming army songs with the radio and gluing together pieces of a broken saucer. On Thursday, his family and neighbors were burying him next to his wife.  

Rosa was divorced, childless, and cured of all romantic aspirations. She moved in.

"You'll stay home," she told Tikvah. "Children don't go to funerals."    

"I’m twelve, I decide for myself.”

Rosa turned her back.  Went about her business.

Tikvah waited. Then she traipsed after her. “Don’t be mad at me,” she said. “Please,” and tapped her on the shoulder. “Mr. Lazamof is my grandpa. Even if he's dead, he's my grandpa. I need to be with him when he goes up to heaven." 

Noam drove them to the cemetery in his new blue Ford. “Tikvah climbed in the back, next to Rosa, hoisting a brown paper package onto her knee. 

“What’s in your package?” Rosa asked, again as though she owned her. “You won’t need anything at the cemetery.”

“I’ll need this.”

“Sweetness, perhaps you should leave it at home.”

“No,” Tikvah repeated, “I need to take it with me.”  

It was a cold Friday morning, The sky hadn’t yet chosen its color. Silence hung like a dust cloth over the cemetery, pierced only by the sporadic chirping of finches in the pine trees. Plot number 7 was where they had gathered. Plot number 7 was where her grandpa was being “interred.” 

 Many of the tombstones had crumbled with age, while some graves were so fresh the stones had not yet been laid. The earth on those graves was moist, newly turned. Ready for planting, Tikvah thought.  She muttered a quick prayer under her breath--because if anyone hung out at cemeteries, it must be God--that her grandpa, the agnostic, wouldn’t sprout leaves or branches as punishment for not believing, that he wouldn’t grow into a tree. 

Stones had been left on the surrounding graves, promising in their own pathetic way, Tikvah realized, that Mr. L’s graveyard neighbors were not forgotten. A desert wind blew gravel and dust against the mourners' faces as they gathered around Mr. Lazamof’s hole.  They could hear gunshots in the distance. Some skirmish on the border.

“You can leave your package on that bench, if you like.”

“No. I need it with me.”

“It’s heavy,” Rosa nagged. “It will be too awkward for you to hold.”

Tikvah didn’t answer.

They waited in silence, together with all their neighbors, at the side of Mr. L’s hole.

"Rosa.”

“What?”

“What's that black car?"

"That's the hearse. Speak in a whisper, sweetness, they’re starting the service. 

A box was being carried from the hearse to the graveside, draped in black. It took ten men to carry it. 

"Stand close to me," Rosa said. "Hold my hand.

"The grave's too small for him," Tikvah said, pulling on Rosa’s elbow. Rosa didn't answer. 

"Rosa!"

Rosa was reading from the little psalm book they'd handed out at the entrance to the cemetery.

“Rosa! They can't bury him in there. The hole’s too small!"

"Hush, sweetness, not now," and the housekeeper wound her arm round Tikvah’s waist.

Tikvah knew who the rabbi was. He was the one leading the service. Noam and Michael were standing next to him pretending to read the prayers. Tikvah pulled away from Rosa. She elbowed her way through the neighbors, her bundle knocking into people’s knees as she passed. 

"Rabbi!"

She tugged at his sleeve.

"Rabbi, this is important!"

"What is it?"

"That hole is too small for Mr. Lazamof."

"No,” the rabbi whispered back. “It’s the right size. Hold my hand,” and with her left hand firmly in his, and her right hand clutching her bundle against her stomach, the rabbi continued chanting. She waited, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. 

"There's a bathroom near the washing area," the rabbi whispered. It was obvious he had kids of his own, but she remained by his side. The ten men lifted the coffin from the ground and lowered it into the hole. 

"Is my grandpa inside that box?"

"Yes," the rabbi answered. "That's his coffin. That’s where his body will rest from the journey of his life.” 

Noam and Michael stood by the box in which their father was being placed to rest from the journey of his life, and chanted the prayer for the dead. Rosa blew her nose, and everyone else sniffled. The service came to an end. That’s it?  I haven’t said good-bye. One by one the group of mourners walked up to the grave. With a deathly thud, the first clod of earth hit Mr. Lazamof.

"No!"  Tikvah dashed to the head of the line. She yanked the shovel from Noam's hand.

“You can’t do that,” she said, her blue eyes brimming with tears. “My grandpa is in there!

Her bundle unfurled. It fell from her hand. A red scarf, a man’s waistcoat, a silver pocket watch, two white-tipped shoes and a round leather cap fell into the hole.  

No one moved.  Not a sound. 

"You can't bury him in there," she whispered. "The hole's too small!"

A hush, even more scary than before descended on the mourners. 

"What if he's not really dead? What if he wakes up?" 

In the stillness, as everyone watched, Tikvah squatted on the mound of earth that was waiting to be dropped onto her grandfather---then she slid over the edge. The mourners gaped as Tikvah lay on top of the coffin, in the grave; as she curled herself into a ball among Mr. L’s shoes, his waistcoat, his silver watch, and his turd-like cap. They watched as she sucked her thumb, as tears dropped onto her grandfather’s box. 

Not a sound was uttered, neither a cough nor a protest. The breeze stood still. The trees stopped their leaves from rustling. The birds above held their breath. Rosa elbowed her way to the graveside, lowered herself into the hole, gathered Tikvah into her arms, and rocked her like a baby in the grave. "You shouldn’t have come," she whispered. “Funerals are not for the tender-hearted.” 

On their way home from the cemetery, Rosa announced that a strange woman had appeared in their house that morning, and would no doubt be waiting for them when they got home. Rosa said the lady was “next of kin.” 

“What’s next of kin?” Tikvah asked.

“It means she’s related.”

“To me?”

“To Hannah.” 

“Who’s Hannah?”

Rosa didn’t answer.

“Did the next of kin and the Hannah woman come together?”  

“I don’t remember,” Rosa said, looking away from her, out the window. 

Tikvah couldn’t fall asleep that night, so Rosa sat on her bed like a mother would have done, Tikvah realized, though she didn’t know whether her own mother had ever done that.  Tikvah was grateful. She knew Rosa was trying to be nice. But let's face it, she thought, I’m not the one being smothered in a hole in the ground. It’s Mr. Lazamof we should be sitting by, not me! 

"How can my grandpa go to heaven if he's locked in a box?"

"It's his soul that goes to heaven, sweetness, not his body."

 "What is that?

"”What?”

“A soul.” 

"Oh,” Rosa said. “Well. It's all the things you can't do with your body: It’s what you feel with, what you love with, what you want things with, what you make music, art, or dreams with, what you hurt with, like you're doing now." 

"Oh." 

Rosa tried again. "What is it you loved about your grandpa?"  

"I loved that he talked to me."

 Rosa waited.  

"I loved that he boiled chocolate with feta cheese and rum, and served it with olives, minted lemonade, and candied covered raisins. He said style doesn’t abide by rules, it allows you to choose whatever you want from the bounty life has to offer. That’s the way he talked."

“Mr. Lazamof cooked?"  

"Yes, he'd cut a half tomato into a flower and place it with a flourish of his hand on my boiled egg, next to the chicken paste he’d taken from a can, like this." 

"What else did he do?" 

"He had a silver dish, dented at the edges from falling so many times on the stone floor.  He lined it with a napkin, filled it with dates. He’d put it on the coffee table and I'd say, ‘Are you waiting for guests?’  And he'd say I was his guest. ‘Would you do me the honor?’ is what he’d say, and he’d place a second napkin over his arm and lead me to the table as though I was the Queen of Sheba, and when Noam and Michael came, which was always a celebration, he'd take his four red and amber wine glasses and a bottle of 'schnapps' from their wooden cabinet. ‘You can have lemonade in the same glass as our schnapps glass because we're a team,’ he’d say, ‘but you don’t need to drink this stuff,’ referring to the schnapps, ‘because it’s poison.’ I'd drink the lemonade and he'd drink the poison 'to life' with his sons and me.  

“This is the way it went: He’d sip his shnapps, pause with his elbow still poised in the air, look at me and say, ‘Well, you need to take just a sip, this is a celebration after all.’  I’d gulp the poison down. It burned my tongue, my lips, my eyes---until I spat out the taste that was left. Michael patted me on the back and we all laughed. Mr. L’s eyes crinkled at the edges when he laughed. I loved that.

 “We were standing in a group behind Mrs. Lazamof’s chair as she snored in her sleep.  We should have been paying more attention because she died not long after that and we had to get used to walking round her empty chair.”

