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About the Author

Clemency Burton-Hill was born and raised in London and moved to New York in 2009. She is a television and radio broadcaster, and presents the Breakfast show on BBC Radio 3. As a journalist, she has written about culture and current affairs for leading publications on both sides of the Atlantic. All The Things You Are is her second novel.


Praise for Clemency Burton-Hill

‘Compulsively readable’ Marie Claire

‘A romantic guilty pleasure to
   replace your dose of Strictly’ Company magazine

‘An authentic and involving first
   novel’  Woman & Home magazine

‘Classy – already dubbed a modern
   twist in Daphne du Maurier’  Red magazine

‘It’s the modern day dilemma. You
   finally find love, only for someone to offer you a job – far away
   from your new boyfriend. Lara is settled, London-based actress who
   suddenly gets offered her big break in America. A dazzling
   romance’ Now magazine


Also by Clemency Burton-Hill and available from Headline Review

 

The Other Side of the Stars


About the Book

When New York journalist Natasha Bernstein loses her job and discovers her fiancé has been keeping a dark secret, her world collapses. Turning to her family, she takes inspiration from her formidable grandmother Esther, who runs a community centre in downtown Manhattan. As she starts to rebuild her life, Natasha’s friendship with Rafi – the enigmatic architect working on Esther’s centre – restores her sense of wonder at the world and her faith in who she is. But when Rafi and Natasha take a trip to Jerusalem, they are plunged into a story far deeper than their own. Here, questions of family and loyalty mean more than life itself, and they must ask themselves what they are ultimately prepared to fight for. In a divided world, is it history or love that makes us who we are?


ONE

September

There was usually one, she had learned over the years. Taking a sip of water from the glass on the lectern, Esther Goldfaden scanned the auditorium to better study the face of the person who had just spoken. It turned out to be a young woman, dark-haired and intelligent-looking; somewhere around the age of her grand-daughters, she guessed. The woman was still holding the microphone in her hand, close to her mouth, as if poised to come back on whatever answer Esther should give. A steward hovered anxiously on the aisle nearby: there were a number of other raised hands in the lecture theatre.

Esther carefully set the water glass back down and smiled at her interlocutor. ‘Thank you for your thoughtful question. It’s certainly a very interesting one, and a complex one …’

Earlier, in the cab down to Battery Park, she’d thought that perhaps she wouldn’t do these kinds of events much more. People must surely have got tired of her story; she knew she had. But this museum was a wonderful organization: not only a resource for academics but a place to which interested people might come, learn and reflect. She liked and respected its director, a bright, perceptive woman named Maggie Adler whose temperament, Esther felt, had the capacity to make people feel more optimistic about humanity, not less. Esther invariably enjoyed the experience of speaking here. Today, though, she was unusually tired, and had found the session draining.

And now, this question. Why have you never been?

‘Mine is a very personal response,’ she said, ever so slightly adjusting her chair on the stage. ‘I understand that others feel differently, and I deeply respect their positions, as I hope they respect mine. But you must also understand that for me, my homeland was the village of Zholkva, near Lvov, in eastern Galicia, until it was here in the United States. I had never once set foot in the Middle East. Israel was not my home, it never was. It was not a political stance I took, deciding that I had no need to visit. It was purely a personal one.’

She nodded over at the steward, as if to say: next question.

‘But I read an interview you gave a few years ago in which your decision not to go did seem political,’ the woman countered. She was holding a Dictaphone in her other hand, Esther noticed for the first time. ‘In which you expressed what sounded like pretty strong views about Israel that some of your fellow survivors might reasonably see as objectionable. So I guess I’m just trying to get to the bottom of whether there is any … any causal connection between your experiences during the Holocaust and how you got to your position on Israel today?’

Esther maintained her smile.

