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I

ETHAN AND ELLA MET IN a coworking space, one of the airy open-plan offices that were common in their city at that time. Ethan had worked there longer and he liked the office, which was on the twenty-sixth floor of a tall building. It was full of plants and full of light and there was a balcony on the eastern side with a rock garden and benches and he would often sit outside, even in the fall and early spring, and this reminded him of his childhood during the pandemic. He remembered windows, high places, the cold.

During those years they lived in a very tall building in a different city. They were meant to live in that apartment for only six months, while his parents looked for a house, but that was not what happened. Life was predictable and orderly until it was not, and in the end they lived there almost three years, from when he was six until he was eight. He learned to read. His parents argued and reconciled endlessly. His great-grandmother, whom he did not remember, died.

The schools did not reopen for more than a year in that city, and he cycled through many different fixations during that time—dinosaurs, self-portraits, Rube Goldberg machines, unboxing videos, Zoom karate, Cosmic Kids Yoga, Minecraft, making slime. One of the most durable was folding paper airplanes with his father and then throwing them from their balcony and watching them fly out over the lake. They went through reams of paper and the airplanes were scattered everywhere, which bothered his mother and, for a while, every day, she would insist that they gather them into a pile in one corner of the room. And then, without warning, she gave up and the planes—the ones that did not make the one-way trip over the water—came to rest where they would.

Later, when he would visit his parents as an adult, he would often walk by the old building. And once, several years before he met Ella, he knocked on the door of their old apartment, 22E, and asked the couple living there if he could look around. They seemed much older to Ethan, though they really were not, and the wife was pregnant. At first, they regarded him with some suspicion. But Ethan was charming and soft-spoken, and he seemed harmless and a little lost, like a child. “I spent the pandemic here,” he said, and the husband looked at his wife and then said, “Would you like to come in?”

They spent half an hour together. They made coffee and Ethan asked for a few sheets of paper and he showed them how to fold a few airplane models. But none of them flew as far as he remembered.



ETHAN HAD NEVER THROWN AN airplane from the balcony of the office building, even after working there for four years. He thought about it, though.

He wrote for a website that covered tech trends. He did not like his job very much because his performance was tied directly to clicks and he suspected that the other writers—six of them in all—were faster and funnier than he was. And often when he could not think of anything to write about he would go out onto the balcony to look out over the city or up into the sky and sometimes he would think of the apartment on the twenty-second floor.

It was on the balcony that he first saw Ella. He was sitting on a bench in late November, looking up at the knifelike form of a peregrine falcon as it rose into the sky, when he noticed her standing near the rail on the far side. She was wearing a yellow blazer and leggings and to Ethan she looked cold and very small.

She was facing the opposite direction, so she must have assumed she was alone. He had been watching her for only a few seconds when she took a paper airplane from the pocket of her coat. After quickly adjusting the wings, she threw it out over the city. From where he was sitting, he was unable to see its flight.

When she turned, he saw her face, pale and sharp, like the airplane.

He cupped his hands around his mouth and called out, “I’ve always wanted to do that.”

“Why haven’t you?”

“I guess I’m worried it might land on a car and cause an accident.”

“You should worry less,” she said, and she blew air into her cupped hands and went back inside.



ETHAN DID NOT SPEAK WITH Ella again until several weeks later, when they met by chance at one of the office’s four kitchenettes. He had hoped they would talk sooner but she was there only sporadically, twice the week of the airplane, once the following week, and then not at all for two weeks after that. By then the episode on the balcony had taken on a dreamlike quality for Ethan, significant but almost forgotten. And when she came up next to him, he did not immediately recognize her.

She was studying a little packet of jerky, turning it over several times in her hands. Her fingernails were alternating shades of pink and blue—newly painted and glossy—and around her wrist were several silver bracelets, which glittered beneath the overhead lights. Everything about her was small. She had small hands and small shoulders and a small, delicate mouth. But her expression was the same as the expression he remembered from the balcony—severe and searching, and her face had a shadowy quality, despite the paleness of her skin. All of this seemed at odds with the fragile, childlike features, the small hands and the fancifully painted nails, and still she was reading the package.

“They don’t have any weird additives,” he said.

“Oh,” she said, glancing quickly to her left. “It’s not that.”

“What are you looking for?”

“It’s nothing. I was just reading the ingredients.”

“They’re good. I eat too many of those.”