“Do you miss Mrs. L?”

“Mrs. L. doesn’t need me to miss her. I miss my saba.”

Rosa lay on Tikvah’s bed for a while after that, in silence, a sliver of a moon glowing through the curtain, lighting the shadows of their room. 

“I mean,” Tikvah said, “my grandmother never wanted us. Anyone could see that. How could she leave my grandpa after so many years? My grandpa, the sweetest man on earth?”

Rosa didn't say anything. 

"Every day at five p.m. he did his crossword puzzles," Tikvah said. 

"And what would you do?"

 "I’d answer his questions: ‘What makes clouds form?  How do bees make honey? Where do ants carry the crumbs they find? When did the Arabs and the Jews stop getting along?’ If I got that last question right, I’d hit the jackpot. If I told him why it is that Arabs and Jews don’t get along, I’d get a bonus point.” 

“Did you get those answers right?”

“Never. When I asked Mr. L for the answers, he said, “No one even remembers.”

"What about Mrs. Lazamof? What would she do?"

"Knit. My grandpa brought her food to her chair. She slept a lot." 

"You see?" Rosa said. "This is how we keep our loved ones alive. By remembering."

 Each day Tikvah remembered more of what she'd liked about Mr. Lazamof.  She didn’t try to remember Mrs. L.  She’d  left sweet Mr. Lazamof, who’d kept the windows closed and carried food to her crumb-riddled chair for a hundred years and more, who’d never complained. Not once. 

She closed her eyes and saw her grandpa. It was that easy. The day the shiva ended, Monday, it was, after the others had left her at home for another trip to the cemetery, after they’d returned home and paraded ceremoniously down their street and back again with her and their rabbi, she spotted him. 

She was walking to the park on her own this time because there were too many people in her house talking too much, moving things around too much, sitting in Mrs. L’s chair--and she saw him. “That’s Mr. Lazamof!” she yelled, and she dashed after him to the other side of Razieli Street causing a truck driver to screech his wheels, honk his horn, and yell that she should be using the crossing and does she want to get herself killed.  

She paid no attention. The only thing she could keep in her mind at that moment was That’s him, that’s my grandpa, my saba, the one man in the world who treads heavier on his left foot than his right when he walks, who thrusts one shoulder forward as he moves as though pushing a door against the wind. 

She was 100 percent sure it was him walking in front of her down Razieli Street, his handkerchief sagging from the pocket of his shorts, his flag of surrender.  Mr. L was wearing short pants, which was strange, Tikvah thought, because it was winter and cold out. Yet then it came to her: That’s it! That’s proof! My first lesson about the dead! Dead people don’t feel summer, winter, or clothes, because they’re dead. 

She ran to catch up to him. “Mr. L! Stop! Saba, turn around! It’s me, Tikvah!” But just before she reached him, he changed into someone altogether different, into a man with glasses and dark hair. Transformed himself completely and disappeared into the souk. 

He did that every time she saw him. Each time he changed into a different person. She began to suspect that Mr. Lazamof's soul was not as friendly now that it was hopping from one stranger’s body to the next or that perhaps it was confused. Perhaps he couldn’t see well, or not at all, now that he was dead. Anybody will tell you that dead people can’t see. Or hear.  He’s not interested in knowing me now, she thought, because before long he stopped appearing altogether on Razieli Street. 

Next, his face stopped coming to her when she closed her eyes. At first she tried to force it, to envision his features one by one: the way his nose was short and flared to the sides at the nostrils. Noam claimed that Mr. L had inherited his nose from the Russians. She closed her own eyes, made herself see his, which were green like the sea before a storm. She listened for the way he clicked his tongue to dislodge food stuck in his teeth.  She saw how the sinews stood up on his forearms as he worked outside, in the shed.

After a while, even that failed her. Mr. L was fading.  She could no longer hold onto him.  A lump developed in her throat that hurt so much it prevented her from swallowing.  In the middle of doing her homework, or taking out the garbage for Rosa, or sitting in the school-bus that took her from her village to school, she'd realize that hours or days had gone by without her being able to conjure him up; her lungs went on strike, refused to do what they were meant to do with regard to air and bodies that were still alive. 

In general, during those weeks, air was in short supply. It emptied out of her classroom. Thursday afternoon in early spring. History class. The windows were open.  A beautiful day by all accounts, Tikvah could see that, a beautiful spring day without air.  Her teacher was droning on about the virtues of ancient Greece while she, Tikvah, who used to be enthralled by tales of bravery, death, and what she used to think of as romantic despair, was sliding onto the floor in a flat-out faint because she couldn’t breathe, because she couldn’t wait, because her parents had preferred to die with each other in the desert than live with her, because her grandma hadn’t loved her enough to stick around and watch her grow, because she wanted her saba back then, that afternoon, that moment.  

Mr. L’s face was gone. Instead, others popped up: Rosa’s; the youngest Hakim grandbaby’s from two doors down with his slanty eyes, his pacifier stuck in his mouth and his drool; Sarah, the weird woman who’d turned up on the day of Mr. M’s funeral claiming she was next of kin; even she popped into her head, refusing as she did every day of their real life to talk to her, running outside as she’d done that very morning when Tikvah had walked into the kitchen.  Worse. The things Tikvah had loved about her grandpa were so over used now by her memory that they’d lost their power. I must think of him stronger, she thought. When I no longer remember him, he'll be dead.

 For sure, the mourning process afforded Tikvah no comfort. 


                             ***

Sarah was in the kitchen when they got home from the funeral. She was listening to swing music on their radio. Her legs were propped against the sink and she was painting her toenails purple to match her jacket.

 “Why didn’t you come to the funeral?” Michael asked Sarah.

“Didn’t have time.”

“Why didn’t you come when Mrs. L died?”

“Couldn’t get away.”

“Why have you come now?” 

“Felt like it.”

Rosa prepared a meal of salads and cold meat. Sarah sat with them, barely eating and refusing to talk. Tikvah thought perhaps Sarah was deaf because she didn’t seem to hear her, refused to look in her direction or answer though all she’d asked was that she pass her the paper with the black bordered notice:  

“Baruch Lazamof, Beloved father and grandfather, …Blessed Be…” 

Only when they were done eating, when they were finished with their tea, Sarah said, “I tried to persuade Hannah to come out of her room.”

She wasn’t talking to Tikvah. 

“And?” Noam asked.

 “She wouldn’t answer me.” 

One after the other, the adults placed their coffee glasses in the sink and climbed the stairs, Tikvah following them.  They stood at the top for a moment, huddled too closely together, Tkivah thought, no one talking.  Then, “I don’t know about you,” Michael said, “but I’ve had enough drama for one day.”  Tikvah shrank against the wall. She knew he was referring to the way she’d behaved at the cemetery. No one moved. No one talked till Michael knocked on the door. 

"Hannah, open up.”

And that’s how Tikvah learned there was a woman called Hannah living in the storage room. 

 "You can come out now. It’s three years since your mother died of sorrow, and my dad won't be standing outside your room any longer, begging like a dog."  

Two minutes passed in which no one talked. Then Michael said, "You can die in there yourself now, for all I care."

"No," Tikvah begged. "Let her come out!" 

Noam took over.  “Pnina and Baruch----you’ve killed them both."  

No answer.

"Open the door, you bitth.” And Noam kicked it.  When there was no response, he lowered his voice, “You could never have met a thweeter man than Mr. L, and you've killed him." He leaned his head on his arms against the top of the door kicking again at the base with his boot like an overgrown kid. "He'th dead," he said again. “You’ve murdered my dad.”

 Silence. 

Hannah's voice seeped through the door in a hiss of breath, "What happened?" like a ghost, like a snake, thought Tikvah, rising from an invisible basket. Tikvah's body froze. There was a woman in the closet who’d murdered her grandparents, her beloved saba and her Mrs. L. 

Her skin was tingling all over her body. She needed time to think, but Michael and Noam weren’t waiting till she understood. 

"He'th dead, we're telling you!" said Noam, though it was almost certain that Hannah didn't hear him because his voice was choked and buried in his chest. 

Noam blew his nose. He took a deep breath.

"In the name of whatever your weird mind believeth in,” he said, “open the goddamn door!" 

“No!” and Tikvah set her hands on the door, stuck her rear out behind her, and pressed forward with all her force, “No! Keep it locked! Don’t let her out! 

Silence.

“She’s a murderer,” Tikvah whimpered, her fist stuffed into her mouth. “She’ll kill us too.”