‘First of all, I should just like to clarify: I have no “position” on Israel today. Choosing not to live in a place, or even not visiting it, does not equate to a position, not as I understand it.’ She was buying time as she steeled herself, gearing up for the phrases she had rehearsed so many times. It wasn’t that the sentiments were not genuine or hers, they absolutely were. But in such moments she often found it easier to cling to the lifeboat-like words of a familiar script rather than access the emotions themselves, lurking so many fathoms below. ‘I hardly need to restate my belief that it would be facile, not to mention perilous, to compare Hitler’s Holocaust to any other inhumanity man has inflicted on man. But I have also always held that my experiences during the war, what happened to my family, were tragedies specifically personal to me. I have never thought it appropriate to use those experiences to make any wider point.’ She cleared her throat. Why did she feel so fragile today? ‘Nevertheless it is also true that the experiences of my life have made me aware of the suffering of others, many of whom are being denied their fundamental rights all over the world. And I have always believed, as deeply as I believe anything, that any argument about human rights becomes discredited unless those rights are to be extended to every human being everywhere.’

‘So you are saying that Israel doesn’t extend those rights?’ Triumph had crept into the woman’s voice.

Edging towards exasperation, Esther held up a hand. ‘Please! I am not saying anything of the sort. I am no expert on Israeli policy today. I can tell you a lot about the bureaucratic hurdles facing homeless and disenfranchised New Yorkers, if you are interested in that?’

There was a ripple of laughter, which pleased her: she was always keen to remind audiences that her life’s work and focus was down at the community centre on West Street, not really in lecture theatres like this one.

The female journalist continued undeterred.

‘But in the same interview you said, and I quote, that the Israel-Palestine conflict “is the greatest moral issue of our age”.’

Esther inclined her head. ‘Did I? Well, I am sure it is. And I believe, as I am sure many people here in this room believe, not as a Jewish woman but merely as a rational human being, that it would be a tragedy, a tragedy, were Israel’s treatment of others to fatally undermine the moral foundations of its own existence. Not to mention its own long-term security interests.’ A smatter of applause broke out in pockets of the audience. ‘And as I have always maintained whenever I am asked about this most difficult topic, I am deeply wary of any attempt to make causal links or comparisons between the systematic annihilation of European Jewry by Hitler and the conflict between Israelis and the Palestinians today. One must never be posited as justification for the other; nor can they possibly be compared.’

Over more applause, Esther glanced reassuringly at Maggie, as if to assuage any concern at the direction the Q&A had taken. She nodded again at the steward and indicated with her forefinger a man seated towards the middle of the auditorium, who had patiently kept his hand up during this whole exchange. ‘And now I think we really must move on!’

But still the bespectacled woman had not relinquished the microphone. She said, ‘And what about Emanuel?’

Esther squinted at her.

Her soul.

It took her a moment to regain her composure. She swallowed, heaved his name from her heart onto her lips. When it came out, it was almost a whisper. ‘Emanuel. What about him?’

How they loved to bring it back to him, these audiences. Beyond the fact of her being a survivor, and the widow of a celebrated playwright, Esther Goldfaden, neé Loew, was also a figure of fascination at such memorial centres as this because of the letter that had been discovered at Buchenwald in 1945. The original was in the archives at Yad Vashem, along with so many other diaries, letters, small correspondences; the evidence in ink and paper of humans still clinging to the possibility of their lives – humans who mostly had not survived. But there on that frayed and tattered sheet, by now almost translucent, was Esther Loew’s confident nineteen-year-old Yiddish hand: faint and illegible in places, but thrillingly alive. Many American holocaust museums had facsimile copies, like the one in the glass case upstairs. Usually, it was the thing people most wanted to talk to her about.

And most of the time she didn’t mind. Sometimes, on days when she was feeling stronger than today, Esther would even paint for them a picture: of how she and the cobbler’s son from a neighbouring village had met each other just once, teenagers, at a winter dance in Lvov during the war. And how they had not known each other’s names; but had known something else. ‘No sooner met but they looked; no sooner looked but they loved,’ she would tell her rapt audience, quoting one of her favourite Shakespearean characters, before going on to explain how, almost a year later, as she ran to the neighbouring village to get her father’s boots repaired because their own cobbler was sick, she had collided with the boy once again and he had said her name.