She returned the packet to the jar. “I’ll have to take your word for it,” she said. She turned to leave.

“Excuse me,” he said. “Listen, I might have this wrong, but did we meet a few weeks ago on the balcony? You threw a paper airplane. That was you, right?”

“No,” she said, after a brief pause. “You must be thinking of someone else.”

“Oh,” he said. “I thought it was you.”

“I don’t think so,” she said, and instead of the jerky she took a small bag of granola clusters and walked away.



LATER THAT AFTERNOON, ELLA SAW him again on the balcony. He was sitting under a heat lamp, his legs beneath a blanket and his laptop balanced on his knees. It was cold outside, but he did not look cold, which she found intriguing. She was not sure why she lied about the airplane. There was no reason to lie. And now she felt guilty, though when she thought about it there really was no reason for that either because likely enough she would never speak to him again. Ella was a freelance photographer and she was stringing for a magazine that rented a few desks in the office. She would be done with the project at the end of the day and tomorrow she was planning to take her son on a train south to meet up with a friend from college. He did not seem to be enjoying his school of late and he had become increasingly anxious at home and Ella hoped that some time in a more pastoral setting would help him reset. She was not planning to return to the city for a month or so, and even then, unless she happened to take another gig at the same magazine, she would not return to that coworking space.

She watched him from behind her desk. Then she went outside. “Here,” she said, handing him an airplane and sitting down on the edge of the bench. “I’m sorry I lied earlier.”

He turned the plane over in his hands. “That’s okay. I wasn’t trying to be creepy.”

“You weren’t creepy.”

“Is this the same plane?”

“No, that one was different.”

“Did it fly well? I couldn’t see from where I was sitting.”

“It started off okay, but then it got caught in some wind and went into a spiral. It was a good one—that design won the world record for distance. This one I designed myself.”

“It feels like the weighting is pretty good.”

“You know about it?”

“I spent most of the pandemic folding airplanes with my father and throwing them from the balcony of our apartment.”

She smiled. “Me too. With my sister. I was lucky not to be an only child.”

He nodded. “That’s a funny coincidence. Did you grow up in the city?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve always lived at the center of the universe.”

“The true provincialism of a native.”

She laughed, an easy, rolling laugh. The sound of it was bright and surprising because he did not think he had said anything particularly funny. He decided that he would try to make her laugh again.

“Did you know I was lying?”

“I think I wasn’t sure,” he said. “I’m Ethan, by the way.”

“Ella.”

They were quiet for a few seconds. Ethan adjusted the wings of the plane. Then he said, “What is it that you like about them? About paper airplanes, I mean,” and she thought for a moment and said, “I guess I like them because they seem very free and very light, even when they crash.”



ETHAN ASKED AROUND BUT NOBODY else on the floor knew Ella. The magazine, he discovered, maintained a few different workspaces in that neighborhood; however, the desks in his office were used only by stringers and so none of the people using them in the weeks that followed could say who she was.

It was a culture magazine, which mostly covered life in the city. He realized that he had heard of it because a few years earlier it ran a buzzy, controversial feature about a Jewish theater company doing experimental shows in the southern part of the city, transforming several abandoned warehouses along the water into venues for immersive theatrical experiences called “the Jewholes.” But he had only read articles about the article, never the feature itself. Hoping to find whatever project she had been working on—or perhaps something she had done in the past—Ethan went to the website and looked through a few recent features, as well as some of the older, archived content. He did not find any Ellas. “Ella” had been a popular girls’ name at the time when they were born and without her last name his search for her byline elsewhere was similarly unsuccessful. And so once again, she began to fade from his mind. Then, one morning, about three weeks later, he went to the magazine’s website again and there it was: “To the Underground” by Ella Halperin.

The photographs were in color, but they were shot mostly at night and the limited blue-gray palette made them look almost black-and-white. This gave the series an otherworldly quality and as he scrolled through he had the sense that he was looking back in time. People running to or from something. People waiting to be born anew. Jews.