"Suit yourself, stay in there and starve for all I care," Michael said, speaking only to the woman behind the door, ignoring Tikva--Michael who always listened when she talked.  “I’ll not leave as much as a crumb in front of your room. Ever."

They could hear rustling inside the room, but Michael didn’t stop. "If you don't come out, if you won’t pull your weight around here, if you don't act like a fully functional member of the family, you can die of hunger! You can stay in that room and rot! We’re done with you!"

Member of the family?  She murdered my saba and my savta!.
"Yeah," Noam echoed Michael. “Either come out, or thtay in there and rot."

"Please," sobbed Tikvah, crumbling to the floor, "Don’t let her out!"

No one was listening to Tikvah.

The lock turned. Hannah: A big-boned woman—as tall as Noam, maybe taller--with frizzy hair down her back that was dry and colorless, a face as gray as the unpainted walls despite its freckles, and the emptiest, most watery blue eyes Tikvah had ever seen. She was standing in the doorway staring directly at Tikvah, causing her to shiver suddenly from cold. The woman’s nightgown was torn at the hem, her feet were bare; her toenails, like the beaks of several birds, hooked over and pecking at the floor.  

Tikvah’s body went from shiver to tremble, then it shook so violently she began to spasm; the woman two feet away from her had killed Mrs. L. She’d killed her grandpa--and the woman was looking only at her.   

She wanted to run away, to cry, to go back to early that morning before Hannah existed, when that room was a storage closet. But she couldn’t move, was riveted to that spot above the stairs, unable to blink, unable to take her eyes off the specter in front of her. Who is this woman and what is she doing in our house? 

She wanted to know, but she didn’t dare ask. Not yet. Not then. All she could do was stare at the woman’s toenails, coarse, curved over and gray-- ten parrots' beaks clutching for help at the bedroom floor. 

Then, without a word, the woman toppled over. Rosa caught her, and with the help of the brothers carried her back into her room which was not at all a storage closet and which smelled of sleep, sweat, and filthy bedclothes. Rosa called for Noam to bring hot tea with honey, and Tikvah, soap and water from the bathroom and the giant scissors from the kitchen drawer.  Sarah fled like a terrified deer to the downstairs bedroom, slamming the door behind her. 

They were sitting shiva downstairs, which Michael told Tikvah is the way you mourn someone. Tikvah didn’t think it necessary to comment, so he said, “Mourning is what you do when someone you love has died.”  Still, she said nothing. What’s there to say is what she wanted to know, so he walked away from her throwing his hands up to the ceiling, asking himself out loud how anyone could have left “that sweet little girl” to those “old crazy people,” though she wasn’t little anymore, no one was there to hear him but her, and, in her book, no one was crazier than relatives who let a killer out of a closet to wash her hair and manicure her nails.

“I can’t believe she doesn’t know this stuff,” Michael was telling the walls of his father’s home. “Didn’t they teach her anything?” 

The woman’s bedroom door was no longer closed. Rosa had cut her hair in jagged edges around her face. The scariest part, Tikvah thought, is that she wouldn’t even look like a killer if her hair were not so dry, if it were not for her bloodshot eyes and scaly skin.  

Rosa brought the woman down to eat with them---for sure they’d all lost their senses since her grandpa had been killed. It was plain inconsiderate of Rosa, Tikvah thought, to bring her Saba and Savta’s murderer to the table. Clearly Hannah didn’t know how to talk, and no one else knew what to say when she was around.

 Rosa led Hannah upstairs again when Noam and Michael had finished shoving food around their plates. Tikvah and the others went back to their low stools and their mourning.

 “Noam, who is she?” Tikvah asked.

“Who’th who?”

“The woman upstairs.”

“What do you mean?” he said.

“The woman in the storage room. Who is she? Why is she in this house?  Why did she kill Mr. and Mrs. Lazamof?” 

Noam said the woman was related to Mrs. Lazamof, and why could Tikvah not get it—“That room above the thtairth ith not for thtorage, wath never for thtorage. It’th a bedroom.” 

“Was she Mrs L. sister?” 

“No.”

Things continued pretty much in that confusing, scary manner, except that Tikvah was too frightened to fall sleep at night, so she sat on her chair till morning with Mr. L’s shovel in one hand, his flashlight in the other, and her door locked. 


When the first thirty days of mourning had passed, they went back to the cemetery to set the stone over Mr. L’s grave. Tikvah went with them this time. This time she was too tired to “make a scene.”

The morning after that, on the thirty-first day after Mr. L’s dying, their strange guest, Sarah, sat next to Tikvah as they shoved food around their plates again and called it breakfast.

“You can’t put thith off any longer,” Noam told Sarah, as though continuing a conversation, though none had taken place. “You mutht talk to Tikvah. Now.” 

“Why should she talk to me?” asked Tikvah.  “She doesn’t know even me.”

Sarah put her hand on Tikvah’s shoulder. Tikvah could see the purple of Sarah’s nails glistening like old blood against her sweater.  A shiver like ice-fire ran through her. 

“I don’t know you,” Sarah said, in that strange, hoarse voice of hers, “but I know Hannah. If you and I worked together, I could get to know you, and we could bring Hannah back to life.” 

Tikvah began to tremble. Her sky blue eyes grew huge, round, and filled with tears. “Is Hannah dead?” she whispered. 

                             ***

                        Pnina

Things might have turned out differently if I hadn’t taken that bus ride. 

 It was 1933. I was living with my family in the area of Jerusalem we call Meah Shearim, which, as you might know, means a hundred gates.  Mystics believe that the faithful should never leave Jerusalem, that it is incumbent upon them to guard over those gates until the Messiah arrives.   

My parents, Reb Zusha and Chava, raised their children according to the disciplined routine of the pious in a stucco house with a naked floor and walls adorned by sacred books, and images of the righteous and the dead. An overgrown bush of indeterminate pedigree stood guard at our front door; the windows of our home protected against the sun, winter and summer alike, by ivory lace. My father’s mornings were devoted to the study of holy texts, his afternoons to teaching, and his evenings to the manufacturing of suits and shrouds for members of his community. 

“Good evening. I’m looking for Reb Zusha.” 

It was after evening prayers on the second Monday of a particularly hot June. My father was sitting, as always, cross-legged on his table, biting the final thread from a freshly tailored wedding suit when he saw the man at his door ----an anemic-looking stranger in his mid-forties with open sandals and hair on his toes. 

“I represent a group of naturalists,” the man said. “I’ve been asked to arrange a lecture for them on the therapeutic properties of biblical herbs. We are staying in a hostel in the center of town. The manager gave me your name.”

 My father was thrilled. His lecture, the naturalist said, would have to be delivered no later than that very Thursday, as his group was planning a pilgrimage to Masada for Friday intending to remain several days on the mountain before journeying on. My father had promised to deliver a suit to Tel Aviv that Thursday, the one he’d just completed, its final thread clinging to his teeth.  No problem, he decided. I’ll send Pnina.

“You’d let our fifteen-year-old daughter wander the country by herself?” 

 My dad paid little attention to my mother. “True,” he reasoned, “Pnina has a tendency to daydream, but all in all she’s a reliable girl. No harm can come from traveling on public transportation accompanied by half the population of Jerusalem.” 

So, Thursday morning, at the central bus stop, after waiting for passengers to disembark, I boarded a rickety inter-city bus, my father’s newly tailored suit in my shopping bag, carefully wrapped in brown paper. 

I sat near the window across the aisle from two middle-aged women who seemed to be sharing a suitcase, and a younger, nervous-looking woman with a baby. For a while, the only other passenger was an old man at the back, with wrinkled khaki clothes and a caged chicken, spitting sunflower shells on the floor. 

Within a couple of stops, a man in a suit and cap clambered on carrying a sack of flour, a bag of onions and an accordion. Further along, a man with baggy pants and a boy boarded, the man demanding at the top of his voice that the windows be opened. “Air,” he demanded.  “For God’s sake, air, the one thing in this world we get for free.” Some black-clad priests got on at the next stop, a class-load of kids in British school uniforms, and a bunch of unrelated people going to work. By that time the bus was so crowded I’d stopped counting.

We reached the edge of the city, and the man with the caged chicken and his almost palpable odor got off. So did the priests, the locals going to work, and the man with the groceries and the accordion. Hot air was blowing through the vehicle. The bus rattled over the narrow, snake-road that led in those days over the mountain ridge, tipping dangerously at every curve, threatening to topple into the abyss. 