She would tell them how, after the Nazis broke the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact in 1941 to take Lvov, their villages had both been subsumed into the ghetto that winter. And how for a while, despite the whispers about the horrors happening outside the ghetto walls, her time there had been in its way a miraculous thing. Because it was there in the ghetto, that freezing winter, that she and Emanuel had answered each other’s souls: two young people twining together as they made love and plans; plans for tomorrow and plans for the future. Plans for such simple happinesses: children, music, food, books. Each other. After this was all over. One day.

And Esther would describe to audiences that last evening in the ghetto, before the Gestapo arrived. ‘We met, we made love, and then we ate a last meal at our favourite café: a traditional Galitzianer sweet kugel with lokshen. I can still taste it to this day. We had a plan: he was going to go underground that same night, into the forest with some friends of his, to join the resistance movement slightly further east. And I was going to escape with my family. My father had these government contacts, or thought he did; there was a neighbour enlisted to help us escape in the middle of the night. Emanuel and I knew we would meet again somehow. We made our plan. It was simply unthinkable we should not see each other again.’ It was all unthinkable, of course, everything that had happened next. Often her audiences already knew the outline of her biography, and she need not say the words. My family and I fled our house in the middle of the night, leaving everything, all our possessions. We thought we would return, of course we would return, but we were taken at the border. My father had been betrayed by his contacts. He was shot dead in front of our eyes. And then my mother, my brother, my sister and I were sent to Belzec, and from there the Janowska camp, and from there I went to Buchenwald … And of all of us, I was the only one to survive.

Sometimes, if it felt appropriate, if her heart could bear it, she would go on to tell them how she had later found out that she and Emanuel had missed each other in Janowska – he too had been betrayed by those he trusted – by days; she already on a transport to Buchenwald by the time her love walked through those same gates. Or how, many years later, with her husband Max’s help, she had discovered that her darkest terror had been realized: not that Emanuel had perished – for that much she already knew. But that he had also been interred at Buchenwald, for seven months and twenty-two days during the period that she was also there. That they had been in that same place without ever once passing – for they would surely have known each other if they did, even with the bare skulls and the lifeless eyes, the jutting bones and the tattooed limbs. That, finally, was the most unbearable thought of all: that he had been there. Emanuel had died, they discovered, in the Buchenwald gas chamber in the springtime of 1945, just three days before the camp – and she – were liberated. April indeed the cruellest month.

That he had been there.

Today, in her vulnerable state, Esther had deliberately avoided mentioning his name in her talk. But now, thanks to this persistent woman, here he was in the room again anyway; the very core of her life: beautiful and freckled and nineteen and smelling of boot-polish, and saying her name … How had he ever discovered her name? 

The woman cleared her throat. ‘I mean, if you had known, for certain, say, that Emanuel had survived and made it to Israel, would that have changed your mind? Would you have gone then?’

There was a rumble of disapproval around the auditorium now. ‘I really don’t see how that is relevant!’ a man called out. ‘It might be polite at this point to let someone else ask a question!’

Esther smiled at her protector, but held up a hand. Another thing she had come to understand was that, while some people would always dislike or resent or find distasteful or inexplicable her opinions – she had even been called a ‘self-hating Jew’ on a few memorable occasions – most of the audiences she addressed at places like this were fiercely protective of her. As if simply by dint of surviving what they felt was un-survivable, she had impunity to think or behave in any way she liked afterwards. Max had treated her that way too: Esther had had to be vigilant not to become spoiled under his tender and sometimes over-indulgent watch.

She leaned forward and found the female journalist’s eyes. ‘What is your name, my dear?’

The woman seemed taken aback. ‘My name? Uh, Anna Mayer.’

‘Tell me, Anna, have you ever done anything truly mad for love?’