Particularly striking was an image of a young family, a mother, father, and two small children. They were seated in their living room, at the opening of a large gray tent, mother and father cross-legged and one child on each lap. To their left, where the flap of the tent draped down, was a neat pile of folded clothing and a line of sneakers, along with several gallon-sized jugs of water. The parents were looking straight at the camera, their eyes wide and limpid. The son was looking toward his sister, his expression simultaneously fearful and defiant; the daughter, a few years older, was holding a calico cat protectively on her lap. Below the photo was a brief description: The Geller family plans to enter the anomaly at the Northlands subway stop at the end of the coming week. When asked about their decision, Sheila and Daniel Geller, both physicians, expressed uncertainty about what they would find but cited concerns about their children’s safety in light of newly proposed restrictions. For the past several days they have practiced sleeping in the tent that they anticipate sharing on the far side. In this image, Lauren and Ezra Geller, 10 and 6, guard the family cat, which they will leave with a cousin.

Ethan was stirred by the images and also very pleased to have found Ella’s name. But because she was a freelancer, the magazine did not offer any direct contact information. And because she did not appear to have any public social media profiles, he decided to try the “Contact us” form on the website.


Hi, if possible, please pass along the following message to Ella Halperin. Thank you—

_________

Hi Ella,

It’s Ethan from the coworking space downtown. I just wanted to reach out to say that I saw your photo essay this morning. It’s so well done, really lovely. I especially liked the portrait of the Geller family. I guess it has a special resonance for me. I’d love to have a chance to ask you about it. Worst-case scenario you get a free cup of coffee. Let me know—

Ethan Block



He concluded with his email address and clicked Send. Then he stood up at his desk and walked a meandering lap around the office. He stopped twice for snacks, though he was not hungry, and both times he nervously chose a small handful of unpleasantly spicy wasabi peas, shaking them in his palm like dice. For the rest of the day he had trouble concentrating. He managed to post once about a video game controller optimized for some of the newer combat systems. But for most of the day he cast around aimlessly and refreshed his email. When Ethan’s boss found him outside looking up at the sky, he asked him, with genuine concern, if everything was all right.

“Yes, fine, absolutely,” he said.

“Because you’re a little behind, you know that, right? I just want to make sure everything is okay. I don’t just mean with work. It’s not easy for us lately.”

“Us?”

His boss lowered his voice. “Us.”

Ethan smiled and said, “Yes, of course. I really appreciate it.”

“I know you can do this,” he said. “You just have to make the decision. There is still the future to think about.”

Ethan nodded. He liked his boss. And he wanted to please him. But as he walked away Ethan had the strange impression that their whole conversation was a memory belonging to someone else, a thing of the past, just like Ella.



ELLA RECEIVED ETHAN’S MESSAGE WHILE she was still in the south. She had not thought of him since they spoke and as she watched her son run through a patch of dandelions, kicking their seeds into the wind and sunlight, she tried to recall his face. She found that she was unable to picture him clearly.

Ella had not dated very much since Michael was born, on a warm morning in early fall six years ago. A few weeks after she found out that she was pregnant, Michael’s father went north, along with many others, and did not come back. At first she was desperately angry. But the anger faded, perhaps more rapidly than she would have expected, and soon enough she felt emptied out. She had intended to terminate the pregnancy. But she kept on delaying the procedure until one morning she woke up and realized that she did not want to have the procedure at all. She still marveled at this fact. It remained shrouded in mystery.

It was a strange feature of life in their city that babies came home in cabs, on buses, on subways, as though they were people and not small gods. Ella’s mother came to the hospital to help her with the labor, which lasted through the night. In her imagination, Michael was born early in the morning, as the sun was rising over the city. This is because the last photograph she took before he was born—a view of the city from her hospital room on the fifteenth floor—was time-stamped at 5:26 a.m. The next image had been taken by her mother—a picture of Michael, still covered in blood, on a scale beneath surgical lamps—and it had the same bluish glow and so the images became entwined in her memory. In reality he was born hours later, at 10:18 a.m., when the sun was already high in the sky. But she remembered him coming at dawn.

Like all children, he disordered and remade her life. When she brought him home, carrying him up three flights of stairs in a detachable car seat, everything about her apartment seemed altered and somehow insubstantial. She said, “This is where you live now. This is your home.”

She brought him from room to room. Then she swaddled him in a blanket the way the nurse had shown her and together they lay down on the bed. His eyes were an indeterminate, watery gray and she tried to imagine how she must look to him, blurry and bright. She thought, For your sake, I would gladly burn the city to the ground, and then she whispered those words over him like a benediction.

Now, almost six and a half years later, he ran over and rested his chin on her forearm. “What are you reading?” he asked.

“Just an email.”