I was ecstatic. As the bus nosed downward, I watched the olive trees wave in the scorching desert wind, and swore the oath of my forefathers: If I don’t set Jerusalem above all my pleasures…


In those days, it took an hour and a half to arrive at the coast. The bus belched to a stop. I was overwhelmed by the sensual perfume of sand and sea; enthralled by the ancient, decaying smell of seafaring birds. For the first time, I heard the mysterious weeping of gulls and felt that they were calling my name.  Air, hot as lava, beat over my head, causing my curls to stick to my neck and forehead, singeing the blue of my eyeballs, forcing sweat to spread over the now flushed paleness of my face and throat.

Suddenly, I, Pnina, whom my father referred to as his “gentle but reliable dreamer,” was consumed by an urge to see the Mediterranean, to be near the sea, to feel its water wash against my skin. 

I didn’t need to ask where the sea was. I could smell it---there, at the end of the sand road, where the world ended. Within ten minutes, I’d reached the beach, my feet naked in public for the first time since I was seven years old, my arms sinfully exposed, for the summer sun has little tolerance for the rules and regularities of the faithful. 

I poured burning sand through my fingers, allowing it to cascade from my arms and legs.  I walked along the shore, splashed the waves over my face and hair, even secretly down the now-open top button of my blouse, relishing the smell and taste of seaweed and salt, the anonymity of this open, sensual place. 

 It was still morning on a workday, so the beach was almost empty. Two men were playing chess at a card table they’d set up on the sand. There was a man lying by himself on the beach, his face buried under his hat. Three women---all overweight, all squeezed into bathing suits, were wading through the shallow water deep in conversation, blocking the sun from their faces with their hands; and there, at the far end, was a couple of sweat-hearts walking hand in hand along the water’s edge---he wearing a short-sleeved shirt and suspenders, she in a white dress, barefoot, sandals swinging from her hands.

 I bought soda and a packet of dates from a vendor, sat under a palm tree until the heat abated, then left for my father’s client, arriving later than expected. A mirror was hanging in the hallway outside the customer’s apartment, and as I waited for the door to open, I saw a stranger peering back at me. Her skin was glowing in sweat and in alarming shades of pink, her hair had fallen from its bun onto her shoulder in a fuzzy brown rope, her blouse crumpled and damp. The stranger was clutching a wedding suit ---safe, warm and sandy in its crumpled paper wrapping. “Hi,” I smiled, “I’m Pnina.”


My mother returned home late that night, despondent after an arduous day’s work at the bank, and an evening of tending to her own ailing mother. My father also returned late, elated by his lecture and by the interest that his strange audience of ideologues had manifested in the flora and fauna of his Holy Land. I told them about the package, that it had been safely delivered. “Good! Wonderful!” my dad said, squeezing my shoulders with his arm. “I have a delivery girl.” 

 That night I dreamed that palm trees were growing in our bathtub, that my mother was cooking at the stove wearing nothing but a bathing suit.

From that day on, twice a month, I boarded an intercity bus and delivered men’s suits (and shrouds) to homes in or around Tel Aviv. Yet between stepping from the bus and delivering the merchandise, there was always a secret hiatus in which I, the reliable girl from Meah Shearim, was transformed into a lover of nature, of sea and sky, one who relished the touch of waves against her skin, who talked to wild birds. 

You wouldn’t have missed me if you’d come looking, I was there, always under the same hospitable palm tree. I never forgot to bring breadcrumbs from home for the birds that were flying above or strutting near me on the sand.   

One afternoon in early fall, a group of loud, hard-laughing men and women who were rough and tumbling on the beach, crashed around me in the shade and, with much noise and ado, spread their towels, their sandwiches and their water flasks on the sand. I got up to leave. 

“Are we disturbing you?” asked a red-haired youth, his face covered in freckles, his eyes as green as the bright winter tide. 

“No,” I lied. “It’s time for me to leave.” 

“But we’ve not yet begun,” he whispered, as though we’d met according to plan, his voice hoarse as though he had a cold, yet strangely soft and sincere. “My name is Baruch. Baruch Lazamof. These are my friends. They’d be sorry if you left.”

I’d never felt self-conscious before. I shoved my sleeves as high above my elbows as I was able. 

“Come swim with us in the water.” 

“No,” I said, feeling as old as my grandmother, “I’ll wait for you here, on the sand.” The moment their backs were turned, I removed my stockings. Banished them to the interior of my shopping bag. 

For the first time ever, I saw myself through others’ eyes. What kind of skirt was this for the 20th century?  For the sun and sea of our country? Look at me, I cried beneath my breath, and I shoved my skirt beneath me. I looked like a crow, depressing, dour as an old woman.  I pulled at the fabric of my blouse. How could my parents let me go out into the world like this? Though I knew the answer to that, knew my parents believed modesty would protect me from harm. These clothes aren’t modest, I told herself. They’re mud ugly.

I watched my new friends coming out of the water. Look at the colors they are wearing, I thought. How fun they are. Playful.  They were looking in my direction, moving their lips, no doubt even talking to me, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Instead, Look, I thought, they have legs, these friends of Boris, men and women both. Tanned legs. Who would have thought? 

I couldn’t find a word to say to these colorful people, yet I stayed, unable to leave, rooted to that spot. 

Clearly, Baruch and his friends felt perfectly comfortable. I tried to focus on what they were saying yet their chatter sounded more like the overhead interchange of gulls than conversation. After a moment, it came to me: Yes, I liked these bare-armed, carefree, colorful people. I liked that they were different from my family. I liked their laughter, their freedom, their open, happy faces. 

I met them twice a month after that, each time beneath the same palm tree. 

“We’re from Russia,” Baruch told me. “We’re Jewish Cossacks,” which simply meant that they were horse-riding, hard-living, outdoor Jews who danced, men and women together in wild circles, their arms intertwined around each other’s waists.  I had never spoken to Jews like those.

One momentous morning, Baruch brought a bag of freshly plucked figs to the beach. I muttered the blessing for fruit before biting into one. Baruch said, “It’s interesting that you do that. We don’t.” 

“Don’t what?”

“We don’t believe in God.”  

“What do you mean?”

“Just that.”

I said, “Oh,” the bitten fig heavy on my tongue. Then I asked, “What do you believe in?”

“In reclaiming the earth from the desert, in building it up from the roots into the kind of fertile farmland that will feed our nation. We believe that with all our hearts.”

   I’d never heard anyone talk like that. I should go home, I thought. But I didn’t. I won’t deal with this now, I told myself. Won’t mention it to my parents. Not now. 

I continued to come twice a month as though hypnotized until it was too late for me to turn back, until I---Pnina, the gentle but reliable dreamer---had nurtured dual loyalties within my single heart. 

I began seeing my parents as I never had before:  My father in his striped satin coat, his skull cap and side-curls, curls that wound around his ears and which were beginning to gray. As though for the first time, I noticed the lines at the sides of his eyes, noticed the tortured brown of his pupils, eyes and nose both, set to wrinkle upward in a sad, short-sighted smile whenever I looked at him. I watched as my father bent over his books each morning, removing his glasses to clean them, mumbling the written words to himself, scribbling notes. I listened at the door as he taught his students; all of them grouped together round the table, peering over the text with their heads, blocking out, I thought, their source of light. 

I brought my father his tea and almond cookie in the evenings, when he sat cross-legged on his worktable munching on his pumpkin seeds and mumbling the ancient texts he loved so much. He mumbled while sewing the suits and shrouds that tied me to the sea. “It’s not right to sit on the table,” my mother nagged him. “A table is holy, like an altar. Almost.” I had no idea what that meant. But I knew better than to ask.


I went more often with my mother to my grandmother’s, to that house at the end of our alley and across the empty field that smelled of pain, of medicine, of death lurking in the shadows. I was fascinated by the strength of my mother’s arms as, sleeves pushed to her elbows, she massaged her own mother’s limbs, bathed her bedsores in iodine and Calamine lotion, and turned her on the mattress. “When I was small,” she told me, “my mother did the same for hers.” 

I watched as my mother prayed in the corner of the room that my grandmother be healed body and soul, wondering for the first time what it must be like for her to have her hair permanently covered, wondering whether it itched, whether in the secret of her heart my mother wanted to remove her kerchief, to walk around free and unencumbered like Baruch’s friends on the beach. 

Obsessive thoughts such as those kept repeating themselves inside my head as I averted my eyes from my ailing grandmother and watched my mother pray. 