‘Uh … I … I don’t—’

‘Well, I haven’t,’ Esther confided, ‘not truly mad, not mad enough, because after 1942 I never again had the opportunity. But trust me, if I thought Emanuel had survived, if I thought there was any hope of him being there, I would walk to Israel tomorrow to find him. Then again, I would walk to the moon to find him.’ She looked up. ‘Okay. I mean it. Next question, please.’

* * *

At the back of the auditorium, Natasha Bernstein was watching her indefatigable grandmother with a mixture of emotions. Pride, of course, and the deepest admiration. But also a reminder of how strange it was. To be here among people who hung on Esther’s every word, who had been all the way to Israel or Galicia to study her papers and her correspondence from the war, and who had written articles and academic pieces about her experience, was to be powerfully reminded that Esther was so much more than just their grandma. It was easy to forget that sometimes.

And there she was, moving brightly through the crowd behind her chrome walker: chatting to well-wishers, signing things, even posing for a photograph with an elderly woman, perhaps another survivor, who was accompanied by what looked like members of three more generations of her family. Esther, Natasha thought, as she watched these strangers bask in her grandmother’s magic, was so like her sister Rachel: a dispenser of light, to whom others must helplessly gravitate. She noticed her grandmother heading towards the journalist who had interrogated her so relentlessly earlier, and then, after a brief chat, leading the woman right towards the door where Natasha was standing.

‘Tash, sweetie, I wanted you to meet Anna Mayer from the Journal.’

Natasha realized she knew the byline. If the grand-daughter in her had felt infuriated by Anna Mayer’s approach during the question time, the reporter in her had to admit a grudging respect; she was pretty sure she would not have been so tenacious. ‘This is my eldest grand-daughter Natasha. She’s also a journalist.’ Esther beamed. ‘At the Times, no less.’

Anna Mayer’s brown eyes sharpened. ‘Oh really? How long have you been at the Times?’

‘Three years, almost.’

‘What’s your beat?’

‘She writes the most wonderful human interest stories,’ Esther cut in. ‘Really interesting things about the political or economic situation but with human beings at their heart.’

Anna smiled tightly at Natasha. ‘Oh. You too?’

Ordinarily this exchange would have sent up in Natasha a flare of anxiety: unlike Esther she did not move so easily towards her rivals. But not today. Her fingers in her jacket pocket closed around her phone; she longed to pull it out and read again the text that had arrived from her editor John Deegan a short while ago.

Nothing confirmed yet but looks like yr story might front. Hang tight. JD.

Today, then, with a front-page story in the offing, she was immune.

‘That’s right,’ she nodded. ‘Me too.’ She held out her hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Anna. That was a great question you asked.’

‘Try nine questions,’ Esther corrected with a smile. From her pocketbook, she handed Anna Mayer a card. ‘That’s our centre. It’s up on West Street. If you’d like to talk further about anything, Anna, please come and see us for coffee anytime. I’d be delighted to show you around.’

Outside on the sidewalk, evening had arrived. The sun was sinking lazily over the river, catching the light on a gazillion glass windows and casting downtown in shades of rose and gold. It was beautiful: New York at its storybook finest. Natasha helped her grandmother to the corner to wait for a cab.

‘You did that on purpose, didn’t you?’

‘Did what?’ Esther was all innocence.

‘Just completely disarmed that woman. Moved towards her, drew her in, neutralized her. Just like that.’

Esther smiled. ‘I simply asked her for a cup of coffee. We’ll see if she calls.’

‘I think she’ll call.’

From the direction of the ferry terminal a cab appeared, its light illuminated. Natasha flagged him down. Then embraced her grandmother. ‘I love you. Well done today. I was so proud of you. That can’t have been easy.’

Esther held up her papery cheek for a kiss. ‘Thanks for coming, sweetie. You sure I can’t drop you over on Kenmare?’

Natasha shook her head. ‘I’ll walk. It’s such a beautiful evening.’