“Are you doing work?”

“No, it’s from somebody who liked some of my pictures.”

“Is it a friend?”

“No,” she said. “Not really. He wants to be.”

“I want you to run with me,” Michael said.

So she got up and ran.



ETHAN AND ELLA MET FOR coffee two weeks after that. The coffee shop was crowded even though coffee had become more expensive in recent years. The barista practiced making hearts on top of cappuccinos. A woman met a man who was not her husband. People sat and talked about their lives, their work, their children. They talked about the situation and the events and the holes or they did not.

Ethan chose a coffee shop near the coworking space where they met because he thought that might be convenient for her. It was not until after they had made the date that he realized he had no idea where she would be coming from. He apologized as soon as she sat down.

“I wasn’t thinking,” he said.

“It’s okay. This neighborhood is all right. I haven’t been over here for a while. Since I finished the project you saw.”

“You mentioned you were in the south for a few weeks—”

“Visiting an old friend.”

“How was it?”

“It was nice. I only wish it was closer. It’s a twelve-hour train ride. We should have flown.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“You know, I’m not sure. I guess an intuition that the train would be better somehow.” She took a sip of her coffee, which she had sweetened heavily with agave.

“Where do you live?” he asked.

“Uptown. We have a little two-bedroom.”

“You live with a roommate?”

“With my son.”

She watched him as he turned it over in his mind. To her surprise, though he had looked nervous and ill at ease when she first came in, he did not look that way now. He was thinking—calmly, carefully—and as he did she studied his face, brown hair and light brown eyes and a sharp, prominent nose and slightly downturned lips that made him look sad even when he was not. He was handsome, she thought, and though he was a few years older than she was—and though his short, unkempt beard was already showing small flecks of gray—there was a boyishness about his face, a youthful energy tempered by something else, melancholy, perhaps, though she was not sure.

“You have a son?” he said.

“Yes. But not a partner. It’s just us. His father went north when there was that radiation hoax at the hole in Canada. He isn’t Jewish.”

Behind him the espresso machine hissed and sent up a plume of steam. Then he said, “I should know what to ask, but I’m out of my depth.”

She was struck by his persistent calm and she smiled. It was a different smile from what he had seen before. It changed her face.

“His name is Michael,” she said. “He’s in kindergarten.”

“Where is the school?”

“He goes to a little Montessori school near us uptown. In general he really likes it, but recently there have been issues. Some of the kids started excluding him. That’s why we took a break and went south.”

“I’m sorry. I hope things are better now.”

“We’ll see. He’s still the same kid.”

“You mean he’s still Jewish?”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”

After a pause he said, “I’m Jewish also.”

She laughed. “You didn’t need to tell me that.”

“I know. Of course. I get nervous around pretty girls.”

She rolled her eyes. “How many times have you said that?”

“First time,” he said. Then, “You keep kosher?”

“How do you know that?”

“You didn’t eat the jerky. I realized why a little later.”

“There are some of us who still do,” she said tightly.

“I know.”

“I grew up sort of religious. I guess there are things that are hard to give up. What about you?”

“I had a bar mitzvah. That’s about it.”

“Do you still have non-Jewish friends? I mean, from before.”

“I have a friend from college, Feng. His family is from Taiwan. We talk once in a while.” He tried to gauge her response. Then he said, “So you really do keep kosher?”

“Sometimes. Anyway, that popcorn at your office is pretty good. It’s actually one of Michael’s favorite things.”

He nodded. “Maybe I could bring him a bag sometime.”

“Maybe,” she said.



WHEN THEY WERE FINISHED WITH their coffee they walked in a nearby park. They found that they had a fair amount in common. They had both attended the same university in the city (their graduating class was one of the last that included Jewish students), though they had never crossed paths. They both had parents in academia. In Ella’s case it was her mother and her father who had been professors at the university where Ethan and Ella studied.

As they exited the park, Ella told him that she needed to walk farther downtown to meet with someone about a gig and that he could walk with her if he wanted. It was a Tuesday morning and the sidewalks were busy, though less busy than they would have been only a few years ago. On the corner south of the coffee shop they passed a homeless man with a white cat and a sign that read:

alien inside my toenail riding clouds of acid.

red yellow. waterfall inside.

fuck the jews! fuck the jews! fuck the jews!

snake monsters from the holes.

please help a veteran thank you god bless

Ethan dropped a coin into his cup and Ella looked at him with surprise. He shrugged. “He’s crazy,” he said. “How can it make anything worse?” She nodded and they kept on going south.