My mother’s praying was different from the prayers my father muttered morning and night.  For one thing, his were more like a truce between two old men on a bench so defeated by each other they’d laid down their arms.  So they repeated the same argument over and over, those two combatants, with no compromise in sight.  

It seemed to me that my father’s prayers were more general than they used to be, that he stuck to what was safe now, praying for the wellbeing of the House of Israel and for all mankind. I became more and more fidgety as I considered these things until I relinquished myself to the ache that was pulling at my chest because I knew. I knew. My father’s prayers were for Yossy---always and only for Yossy, sweet lost Yossy, my brother. 

My mother’s prayer was focused like a steamroller on the world we lived in, aimed with surgical precision at making my grandmother better, though it was eminently clear to anyone who dared cross that threshold that my grandmother was beyond help.  I grew increasingly detached watching my mother pray. Didn’t she want to be pretty? Because I’d watched her in the privacy of our home, and I knew she was beautiful with her hair uncovered. 

I knew not to ask. What empty-headed person would even have such thoughts? Besides, I knew my parents would say that prettiness is not an attribute we value. Why not? Sarah in the Bible was beautiful. So was Rachel.  The entire fate of Israel hung on the balance of Queen Esther’s beauty.  Baruch loves that I’m pretty. He’s always telling me that.  I like that he thinks that, I like it a lot. 

My mother was kissing her tiny book now, signifying that she’d come to the end of her prayer. What would happen, I wondered, if--God forbid--I broke the chain of daughters praying for their parents’ health in rooms redolent of death? For the umpteenth time I thought it would be easier if my brother were here, if he hadn’t cut his side curls and run off to fight.

One morning, kicking the fall leaves into the air on our way home, I asked my mother, “How do other people live?” 

“What people?”

“Other people. Not like us. How do they live?”

“I don’t know,” my mother answered. “We’re not other people.”

“What would you do if you met them? If you had to talk to them?”

“Who?”

“Other people.”

“I do meet other people, every day, at the bank.”

“What do you say to them?”

“What do you think I say? I say hello. I ask them how they are, what I can do for them. I wish them a good day when I’m in the mood. Why?”

“They look nice. Other people.”

“I’m sure they are nice, Pnina.” 

After five minutes, walking uphill in silence, my mother snapped. “What are you trying telling me, Pnina? What other people are you talking about?”

“I don’t know. People on the streets, I guess, on the buses. People who are building the country.”  

“Our country is built up of all sorts of people, Pnina. That’s the way the world is.”

“It’s nice,” I insisted, “nice that that’s the way the world is.”

That night, the sliver of light beneath my parents’ door remained on until 2:a.m. I could hear my parents whispering on the other side of the wall.  

                            ***

A year passed during which I learned everything there was to know about Baruch. I memorized the Russian songs he hummed as he plucked the grapes from their vine or hacked the sunflower heads from their stalks. I became familiar with the way he used the knife hanging from his waist to rip corn from its staff, grew accustomed to the impetuous manner in which he made his friends bite into his crop at that moment, at its most fresh, its juiciest, regardless of whether his friends were tossing their own produce onto the back of their truck at the time, or wanting to remain asleep in the shade until the evening hours rescued them from the heat. 

I learned to recognize the cord of Baruch’s forearm  and the way he clenched his teeth while building his house. Before long, I was familiar with his bursts of temper, with the frustration brought on by other farmers’ carelessness, by their leaving the crops in the field till after the frost set in, or by failing to bring the goats back in time to their fold. 

I was no longer frightened by the bouts of self-doubt and despair that caused him to absent himself from others for days at a time, emerging uncharacteristically silent, almost shy.

 I saw his determination--more than anything else, his insistence on building a country and a nation out of sand. 

At night, among the shadows of my parents’ home, I dreamed that I was clinging to the end of a rope, trying with all my might to hold on, not to let go, not to fall from my whitewashed room down, down, through what must have been a hole in the floor into the depths of an ocean which I could see from my rope was the brightest of greens.  

The floor around the hole was strewn with books, with stained fragments of parchment and with the boiled chickpeas my grandmother used to munch on, all spilled from their upturned bowls and dropping in clusters down, down into the sea beneath the floor. As I clung to my rope, I saw my grandmother lying among wine-stained pages, saw my mother too, standing with her back to me, praying from her little black book, my father cross-legged on his worktable, pulling threads from his newly sewn suits with his teeth.

 It was mid-summer when I left---abandoned my parents whose son had died in an alley, alone and uncomforted--walked away from my parents, who’d have to suffer my grandmother’s passing without me. 

It was over a year since I’d met Boris and his friends. Every moment without him was like being gagged, like waiting for someone to untie me so I could breathe. 

The windows of our house were closed, shuttered against the savage sandstorm that was blowing that day across the empty lots, through the streets, into every window crack or doorway, searing people’s eyes and throats.  

My parents were away from home. I packed a few personal effects, some clothes, but mainly photographs of my family. I took a teaspoon from my parents’ dinner set because it was engraved with their initials and I wasn’t sure I’d ever see them again; I took the brass candlesticks that my parents were keeping for my wedding day, and the Bible my parents said was mine. You’d think I was going to seek my fortune in some distant land, or never to be seen again, like Yossy, my brother, who’d run off to protest the British, who’d become embroiled in a scuffle and knifed by an Arab.

I wrote a letter to my parents telling them everything that was in my heart. 

“My beloved ima and aba,” I wrote. “I’m longing to come home and talk to you as I always do while drinking your special plum soup, Ima, at the kitchen table. But I have something to say that is too big for the kitchen table, something I can say only with a pen and an envelope that I can close.   

“I am writing to explain for you how mesmerized I am by the sea.  I know you’ll hardly believe it’s me who writes in this manner--I don’t know whether you’ve even seen the sea. If you haven’t, please Ima and Aba, for God’s sake, if not for your own, you must. In the sea’s wild beauty you will recognize God’s work as clearly--I’d like to say more clearly but I know you’ll think that’s sacrilege--as you do in the lines of His scripture. 

“And while I’m on the subject, I want to tell you how inexplicably drawn I am to the birds, birds as gray as the predawn sky, that fly over the Mediterranean and strut along the shore, which honest to God (and I’m not taking God’s name in vain) is made of spun corn, wandering inland even as far as people’s rooftops. You might never have seen or heard these birds either, for I’ve never heard you mention them, but I encounter them when I bring your suits, Aba, to your clients in Tel-Aviv. 

“You, of all people, must know how everything beautiful is part of God’s world. And God’s beauty sings to me when I’m near the great blue water that both separates us from other peoples and their lands, and connects us to them. For surely, strangers are walking on their beaches at the same time as we walk on ours; like us, relishing God’s beauty, listening to the call of the gulls.   

“I can hear you asking, Yes, but why can’t she tell us that in our own home, round the kitchen table? So I will tell you that I have something else to say that is even bigger than God’s birds and His seemingly calm but uncontrollable waves: My dearest ima. My most loved aba. Don’t be angry. I have met an honest, moral, and loving man, and I have fallen in love with him.  

 “So now you’re asking, How could she have talked to a man, a stranger neither of us has met, without an introduction?  Then, no doubt, you’ll fret and go your separate ways, blue flames darting from your eyes, Ima, and the mole on your cheek turning dark, chopping your parsley extra fast and extra finely on your wooden board while tugging your headscarf down to your eyebrows with the tips of your fingers as you do when you’re mad. And you, Aba, striding round the neighborhood with your head thrust forward, your glasses threatening to fall from your nose, coming home with your book unopened, but held so tightly in your fist that your knuckles are white and your brow still puckered up. 

“And all the while, Ima is holding inside her what she’s really thinking---that you, Aba, should never have sent me from Jerusalem to begin with.

“When neither of you can hold your feelings any longer, you’ll no doubt ask each other, Why doesn’t she come home and tell us about him so we can inquire into his family? But then I will tell you there’s no point in your inquiring into his family because this honest, moral, and loving man does not know God. 

“Now, I know you will put your head in your hands, Ima, and groan, and your face, Aba, will become ashen gray and you’ll start to cough so Ima will lift her head, worry about you, and stop groaning. You will tell me there’s no such thing as such a man, and that if there were I should keep far away from him. But there is, and I can’t. I have met him and I love him. I love his sons too, because he has the nicest boys you will ever meet--one five, the other seven, who live mainly with their mother. 