‘Well then, I’ll see you at Rosh Hashana on Friday, won’t I?’

‘Of course.’ Natasha helped Esther into the back seat and shut the cab door as Esther gave the driver her West 12th Street address.

Just as the car was about to drive off, Natasha called to her through the open window.

‘Oh, and Bubbe?’

‘Yes, my darling?’

‘Don’t forget to buy the paper tomorrow …’


TWO

Page One! It was still the most exciting thing in the world. On the subway, as more and more people folded themselves into the carriage at 34th Street, she saw another handful of people reading the Times, in print or on their devices, and felt the thrill. Its ink was even now transferring itself onto the fingers of the straphanger jammed up next to her. She glanced over his shoulder. There it was: below the fold, but there. Her first lead byline since she’d broken a story about a gubernatorial campaign-funding scandal back in January. She had worked so hard for this one; had been reporting it for months. The payoff felt unbelievably sweet.

When she arrived at her cubicle a short while later, the phone on her desk was ringing. She reached to grab the receiver and missed it by seconds. A colleague, headed to the nearby mailroom, popped his head over the divider to tell her how much he’d enjoyed her piece. She thanked him and powered up her computer to discover a stack of emails whose subject lines conveyed similar sentiments.

It took her a moment longer to notice the message lodged amongst these from Monica Wagner, editor of the Metro section, under whose overall watch Natasha filed. She clicked. There was nothing in the body of the email.


	From:       	mwagner@NYTimes.com

	To:       	nbernstein@NYTimes.com

	cc:       	jdeegan@NYTimes.com

	Sent:       	September 03, 06:27am ET

	Re:       	URGENT – please come see me in my office as soon as you get in. M



 

The phone on her desk began to ring again.

‘You’re in. Did you see Monica’s email?’ It was her editor, John. Natasha had known him since college, when he’d taken her on as a research intern during her senior year whilst he was on sabbatical writing a book. He’d become her mentor, advising her to turn down the graduate scholarship she’d been offered at Columbia J-School – ‘this is a trade, real journalists learn on the job’ – and helping her secure an entry-level reporting position at the Boston Globe. Knowing how she longed to get back to her hometown and the one newspaper she’d fantasized about working for since childhood, when the Times Metro section vacancy had come up almost three years ago, John had lobbied Monica Wagner for months on her behalf.

‘Just this second. Everything okay?’ Absently she clicked open a few more emails and, uncapping a ballpoint with her teeth, scribbled a name and number onto the yellow legal pad in front of her.

Somewhere just out of her view, John Deegan hesitated. Then he said, ‘I think you should probably get over here right away.’

Natasha stopped, removed the pen lid from between her teeth. It was, admittedly, curious for section editors to invite reporters to their offices; a more typical interaction might be a yell across the newsroom’s backfield or a relentless volley of on-screen instant-messages. Only twice before had she had a personal summons like this. The first was early on, after a regrettable fact-checking oversight. The second had come after her coverage of the original Occupy protests, when she was still a relatively anonymous general-assignment reporter in the Times Brooklyn bureau. Things had changed quite rapidly for Natasha after that particular trip over to Monica’s office. She was soon shipped over to the newsroom on Eighth Avenue and given the chance to write more. Gradually she had carved out a personal beat that she loved. As Esther had crowed to that woman last night, her stories, if relatively small and tucked far into the Metro section, tried to feel for what was human behind the economic and political phenomena that had dominated front pages since the financial crisis, and continued to hold the world in their grip. Out there in that teeming iridescent city, the epicentre of it all, it was still occasionally possible to glimpse something that might redeem. Natasha was the junior reporter tasked with digging it out.