As they walked, Ethan told her how much he really did admire her work, that it wasn’t just an excuse to ask her out, and she said that she appreciated it, which she did because she believed him and also because she knew her work was good and she enjoyed it when it was recognized as such. She asked him about his job, if he always wanted to be in journalism, and he said he wasn’t sure what he did counted as journalism and he told her how it made him anxious because he wasn’t fast enough at churning out posts. When they finally talked about the people in her photographs, a few blocks before Ella reached her destination, they disagreed stridently. Ethan thought they were outright crazy. He explained—with an off-putting grandeur that seemed out of character to Ella—that the situation would resolve itself and that the Second Event would fade and things would be fine because they were always fine.

But things weren’t always fine, she said. People leave. People run. Other people come and gather power. Or no one has power and maybe that’s worse. Just last week, she said, there was a car-bombing across the street from their apartment. You can read about it. The windows shook. And she wanted to say that because he did not yet have children he did not understand that death was unacceptable. But she did not say it.

There was still some tension between them when they arrived at the office where she was to have her meeting. Both of them felt sorry for arguing, because what was the point, really, and to make peace, she showed him a picture of Michael holding a dandelion.

“He’s beautiful,” he said. “He looks like you.” Then he asked, “Can I kiss you on the cheek?”

“Maybe next time,” she said, and then she stepped into the revolving door. It turned smoothly, carrying her easily away.

Ethan looked on from the sidewalk as her small, fragile form was blurred by the glass and by the light.
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II

THE FIRST EVENT BEGAN IN a large train station in a midsized city that was almost in the desert but not quite. The station—165,000 square feet—was mostly underground, including island railway platforms 260 feet below the surface, some of the deepest on earth. It was designed to serve as a shelter as well as a transportation hub and in the event of a major attack the station could house five thousand. Or so the station makers claimed, as they were anxious people, drawn to catastrophizing and the dark depths.

The hole opened some hours after the daily cessation of train service. The only person to witness the event was an employee of the station, an older man—only a few years from retirement—who had worked there for many years. When he was a child his father gave him an electric train set for his birthday, and he grew to love trains and never stopped loving them. He still had the model, which he had maintained fastidiously, in hopes of giving it to his own child in turn. But before long he found himself in his sixties, divorced twice over and childless.

He noticed the growing darkness as he made his way along the platform toward a long escalator that would lift him from the hush of the tunnels to the surface, where the city clanged and rattled into the heat of the night, like an old appliance restored imperfectly to working order. It was always disorienting to rise up into the tumult at the end of his workday, which usually extended into the quiet hours of the night when the machinery of the station wound down and emptied out. Absent commuters, the lower reaches of the station felt extremely remote. The bright tunnels overlaid with pale tile and the glowing escalators framed by arches of steel and glass, illuminated by thin bars of fluorescent light, reminded him of photographs he had seen of the International Space Station. He sometimes felt like an astronaut himself—or he felt how he imagined astronauts might feel—among his friends and siblings, all of whom had children and, increasingly, grandchildren. He had, he realized, lived much of his life as an observer, deeply concerned for the world but somehow apart from it, orbiting the heart of the matter, keeping watch.

The quavering particle looked almost like a broken pixel. He blinked and rubbed his eyes as it spun and stretched and tore itself open. It was the size of a one-shekel coin, an orange, an exercise ball, and finally a person. He wanted to get behind it, but there was no behind it and he turned and turned but it turned with him, lustrous and impossibly black, an eye peering out from a hidden corner of earth and time. For several minutes the station agent stood motionless, as if bound, in the middle of platform one. His smartwatch vibrated against his thigh at random intervals; the metal of the railroad tracks twisted and rose up; a cat, which had no business at such extreme depths, walked along the ceiling. He felt frightened and confused. But as he tried to make sense of the distortions, he also became aware of a strange inner gravity, like the pull of an invisible hand, and he wondered what would happen if he were to step through.

Instead, he boarded the escalator in the center of the platform. He remembered that he was meeting a friend later that evening at a cafe he particularly liked not far from the station. He had not seen the friend in quite a while and he was looking forward to drinking sahlab and hearing about his life. But he did look back, just in time to see the eye spin and radiate outward. First it swallowed a building. Then a neighborhood. Then a city. Then a small country.