“In short, I’m writing to tell you, my dear, most beloved parents that I want to marry Baruch Lazamof and live on his agricultural farm toward the north of the country. I want to learn to milk goats and sheep, to transform the milk into cheese, to turn olives into oil and beehives into honey. I want to learn how to plant and till the soil, to build up this country that has spread its beauty like wings around me, for I have come to realize, my dear, wonderful parents, that that is the reason God has set me on this earth. If you can find it in your hearts to let me do this and come to my wedding, I will be the happiest of women. If not, I will remain forever, from a distance, your own…”

After that: silence. No answering letter. No request to come home. In any case, I was scared to return to my parents’ house, frightened I’d told them too much, that I’d find nothing more to say. “We should go to them,” Baruch said.  “We’re not being respectful.” I insisted that we wait. 

I stayed with Annyush and Micha, Baruch’s neighbors and my own new close friends. I wasn’t sure what I was waiting for, but I knew we must wait.

 A month passed. Two. I moved to live with Baruch in his hut. “They don’t deserve this,” Baruch said again. ”We need to visit them.”

That night, in my dream, I fell off the rope. I shook Baruch awake. “Now. We must go. It’s time.” 

It was early fall. The sun was relinquishing its summer rage. Baruch and I climbed the hill from the Jerusalem bus stop pausing at the Arab village to buy pita and olives and taste the cheese, I enjoying the clucking chickens, the play of sun and shade over the stones, the donkey braying in the alley; Baruch stretching for a runaway ball, throwing it back to the kids. 

Five minutes farther and we turned into our neighborhood. We walked past the vacant lot lined with its hyssop and rosemary bushes, past the grocery store strangely empty of people, even of Mr. Ralbag the owner, at that time of day, past the synagogue, to the bank where my mother worked. There, a sign on the door read, “Closed for the funeral.”

I stopped as I turned into my parents’ alley with its dirt road and its scruffy houses, my hands rising as though in slow motion to cover my face. Whose is that procession? Why are my parents holding on to each other in the front row? Why is my mother’s face, her eyes, so emptied of hope? 

Ten men, three of whom I recognized as my father’s students, one as the rabbi, his youngest son clinging to his knee; one was the banker with the pockmarked face from my mother’s place of work. They were carrying my tiny grandmother to the cemetery, carrying her on a board draped in black.

My mother patted my cheek. My father wrapped his arms around me and shook Baruch’s hand. Not a word was spoken. Not during the funeral. Not after.

For a week, Baruch and I sat in the house of mourning, bringing my parents tea morning and evening, serving them food that the neighbors had brought in, I slipping pumpkin seeds into my father’s pocket for him to munch on between prayers. Baruch was sent to sleep at a neighbor’s. I slept in my own room, marveling at how tiny it had become. Baruch was handed a skullcap and a book and conscripted into prayer, I sat with my mother and listened as neighbors spun my grandmother’s story back into life. 

“Don’t go,” my father begged at the end of the seventh day ---begged.  My father---his pained eyes peering into mine as they’d peered into Yosef’s, my brother’s before he left. “Baruch will learn. He’ll find work here. You’ll raise a family.”

But we left, because Baruch couldn’t do that, and because I couldn’t bear the pain.  “We need open vistas,“ Baruch said, unable to raise his voice above a whisper. “We need land to cultivate, goats to milk--and Pnina? Well, Pnina needs the sea.” 

We left like thieves in the night.

Things might have ended differently if we hadn’t.

                                     ****

My parents didn’t attend our wedding, though I waited and hoped. One windy afternoon in 1934, when Baruch was away on some Underground maneuver, a man with a purple skullcap that kept blowing off his head walked across the field at the back of the house in which Baruch and I were living. 

“Shalom Aleichem,” he said, “I’m Rav Zvi.” 

“Aleichem shalom,” I replied, returning the greeting. “Are you lost?”

It was common to see people roam the country in those early days looking for family, for a place to settle, searching for their particular mission in life, or simply foraging for food. Yet rabbis were scarce.  “How can we be lost in our own land?” he answered. Rav Zvi sat under Baruch’s arbor of vine leaves, ate a meal of rice with pine nuts, eggs fresh from the chickens, olives. He drank my mint tea, and mopped his brow. “Well,” he asked, when he was done, “when’s the wedding?”

I ran to tell Annyush and Micha that a rabbi had wandered onto our hillside to make our love official. “What do you think?” Annyush asked. “That he came just for you?” So Rav Zvi married Baruch and me in a dual ceremony with our closest friends. He married us that evening as the sun sank into the sea, married us under the sprawling grapevine surrounded by community and friends, married us as I yearned for my parents, for the gentleness I had left behind. “Your challenge,” the Rabbi told us, “is to embrace family, friend, and stranger, especially the stranger, in your circle of love. Love is the challenge of our time.” 

                            ***

The night following our wedding, snipers snuck into our settlement and the neighbors’ children were taken down to the shelter. I guarded with Baruch on the northern edge of the houses, learning, following him, doing exactly what he instructed me to do. 

The night was endless, moonless, and tense. I paced with my husband along our post under the pine trees, first each of us moving in opposite directions from a central spot, then turning and walking back toward each other.  Army blankets thrown over our shoulders provided camouflage and protected us from the cold. Any call of a night bird, swoop of a bat through the trees, or rustle of a creature in the underbrush froze us to the spot, our instincts taut as hunting cats; only cats can see, can hear their target. We couldn’t. 

Several times during the night Baruch shouted into the darkness, calling to Annyush and Micha and to others posted farther along our stretch of wire. The others responded--there were no more than a dozen men and women along that fence--making believe that there were more guards on duty than just us. At times, Baruch and the other men and women on guard simulated the call of a jackal, an owl, or some other night creature, transmitting coded messages to our friends in the darkness.  I watched, listened, and learned.

As the night sky began to pale, and the air grew cold, our watch ended. We were safe--for now. The skirmish had simply moved on, endangering others like ourselves farther along the fence.

We walked back to our hut in the white light of early dawn, other guards popping out of the brush at different posts, walking with us along the way.

Having lived in the alleyways and stone houses of Meah Shearim on the far side of Jerusalem’s empty lots, I had loved the aggressive involvement that sun and sky had with our every outdoor moment. Now, up north, I relished the audacity of the hills, their vistas, and of course, always right there beneath us, the sea, that hypnotic body of water with its birds.

 Nighttime. I lay on our bed in the house that Baruch had built, listening for his horse to bring him home. I loved the smell of Baruch’s mare, the sound of her neighing, the jingle of her reins. I drew the scent of straw deep into my lungs, breathed in the musty aroma of cypress and pine, relished the mountain air as it did its own breathing in through our window. “Please God, my merciful God,” I prayed, “forgive me for walking away from my parents, please---protect them from harm.” 


                                   ***

Nineteen thirty-five was a fruitful year. Our son, Jacob, was born during a storm in the early morning hours of winter. It was a Tuesday. My parents arrived by bus from Jerusalem as though there’d never been a day’s misunderstanding between us, Father to perform the circumcision, Mother bearing pies, casseroles and home-baked bread, sure that anything beyond the city of Jerusalem was wilderness.

For ten days, my mother hovered over me, cooed over her grandson, and boiled diapers in the tub. Rav Zusha strolled through the settlement like the proud grandfather he was admiring the olive trees, the henhouse, the new tractor, the night guard, and the inexhaustible energy of his son-in-law.  The morning they left, Baruch walked my parents to the bus-stop. Draping his arm across Baruch’s shoulder, my aba said, “You are the backbone and hope of our country. You’ve brought us comfort.”

Thank you, my bountiful God.

Jacob was content as a baby, fun loving as a child, thoughtful and soft mannered as a man.  Like me, he loved the sea above all else. When he wasn’t at school or working with the cows, he was on his raft, on the waves. 

September, 1933, less than a year after Jacob was born, our best friends, Annyush and Micha, brought a boy of their own into the world. They named him Simeon.  The boys grew to be inseparable. They shared the same playpen, the same bench at school; they raked, sewed, and harvested together; dated together--sometimes even the same girl--though dating never went that well for Jacob and Simeon because their hearts were already taken. They completed their army service in the same unit. 

Hannah was born eleven months after Jacob.  She grew into a beautiful girl, tall for her age, with soft red curls and blue eyes. Above all else, Hannah loved Baruch’s mare, Malka. At two years old, she’d sit on the slope of their hill waiting for Malka to bring her aba home. When they arrived, she’d trot behind the mare holding tufts of straw in her outstretched arms, calling, “Malka, Malka, come to dinner.”  