Today’s piece, which Monica had let her run unusually long, took a pressing issue in federal housing policy and examined it through the prism of one female Staten Islander’s plight. Natasha had spent weeks profiling Letisha Clark: a terminally unemployed single mother, victim of the hurricane, seriously ill and yet unable, because of classic bureaucratic hurdles, to claim Medicare benefits. Destitute but dogged, the sort of character this city – this nation – ran on, Clark had been campaigning with improbable articulacy to be allowed to move, for nominal rent, to one of the long-vacant apartment blocks in a nearby neighbourhood that had not been affected by the storm. With a powerful central narrative, days of rigorous data-crunching that had made Natasha’s brain ache, and some pretty heavyweight interviews, including Senator Gillibrand and one of Mayor Bloomberg’s closest aides, she was hoping this might just be the piece that finally elevated her from lowly ‘probationer’ – so-called after the clause in her contract that stated that she might be released at any point within the first three years of her Times appointment – to unionized staff reporter.

Natasha found John at his desk, his grey eyes inscrutable.

‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Everything okay? How was your Labor Day?’

‘Come with me.’ He nodded towards the team room on the adjacent corner, a glass-doored space used for small conferences or private conversations. Private only so far as it was closed off; the floor-to-ceiling glass did not stop the potential for gawking. ‘We won’t be here long,’ he said as he slid the door shut behind them. ‘Mon’s expecting us any moment. But this is a big deal. I thought we should talk first.’

Natasha nodded. Somewhere from the depths of her subconscious a thought bubbled up giddily before she could quite quash it. Oh please say it! she implored silently. Say it! After all your hard work these past three years, it’s your time! There’s a proper union contract waiting on Monica’s desk. Welcome on board!

‘Mon received a call from the DA in Staten Island in the early hours of this morning. They’d read your piece on Letisha Clark with some interest.’

She tried not to smile at John’s sly almost-compliment.

‘It seems this woman was being tapped for, amongst other things, multiple benefit fraud, embezzlement, impersonation …’ John pulled out his phone with a frown and scrolled. ‘And perjury.’ He glanced back up. ‘Perjury. Seems they’ve been tailing her for over six months and were about to bust her when we ran this piece. The DA only called Monica because they know each other personally. We’re lucky they tipped us off at all. It gives us the chance to go into serious damage-limitation mode before anyone goes to the Journal or the Post, let alone the folk at Gawker and co.’

There was a pause. A profound, interstellar silence descended upon the room. Natasha could feel, she was certain, the world lurching on its axis.

‘What?’ she gasped.

John folded his arms.

‘But wait, I don’t …’ She struggled to reorder her brain around the existence-altering words her editor had just uttered. ‘You’re saying Letisha Clark was lying the whole time? About everything?’

‘Listen, I’ll try to stick up for you as best I can. But Monica is steaming. Masthead were all called in early and have been in meetings about it for hours. You can imagine how it’s gone down.’

Disbelief constricted her throat as the panic inched slowly but surely up her chest. ‘But are you … are they sure this is really true? I mean, I interviewed her on multiple occasions. She showed me everything, the records, the Medicare and the welfare and the official letters after Sandy, and it all seemed so legit, I just cannot …’

She tailed off. It would do her no favours, she knew, to come over as either defensive or naïve; at this point such attitudes would only discredit her further. She racked her brain. Had she ever run the proper Lexis searches? Why hadn’t she called the FBI for a triple-I, the interstate identification index? Shit. It was true: she hadn’t even found out whether there was a rap sheet on this woman. Her gut began to churn.

‘Tash, we’ve talked about this before,’ John was saying, quietly and not unkindly. ‘Having a credulous ear and an empathetic heart is not the worst crime a journalist can commit. But this is unfortunate. As you know, the timing could not be much worse.’

She glanced at him. Of course she knew. After a few relatively stable years following the seismic events of 2008 when multiple crises – the recession, the haemorrhaging of print-ad dollars, the rise of the internet – had seen newspapers laying off journalists by the dozen, there had followed a less vicious voluntary buyout phase, when they had all been able to breathe again, however tentatively. But now that era seemed also to have run its course: these days the prospect of layoffs once again hovered over newsrooms across the country like an ominously gathering fog. John hardly needed to point out that Natasha, technically still on probation, was going to be especially vulnerable.