SOME MONTHS LATER, AS THE bones of the world creaked, a middle-aged man on a small island in the northwest sat at his computer and looked out across a vast, gray expanse of water. He watched the gulls riding the wind and every few seconds one of them would fold its wings and dive down to spear a fish, disappearing beneath the water and then bobbing to the surface. The man first came to the island with his grandfather, who built the house. Then he came with his father, who fished almost as well as the birds. It was a remote island at the end of an archipelago, home to thirty full-time residents and some thirty more who would come to spend the summers, and it was an ancient place, subject to ancient rhythms: the migration of seals and seabirds, the land clenched like a fist in the winter and then bursting with leaves and wild phlox in June, the salt spray that weathered the wood and stripped the paint so that to maintain a house (as the man had done since his father died) was to battle primordial forces. Each summer, when he returned, he found that the seasons had taken their toll, and this, he thought, was true life, remote from the decadence of the city where his sister and brother lived. And, as he aged, it bothered him less and less that he had no one with whom to share it.

Shortly after the Jew hole opened, a blight struck the pine forest that lined the island’s eastern shore. It was a foreign disease that had no business on a remote island in the northwest, and the man, along with his neighbors, tried to clear away and burn the infected trees. But the disease continued to spread westward across the sparse grass. In the months that followed he wrote letters to foresters and local newspapers. The blight was a distortion, he wrote, similar to the distortions around the anomaly that he had heard about on the news. And its presence, in such a distant place, only proved that its effects were spreading and needed to be contained by whatever means necessary.

He sent his letters with mournful resignation. He knew that in response there would be scientific expeditions and government agents and press junkets and they would descend on the island and destroy it, as they destroyed everything. But it turned out that he found very little traction. No one cared that the blight jumped easily from pine trees to moss to grass. No one cared about the family of dead seals he found on the rocky beach near his property. And no one cared that before long the disease would swallow the house, the island, the surrounding waters, just as the darkness had swallowed all those Jews. This confused the man and then it made him angry. There were no Jews on the island, of course, and the man knew that this was because the Jews disdained such things, the rhythms of the land, the power of the ocean. The Jews sought to control and then destroy these things and in a fever of inspiration he realized that the hole would expand again because it was hungry. It would consume the Jews or it would consume the world, and the man loved the world.

As the birds fished, the man posted a video about his theories. Then he made another and another after that, adding them to the still-seething potion of astounded newscasts, breathless posts, puzzled scientific articles, pamphlets of spiritualists and the doomsayers, presidential addresses pleading for calm, scattered reports that the Israelis had had advance warning, that they had known something more, and, it stood to reason, that they had shared their knowledge with Jews everywhere even though Jews everywhere appeared to know nothing and was that not convenient? The first day his videos got thirty-four views. The next day five thousand. The day after that five million. The theories of the man from the island made a great deal of sense to a great many people, because many of them had thought those very same things ever since the anomaly opened, but they had not found a way to put their thoughts into words. This was his gift. He alchemized ghosts and demons and brought them concretely into the world. Soon enough the videos were everywhere. They were as coherent as anything else in those days.

The man remained on his island, seven thousand miles from where Jerusalem had been.
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III

WHEN ETHAN WAS TWELVE YEARS old, a few weeks before his bar mitzvah, He was astonished to learn that his parents hated the apartment they had lived in during the pandemic, that the layout was all wrong, that it never felt clean, and that the kitchen floors were uneven and painful to walk on. This is what his mother said, lightly but not without some bitterness. He found it unsettling because he had very fond memories of that place and he did not understand that when his mother said “the apartment” she really meant a whole host of wounds—the end of her career (she had been a political operative), a lost opportunity to move out west to be near her parents, other losses that she could not name but felt deeply. And they left the apartment for a house when the lockdowns ended.

Just before the pandemic, his father, an anthropologist, went to a conference in Berlin. The family made a trip out of it. They decided to rent an apartment, rather than stay in a hotel room, which they thought would be easier for Ethan but turned out to be a hassle. The owner, an older man with bleached hair, was late getting there with the key and the first thing he did when they stepped inside was set up mousetraps along the kitchen counter. During the days, while her husband was attending the sessions, Ethan’s mother would push him around the city in a stroller, going inside bakeries or museums, or riding the U-Bahn when they got cold. She was troubled by the still-pervasive shadow of the war and of communism—buildings that remained damaged, plaques all around the city commemorating atrocities, glass windows built into the sidewalks and looking down onto pieces of bombs or other wreckage.