As she grew, her love of animals broadened. She brought dead rabbits home for burial, birds with wings that needed mending, and newborn kittens abandoned by their mothers. Like me, Hannah relished her work in the vineyard, in the orchard, and the henhouse. 

As though by mail order, Annyush and Micha gave birth to a girl of their own four months after Hannah was born and three years before Micha moved two blocks down their dirt road to live with Naomie Hakim.  She was a pink baby with a fuzz of dark hair, squinted eyes, and a dimple on her left cheek.  They called her Sarah. From the moment she started to crawl Sarah was strong-willed, spunky, and given to dark moods like her mother. She paid little attention to growing things, and by the time she was old enough to notice the village mare, the animal had been put out to graze. 

In the pre-dawn of each day starting with the summer of their fourteenth year, the children pulled on their fraying shorts, their khaki work shirts and their cloth hats, and were driven to the fields. Sarah and some other kids, Hannah and Simeon among them, were sent to the orchard. 

Sarah thought the work out in the sun wasn’t so bad that first year, though her brother was too busy with Hannah to notice anyone else, Jacob, the person she loved above all else, had been dispatched to the chicken coop, and Daniela Hakim, her father’s bastard daughter, was in working with them, goading her at every turn.   

“Amazing!” Hannah gushed riding home on the back of the open truck. “Wasn’t that amazing?”

“Yeah,” said the others—all of the others.  “That was amazing.”

Sarah said, “What does amazing mean anyway?”

“It means it was wonderful,” said Hannah. “Don’t you think? Working in the fields. It’s…it’s glorious. Isn’t it? ”

“It’s farming,” Sarah said. “Tit’s taking peaches off a tree. That’s all it is. Don’t you have anything else to think about?”

“Do you?” asked Hannah.

Sarah looked at her brother. Glowing with accomplishment, he is, she thought. No better than the rest of the pack, repeating everything Hannah says. 


The second year was worse. The Hakim girl was there, next to Sarah, no matter where she went. “Why can’t I work in the chicken coop with Jacob?” she begged their group leader, but he wasn’t listening to her.  The kids were singing some biblical song about  “how dark and beautiful” they were, but when Sarah joined in, her father’s bastard daughter laughed out loud,  “For God’s sake, don’t sing, Sarah, “ she said. “You’re tone deaf. Please –do us all a huge big favor: keep your mouth shut.”

	


It was noon. The trees were scratching Sarah’s legs. They were pricking her fingers. The flies were stinging her, the sun scorching her skin, her eyeballs, her throat. Pulling peaches off the trees was hurting her back. She hated the other kids. Above all else, she hated that awful girl whose mother had stolen her father, who’d rendered her own mother joyless for life. 

It was obvious the bastard girl was having fun.  I’ll work the late afternoons, from now on, Sarah told herself, when she won’t be here. 

No one thought to stop Hannah and Simeon from singing. No one was telling them they couldn’t sing. Hannah and Simeon were two rows over, telling jokes, picking fruit, and singing as though they were King Solomon’s biblical consorts. 

Sarah told herself that if they could have fun, so could she. For the umpteenth time, she pricked her finger. Tears and sweat blurred her vision. Stop whining, she told herself, sounding like her mother, “just---buckle up and get the darned job done.” 

The sun was no friend either. It rose at that precise moment, in all its cruel glory, draining her of strength.  

“Here you are,” and Sarah felt a hand on her back. It was Hannah, materialized suddenly from her separate section. “I was looking for you.” 

“Why?”

“I missed you.”

They were working next to each other now, Hannah still singing, sweat dripping off her, glowing, happy as a finch on a leaf.

  “What is it about picking fruit in a thousand degrees’ weather that makes you people sing?” Sarah asked. “Because I can tell you one thing for certain: It’s not that your voices are so gorgeous—they’re not.”

“Don’t be grumpy,” Hannah said. “Join in. You’ll see. You’ll like it.”

“Just tell me,” Sarah persisted, “what is it that renders you, Simeon, and the rest of our mindless bunch, oblivious to the heat, the flies, the scratches, and the boredom?” 

 Sarah sulked after that. She worked--honestly she did—but she didn’t sing, told herself she’d never sing again, and for every crate she filled, Hannah filled three, sometimes four. Finally, when the sun began to wane, when, thank the Lord, they’d completed their work assignment and Sarah was already stomping toward the pickup truck, Hannah and Simeon happened upon a previously unseen, totally virgin section of the orchard. 

Well, lookie here, thought Sarah. A bonus

“Let’s do these trees before we go home,” Simeon, the goody-two-shoes, said, and Hannah jumped in: “Oh, yes. Let’s.” 

“I’m leaving.”

“Don’t be grumpy,” Hannah said. “We’ll help you.”

“Oh! You will, will you? You think I need your help?   Well, listen to this: You can pick peaches and sing till your voices croak and your very real and very stupid cows come home. I quit.” 

She didn’t wait with the others for the pickup truck. She walked, alone, all the way home.  “I want to work in the sewing shop,” she told her mother. 

“What? With the old women?” 

“Yes,” Sarah answered, “indoors. With the old women and you.”

So she worked in the shop, repairing torn clothes and sheets, watching the other kids leave for the fields in the mornings, turning her back to the window when they returned. 

When she was seventeen, her mother sent her into Tel Aviv for sewing supplies. She got off the bus alone in the middle of the city and fell in love, in love with its business and bustle. From that day on, she hitchhiked often into Tel-Aviv, ordered ices at sidewalk cafes or, when she had no money, simply sat at a table watching the people. One day the waiter wasn’t there. The café owner removed the soiled ashtray from her table, wiped it with his cloth, sat down opposite her and said, “Hey. You look like a nice girl. Want a job?” 

She spent her earnings in the city’s stores buying colored candies, lipstick, and a low-cut blouse. One particularly beautiful Monday, she was walking through the department store after work when she saw a pair of sandals: Velvet. Black. High heels. Straps. Beautiful, she whispered, shoes that movie stars wear. “Pretty, aren’t they?” the salesman asked her. “Want to try them on?”  She bought them. 

A glass bowl, rounded and tall, stood on a pedestal on the counter next to the checkout counter. Exquisite. Filled with the peppermint candies she loved so much. “Help yourself,” the salesman urged her.

“How much are they?”

“No charge,” he said. “We keep them here for our customers before the Hanukah holiday. Take one. Drop a couple in your purse for later.”

Sarah paid for her shoes. The salesman walked off to another customer. Sarah lifted bowl and pedestal from the counter and walked toward the exit. The store was full of people. No one noticed her.  The moment she was out the door her body collapsed, melted like a butter puddle onto the sidewalk. Her face was flushed. Her hands tingled. She couldn’t stop her teeth from shaking. What have I done? 

She paced round the block. For half an hour she walked, needing to move, unable suddenly to keep still. Then, You can’t leave, she told herself, again hearing her mother’s voice in her head: You’re going to have to get back in there, so buckle up---and get the darned job done.

No one saw her as she carried the magnificent glass jar, in plain view, through the store. Her salesman was no longer there. Good. He’s selling movie-star shoes upstairs. Sarah placed the bowl on the counter and turned to leave. No one noticed. Then, “Miss!” She was at the exit. One step more and she’d be on the sidewalk but a saleswoman was running after her, calling to her as though the building was on fire. She couldn’t leave now. She’d already turned around. 

“Miss,” the saleswoman was shouting causing everyone, customers and salespeople alike, to stop what they were doing and stare. A plastic smile was painted across the woman’s face and she was holding the bowl like a banner above her head. “Miss,” she was shouting, “you’ve forgotten your bowl.” 

People were noticing her now, for sure. 

Sarah got the hiccups. “It belongs to the shoe salesman,” Sarah said, hiccupping. “I left it there for him.”

“Oh,” said the saleswoman, her plastic smile still in effect. “That must be David. His shift ended a few minutes ago. He’s gone for the day.”

“Yes,” Sarah said. “That’s why I left it on the counter, so he’ll find it there in the morning.”

“I’m sorry,” said the saleswoman, “David won’t be working tomorrow.”

A crowd had gathered. 

“I will leave it on the counter,” Sarah said, hiccupping, surprised at her confidence. “He’ll find it there whenever he comes back.”

A second saleswoman joined the group, probably a supervisor. “Sorry,” the plastic smile was saying. “You can’t leave your belongings on the property. It’s against store policy.”  

“Perhaps I should called Security,” said the supervisor.