‘What do you think they’ll do?’ she murmured. She tried to recall what usually happened in similar circumstances. She hadn’t plagiarized anyone, she hadn’t screwed the company, fiddled expenses. They’d issue a correction, an apology to the readers … A thought occurred to her and she began to gabble at him. ‘Doesn’t this maybe confirm what we’re saying in the piece anyway? I mean, even if this woman was lying, shouldn’t we be looking at why? The facts are the facts – in eighty-seven percent of so-called employment opportunities in this country you are not eligible to apply for a job unless you are already in employment; in seventy-two percent of cases where—’

‘Natasha.’ John held up a hand. ‘The statistics are irrelevant. Letisha Clark was a straight-up fraud and we should have been diligent enough to identify that and drop the whole idea, not dedicate a page one story to her oh-so-poignant plight.’

At John’s acid tone, Natasha shrank back in her chair, conscious of the newsroom buzz beyond; the very space she would have to walk through shortly to get to Monica’s office. Here in this great grand skyscraper of environmentally progressive glass and lipstick-red walls, where the cubicles extended to a little over waist height, the unusual sight of a reporter being hauled into an editor’s office could pique everybody’s curiosity for a moment, no matter how busy they were.

‘They wouldn’t bounce me for this, would they?’ she said softly.

With the minutest of shrugs, John pushed open the door. ‘I doubt it,’ he said. ‘I guess we’ll have to wait and see.’

* * *

‘I’ve got too many people working hard and not screwing up,’ Monica Wagner was reminding everyone assembled in the executive editor’s office. ‘So although we all think you’re a talented reporter and this an unfortunate mistake, I’m afraid, Natasha, I don’t see how we have any choice.’

The room seemed to scud, vertiginously, as the glare from neighbouring Midtown skyscrapers ricocheted off steel and glass to hit the rows of trophies and Pulitzer certificates lining the back wall. Natasha blinked back an ill-timed but unmistakable sting of salt. It was Friday morning. Three days had somehow passed, in excruciating increments, since she’d been apprised of Letisha Clark’s fraud and her own calamitous error. The paper had quickly moved to own its mistake by issuing a prominent editor’s correction and apology, and assigning a leading correspondent to investigate the new aspects of the story and re-report it, but this had not stopped the more vitriolic nooks of the blogosphere going to town. It had been easily the toughest week of her life.

And now it was Friday, and she was hearing the words she had most dreaded.

No choice.

She glanced over at John, who did not meet her eye.

‘No














































AUTHOR’S NOTE

As I embarked upon the daunting adventure that is writing a second novel, if you had told me I would end up with a story that dwelt upon the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, I would have looked at you in utter bafflement. I had mapped out a book about four young women set in Hackney in the 1950s, and had got happily stuck into researching that period – the history, the food, the fashions. But I had recently moved from London to New York City, and after a few months working on my post-war Hackney tale, I kept being distracted by an altogether different idea that was making itself felt somewhere deep inside me – at first gently winking at me from the wings of my subconscious, and later jumping up and down on centre stage like a boisterous toddler who will not be ignored until it gets its own way.

I’m sure there will be people who understandably wonder what qualifies an agnostic Londoner such as myself to broach the subject of the Middle East conflict – the ‘vortex of our age’, as Esther describes it. It’s a tricky one to answer, because this subject above all is so freighted; and held so close by people who rightly feel it is ‘theirs’. Part of what it is to write a work of fiction, I hope readers understand, is to exercise a giant leap of imagination and empathy with humans whose experiences are not one’s own. But in many ways the question ‘why am I writing about this?’ also goes to the heart of one of the chief concerns in my book. I kept wondering: who really owns the narrative of their own family identity, especially if they inherit it many decades later, in totally different circumstances? Whose tragedies are these? Who has the right to tell? What does it mean to be one thing or the other, or to be many things all at once?