Ethan’s mother was not engaged whatsoever with Jewish life growing up. But as she walked without direction with Ethan, she felt hunted. Balancing her phone on the handle of the stroller, she texted her husband:


this place is odd

?

i feel like i’m in the past or something i don’t know

how is Ethan?



She sent a picture of him eating a cinnamon roll.


when will you be done?

should we meet you for dinner?

…



The ellipsis appeared but the question went unanswered and she had the strange thought that he was gone from their lives, taken, perhaps, or running. Ethan must have seen something on her face, because he tugged on her wrist and said, “Are you okay, Mommy?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“What are you thinking about?”

“I was just thinking about Daddy.”

“Is Daddy okay?”

“Yes,” she said. “Daddy’s fine. He’s still working.” And when they came home that afternoon they found two dead mice on the counter. The owner came about an hour later to take them away, his hair now dyed red.

“Poor little animals,” he said, as he dropped them into a plastic bag.

When Isaac came back from the conference she was angry with him for not texting back, but also very relieved. The fantasy of his having vanished had become very real for her throughout the afternoon. She was quiet and moody throughout dinner at a nearby restaurant.

Later, when Ethan was asleep, they sat in bed answering emails. Suddenly, she closed her computer and said, “Promise me if we ever have to run away, we’ll all run together.”

“What?”

She said it again.

“What are you talking about?”

She said, “Just promise me,” and he said, “Okay, I promise.”

Then he said, “What happened today?” and she said, “I realized that things can come apart quickly.” They returned home four days after that, only five weeks before the lockdowns began.

Twelve-year-old Ethan, though he thought of himself as fairly grown-up, knew none of this and when his parents said that they had hated the apartment, his impulse was to argue them out of it.

He had met with the rabbi earlier in the week to start preparing his speech, and as he tried to decide what to say to his parents he remembered their conversation. Although they were not very involved at their temple—they joined only a few years earlier so that he could celebrate his bar mitzvah on time and he really did not understand much of what went on there—he liked the rabbi. She was a kind, gentle woman who was about the same age as his mother and he respected what she had to say because he had a sense that everybody else did. The rabbi explained that the Torah portion for his bar mitzvah contained one of the episodes in which the Israelites complain about wandering in the wilderness and she said that it was important to try to always see the good even in difficult situations. This struck him as a profound and challenging discipline and, with a great deal of confidence, he told his parents that Judaism teaches that Jews should try to be happy with what they have. Then he said it was fun living in the apartment because they got to spend so much time together and they learned about origami and about the physics of flight. He asked his father, if he remembered when they camped out on the balcony in sleeping bags and this made his father cry—his father, who always cried more readily than his mother—and he said, “You’re right, Ethan, it was a nice apartment. We were happy there.”



ETHAN DID KISS ELLA THE next time, on the cheek and elsewhere. They met again during the day, for an early lunch instead of coffee, and this time at a place in Ella’s neighborhood. After lunch, to Ethan’s surprise, she asked if he would like to come back to her apartment.

“To meet Michael?” he asked.

She smiled. “No, he’s at school.”

On their way back from the restaurant they took a short detour through the neighborhood, which was quiet and somewhat deserted in the late morning. They stopped to sit on a bench and they watched a Jewish worker unload apples from a small truck, an older man in his sixties or early seventies, perhaps a few years older than their parents. A group of children knocked some of the apples onto the sidewalk and then pushed him to the ground when he bent to pick them up. This bothered both of them, though not as much as it would have only a few years earlier. They looked at one another but said nothing. And as they sat on the bench their hands found one another and interlaced. Life happens, even in the narrows.

It was a warm and lovely day. It was only late February but the air felt and smelled like spring and it was invigorating for both of them and it turned them on. And, though neither of them was uncaring, they quickly forgot about the man and his apples. But when they approached the building, Ella pointed to a charred, broken part of the curb across the street and said that was where the bomb went off.

“What was the situation?” he asked. “Did the police come?”

“Of course.”

“What happened?”

“Who knows?” she said. “You know how it is. Especially in the Pale.”

“When did the neighborhood get that name?” he asked.