“Don’t bother,” said Sarah. “I’ll take the darned thing with me. You can be sure I won’t be shopping in your store again.” Hiccup. “Neither will my friends.”  Hiccup. And she walked down the aisle toward the exit her head held high, the crowd of shoppers giving way for her, one woman calling out to the salespeople that it was a shame to intimidate such a nice young girl, that couldn’t they see she needed a glass of water and that they should bring her one.  

Shoot, thought Sarah, running across the road, I’ve missed my bus. She hadn’t. She carried her bowl of candies on her lap like a trophy, trembling all the way home.

The following morning Sarah was walking from her bus stop to work. Some of the stores, the smaller ones, displayed their merchandise out on the sidewalk.  An array of scarves hung from a rack waving ever so slightly, ever so seductively as she approached. The purple, the pink, and the blue were the most beautiful but Sarah had spent her salary on sandals. 

Without thinking, neither stopping nor slowing down, she scooped all three from their hooks, stuffed them into her purse and continued walking. Her heart was pounding so hard and so loud she knew everyone on the street could hear it, knew that her chest would burst. Her face was flushed. She was experiencing the strange tingling in her fingers she’d felt the day before. Only this time it felt good. She laughed out loud. Ran all the way up the hill. 

Sarah whirled round the coffee shop, that morning, serving coffee and pastries as though she were on skates. I have a secret life, she thought, and laughed out loud, causing the man with the briefcase to look up from his paper. “What?” he said. “What’s funny?” 

No one knows who I am, she thought, bringing the woman and her kid their omelet.  All that day, regulars chatted about their strange-looking waitress, about the unusual burst of energy with which she brought them their food, about the way she was singing to herself as she worked as though they weren’t even there. “It’s love,” they said. “Our waitress has found herself a boyfriend.”  

At the end of her shift, Sarah lifted a packet of cigarettes from the rack, though she had never smoked. She dropped a bag full of Hanukah donuts into her bag, enough for a celebration. She hummed to herself all the way home on the bus.

That was the best Hanukah ever. Sarah walked with her family into the Lazamofs’ home, bearing gifts: A bag of doughnuts, a bowl of striped peppermints such as none of them had ever seen, and a bunch of colored scarves.   

Months passed. On her days off work, Sarah climbed alone into the hills. “My daughter,” Annyush would sigh, “my sweet lost child, roaming the hillside searching for her life.” Sarah sat on a rock wearing her lipstick and her low-cut blouse, smoking her cigarettes—looking down to the sea and Jacob. 

Jacob watched Sarah too. Followed her onto the hilltop. “Come with me under the pine trees,” he coaxed. He played songs to her on his wooden flute as to a deer in need of taming. 

“Teach me to swim.” 

“Come,” he said.

Every evening after that, Sarah rode home on the northbound bus, walked down their hill and waited for Jacob to draw her into the waves. She never did learn to swim. Two, three strokes without his help, and she’d thrash the water like a drowning kitten. “I can’t,” she told him. “I can’t stay afloat without you.”

                               *****

From the start, Simeon was Hannah’s great love. It was Simeon she reached for from her high chair, Simeon she crawled to before she could even walk. She shared her homework with Simeon, gathered twigs with him and her brother for the fires they built on their hilltop. She danced between him and her brother in the darkness, the flames casting light on their faces, flirted with him in the shadows, and when she grew, quietly slipped her hand into his. 

“Their union is written in the stars,” said their neighbors. “Fate demands that they marry.” 

Hannah and Simeon were married on June 16, 1954, under the grape vine that had housed their parents’ wedding.  Two years later, the third of June 1956, they gave birth to a perfect little baby girl. They called her Tikvah.

Yet when Jacob and Sarah called the family together, when they walked arm-in-arm into my kitchen to announce their betrothal, it was I, Pnina, who resisted. 

“It won’t work,” I said. 

“I beg your pardon?”

“Sarah,” I said, seating her at the table, slicing lemon cake, setting it on a plate and handing it to her, folding a napkin and setting it neatly under her fork, “you have a dark soul.”

“A what?”

“You need to know yourself,” I said, “you need to have a purpose, to love life before you marry.”

“ Jacob is my purpose. He’s my life. I love him.”

“You are not ready.” 

“I love her,” Jacob said.  

“ How can you know that? You’ve never known anyone else.”

“Why should I know anyone else?”

“It’s not normal not to know other women before you marry.”

“It was normal for Simeon and Hannah.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Yet they married.”

“They’ll make each other happy. You won’t.”

My mother thinks we should be married,” Sarah said. “She thinks I’ll make him happy.”

“No, she doesn’t. She’s just frightened to tell you the truth.”

Sarah looked across the table into the face of Hannah, the one person who knew her innermost thoughts, and Baruch, father of the man she loved. 

“I need to marry my soul-mate, like you did,” she whispered. “We deserve to have children, too.”

Hannah opened her mouth, but I stared her down. I stood up and stared her down. “No,” I ordered. “Don’t talk!”  

And Hannah closed her mouth. Didn’t say a word.

I was their spokesperson.

Sarah pushed her chair from my table. She walked away from my house. She never spoke to me or Hannah again.

If she had, things might have ended differently.

It was the 1950s. Marauding bands of Fedayeen were crossing into Israel murdering and plundering. Hannah and Simeon, like their parents before them, spent the early years of their marriage on night duty. Baruch watched with them along the fence.  Little Tikvah spent the earliest nights of her life down in the shelter with the other babies of our settlement. During daylight hours, Baruch built a second[-]story over our house, planning for our family and their life.

Egypt was rattling its sabers, gathering on Israel’s Southern border, Nasser vowing he’d rid the world of the onerous Jewish state. October ’56, Israel called its soldiers to war. 

“Simeon, sweetness,” Hannah told her husband, “Sarah will die if anything happens to Jacob.” Her parting words as Simeon left her for the desert sands were, “Promise me that whatever happens you’ll watch over Jacob, that you’ll never leave his side. Promise me you’ll keep him safe.” You’d think Simeon was the older of the two.

Sarah and Jacob clung to each other. “Don’t leave me,” she whispered, and he, “When I come home, we’ll marry.”

 The war lasted eight days. Each day Sarah spread a cloth on the grass patch between the houses and sewed her wedding canopy.  Each day she embroidered another rose onto the whitest of muslins. On the seventh day she borrowed four marriage poles from the synagogue, erected them between the houses, and laid her canopy over them. She spent the last day of the war creating roses out of crepe paper and twining them around the poles. She waited by her marriage canopy, sitting on the grass in her sweater and scarf. We didn’t open our door, never came out of our house to see it, yet she knew we could see her. That was satisfaction enough.

 The military men who knocked on our door that second day of November, who scraped their feet on the mat so many times before stepping inside there was no need to ask why they’d come; those men--actually the older of the two, Corporal Adler his name was--told Baruch and me how Jacob had requested a transfer from his unit to Simeon’s.  “He changed positions with a fellow soldier,” Adler reported, “so he and Simeon could fight like brothers in the same tank.” 

Baruch and I sank together onto the sofa, all four knees buckling in unison. Beyond that, we didn’t move. Didn’t utter a word. Didn’t cry. Didn’t seem to see or hear the men at all. 

Adler cleared his throat. “As you know,” he said, “it is against military regulations for brothers to share a tank; fate frowns on that.” An aching silence had taken hold.  “When their tank was hit,” Adler reported, his voice low, his eyes glued to the floor, “Jacob and Simeon fell, like brothers, in the sand.” 

The officers perched, in the silence, on the very edge of our kitchen chairs. “They are our heroes,” Adler whispered, “brave men who gave their lives for our country.”  We didn’t respond. Not so much as a protest, a tear, a change of position. The envoys got up to leave. The younger man bent to clasp our hands in both of his - first mine, then Baruch’s. Tears stood in his eyes, ready to fall.  Adler said, “The people of Israel will be eternally indebted to you.” They hooked their caps back on their heads and left. 

We stood up then, Baruch and I. We watched from the doorway as our messengers of death walked across the grass patch, past Sarah’s marriage canopy looming ghostlike in the dusk to Micha’s joyless home. 

When that door opened, Baruch sank back into his place on the sofa, his teeth chattering, his body convulsing from the cold. I fainted, flat out, on our stone floor.

Tikvah was three months old. Hannah brought her to us, her parents. She placed her baby in a blanket on my table. “Take her,” she said,  “I don’t deserve her.”  Carrying a cloth bag with her belongings, she climbed to the second story that Baruch had built for her, her husband, and her child. She walked alone into her marriage chamber, and closed the door. 

***
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