When I sat down opposite the proverbial blank sheet (which was a screen, predictably) and started to write what was eventually to become this novel, I had certain voices ringing in my ears. I had been travelling to the Middle East regularly since 2004, and the idea of a love story that crossed the divide was something I’d first been struck by when I began working with young people of both Jewish and Palestinian heritage. What if they became best friends? I wondered. And what if they lived fifteen minutes from each other, as the crow flies, yet were not legally allowed to visit each other? What if they fell in love?

In this story there are various loves that cross boundaries – not only the love between Natasha and Rafi, but between Amina and Zaki, Rachel and Skye, Josh and Kristen. And while no character is based on a real person, everything that takes place in the Middle East chapters – from Maha’s house to Natasha’s experience at Qalandiya – reflects a real-life human incident that has been revealed to me over the course of my research on the ground in Jerusalem, Ramallah, Bethlehem, Jenin and Tel Aviv. I am extremely grateful to the interviewees who so generously shared their stories, anecdotes, and at times emotionally distressing personal histories with me.

In case you’re interested, here’s a little background about how I came to be interested in all this in the first place. I have been fascinated by the Jewish side of my family – my mother’s – ever since I was about six years old and my grandfather Lewis showed me an ancient letter written from his father to his mother. My great-grandparents Abraham and Sarah, who lived in the Łódź ghetto, had the foresight to flee the ongoing persecution against Jews like them just before the First World War. One day, they packed up what belongings they could, boarded a boat going somewhere else – anywhere else – and eventually, by chance, washed up in Cardiff. So Abraham and Sarah were some of the luckiest Jews of the twentieth century: they escaped to Wales before the Holocaust would have made their lives perilous. As was the case for so many millions, other members of our wider Jewish family did not have such luck. 

I was always struck by the Jewish notes in our history, then, even as I grew up in a decidedly unreligious household in west London. My violin teacher Rodney Friend used to say my Jewish blood came out when I played music, and it’s true that I always felt an atavistic and deep stirring when I thought about that element of our family’s culture and narrative. I never stopped wondering (or trying to imagine) what it must have been like for Abraham and Sarah: to have had to uproot everything they knew, everything they owned, their friends, their families, their books, their language – and step onto a boat going to a place they had never heard of into a completely unknown future. 

At least they ended up having a future.

So, that was where my personal interest in Jewish refugee history originated. And then, just as I arrived at university, the second intifada broke out among the Palestinians in protest at the ongoing military occupation by Israel. As a curious and quite politically engaged ninteen-year-old I began to pay much more attention to what was happening in that part of the world. I started reading widely around the foundation of Israel, its conflict with the Palestinians, the vexed question of refugee right of return, and the recent history of the Middle East. What I learned terrified me, intrigued me, disturbed me, gripped me. The horrors and the waste of the conflict were disturbing; the seeming legitimacy of claims to land and history on both sides irreconcilable; and the stalemate and deadlock despair-inducing.

In my final year of my English degree I read a lot of contemporary and contemporaneous Israeli and Palestinian literature for my Tragedy paper, and my interest in the human element of the Middle East conflict – the real people living out their brave grand ordinary lives in circumstances unimaginable to most of us – only intensified. Not long after I graduated, I received an invitation to participate as a violinist in a Bach festival taking place in Israel, the West Bank and occupied Palestinian territories. I jumped at the chance to visit a part of the world which had held such fascination for so long.

That was the start of regular trips to the region, in some cases a few times a year, and the making of many important friendships. The intervening decade has been a process of constant education and re-education for me, and the witnessing of much that is cause for distress, but much that is cause for hope, redemption, and ultimately, perhaps, tentative optimism about human nature too. 

With ‘the situation’ as it is today, however, my heart breaks for those on both sides, Israeli and Palestinian. It is my fervent if faint hope that in our lifetime we will see peace. I am not holding my breath.

CBH. London, autumn 2013
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