“Hasn’t it always been called that?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

She shrugged. “Well, I can’t ever remember it being called anything else.”

Ella’s apartment was in a large hundred-year-old building that held forty or fifty units. It loomed over the street, hiding the sidewalk in shadow. The facade was red brick with gray concrete at the base and the windows were framed with scrollwork that might have once been quite magnificent, but which was badly in need of repair. The front door of the building was set back from the street. To reach the staircase they had to pass beneath a stone archway, and as they did Ella pointed up to a window adorned with rainbows and paper snowflakes.

“That’s us,” she said.

Her apartment was bright and airy, though rather small. The entrance led into a surprisingly long hallway at the end of which he could see a bamboo plant as well as a jasmine vine growing up around the casing of a window. On the wall were pictures that Michael had drawn, some recognizable and some not, as well as more paper snowflakes strung on chains. Off the hallway to the right were two small rooms and a bathroom and these too had plants hanging in the windows. He liked that she kept plants. He had always wanted to do so himself, but had never managed it.

“You can take off your shoes,” she said. “Just be careful of the Legos.”

The hallway was scattered with toys—Lego figures, blocks, markers, dinosaurs, puzzles, trucks of various sizes and shapes. Ella kicked them out of the way as they went into the kitchen and living room, which were divided from one another by wooden doors with lattice windows in the center. The table near the kitchen was still set with a half-eaten bowl of yogurt and Cheerios and the couch in the living room was also covered with toys. These Ella brushed onto the floor before they sat down.

“I’m sorry about the mess,” she said.

“It’s okay.”

“After a while you just give up on the toys. You’ll see.”

“This is a nice place.”

“It works for right now.”

Ethan nodded.

“Would you like some tea?” she asked. “I have this good Korean tea. And I can put in some of the jasmine flowers.”

“Sure, okay.”

As Ella waited for the water to boil, she studied him carefully, without giving the impression that she was staring. She knew that he was objectively nice looking, but she was still unsure if she found him particularly attractive. Earlier, in the restaurant, she thought that they would likely have sex but now she was less sure. He struck her—during lunch, during coffee a week earlier, on the balcony in November—as completely without guile. He seemed quite bright. But he lacked the caustic, calculating quality that, in her experience, often accompanied intelligence. She felt very safe with him, which was something that she had not felt in quite some time, and although they still did not know one another particularly well, she felt certain that she could rely on him, that if she called on him—if she really called on him—he would be there. Or he would be dead. This was her exact thought and it disturbed her.

She came back with the tea. After setting the cups on a low table beneath the window, she reached up and picked a few jasmine flowers from along the top of the window and when she did her sweater rose up and revealed some skin at the small of her back. A little more was revealed when she bent over and crushed the flowers between her fingers and dropped them into the tea.

“Here,” she said, and then they sat on the couch and drank the tea quietly. Sunlight streamed through the window and the leaves of the jasmine vine were struck green and gold. She moved closer to him and rested her head on his shoulder. After a few minutes she sat up. “You can kiss my cheek now, if you want,” she said, which he did, softly and with intention, and then she returned her head to his shoulder and sighed and looked down and saw that he had an erection. When he saw that she saw he blushed and shifted a little and crossed his fingers in his lap.

“Sorry about that,” he said.

She looked at him ironically. “Why are you sorry about that?”

“Well—”

“Why do you think I brought you up here in the first place?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

She laughed and threw her leg over his. Then, with her small hands, she carefully parted his fingers. “I wanted to use you for your body, of course.”



THEY DID NOT HAVE SEX. They took turns going down on one another, neither of them undressing completely. Ella was initially surprised at how good he was, but after she came she realized, dimly, that she should not have been. He was careful and focused, as he was about most everything. They intended to have sex afterward, but he had not been with anyone in over eight months and he was already very close by the time she took him in her mouth. He only lasted about thirty seconds before he came on his stomach.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s been a while,” and she smiled, sleepily, and said, “That’s okay. Maybe I’ll give you another chance, Ethan.” It was the first time she had called him by his name.

“Also, a therapist once told me that you come quicker when you really like someone.”

“You needed a therapist to tell you that?” she asked.

“It made me feel better when I was twenty-two,” he said.

She stood up from the couch. “Do you have to go back to work?”

“Not yet.” He took a sip of tea.

“I’m going to take a shower,” she said. “When you finish that, come lie down with me.”

Fifteen
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