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Below Sea Level

When the time for their trip came, the streets of Montreal were already snowy, the sidewalks outside their Mile End apartment heaped with grey slush. David and Josie flew first to Amsterdam, spent a night in a hotel overlooking a canal, then to Tel Aviv, where they strolled along the seawall in jackets and boots, wrapped in wool scarves, watching the Mediterranean in all its wintry fury, a lone surfer battling large silver waves that dashed to shore.

Now, driving down the desert roads to Inbal, they were shedding layers, uncoiling scarves, rolling down windows, until it was hot enough to turn on the air conditioning, all in the course of two hours. The view through the windows turned yellower, sparser as they drove down a narrow winding road into the Jordan valley. David clutched the wheel, foot hovering above the brake pedal. With every turn he pictured the car continuing over the abyss or crashing into trucks coming up the road.

“There it is,” Josie gasped, pointing straight ahead. The Dead Sea glistened blue and long in the crease of the earth, inviting, deceptive. “200 Metres Below Sea Level,” a sign on the side of the road announced. David imagined the seas he knew, the Pacific, the Mediterranean. Two hundred metres below their surfaces there must be no colour, no life. The thought made him shudder. Once, in grade six, he had nearly drowned at a Tel Aviv beach. He remembered the murky green-white, the silence penetrated by a thin hum, like a computer buzz. He’d been terrified of the sea ever since.

“You don’t seem excited.” Josie looked at him evenly.

“Sure I’m excited.”

“You’re worried. Why are you worried?”

He forced a smile. “Hello. Have you met me?”

She undid her seat belt and leaned over, kissing his cheek and neck.

“That’s not helping.” He tensed up.

She slumped back in her seat. “I’m the one who should be nervous.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “My dad is going to love you.”

Josie cocked her head and looked at him. “Yeah?”

“He’s not going to care that you’re not Jewish. He’s not like that. He used to rant about how Orthodox Jews don’t go into the army and we have to serve for them, how our boys get killed so the Orthodox can live here, and they don’t even acknowledge us.”

“So let me get this straight.” She held up her fingers and ticked them off. “No talk about Palestine, wars, terrorism or Orthodox Jews. Anything I’m forgetting?”

“No talk about me not going into the army.” He glanced at her. “Ever.”

It may have been eight years since he’d dodged service, but he didn’t expect his father to ever really forgive him. As a child, David used to count the days until his dad came back from the army, envious of his classmates who had their fathers around to help them with homework, teach them how to ride bikes, be there for their birthdays and graduations. When his dad finally returned, dressed in uniform, smelling of metal and sweat, he took David out to play soccer, shoot hoops or watch a game, bought him gifts David had no use for, signed him up for activities he hated. At first, David played along, even though he was miserable, terrible at sports. He was into arts, a theatre buff, a Dungeons and Dragons enthusiast, a comics fan. Later, he started protesting, but his dad would hear nothing of it. “It’s what men do. What are you? A little girl?” It got worse after the near-drowning incident. His father had taken him swimming on a red-flag day. We won’t go far, he promised. But David swallowed water and when he came up for air, a huge wave filled his open mouth, his nostrils, tossed him violently, his knees scraping the bottom of the sea. When his father pulled him out, he seemed more annoyed than concerned. The water was only waist-high. “Why are you crying?” he snapped. “You’re alive.” David started dreading his dad’s visits, shut down when his dad was home, felt relieved when he returned to the base. He looked forward to summers, when he and his mother would fly to Vancouver for two months, staying with his grandparents in Burnaby.

David and his mother moved to Canada soon after his eighteenth birthday. He was happy to leave; his friends had all started their service, coming home on weekends with their khaki uniforms and Uzis and steel boots, telling stories about basic training, using abbreviated lingo he didn’t understand. Soon, they were calling less often, too busy to visit when they were on leave.

David gazed over at Josie, who was taking in the view, snapping shots with her cellphone: the long line of her neck, her strawberry mouth, her pale, rice-paper skin. There was another reason why David didn’t want to talk about army service in front of her. He had been meaning to tell her the truth, but he had waited for the right moment, and now it was too late. They’d been dating for a year and a half. He felt the heat from the outside creeping in, sweat gathering on his forehead. He cranked up the air conditioning.

Josie put her hand on top of his, over the gearshift. “Relax, baby,” she said. “It’s all going to be fine.”

He exhaled a breath he didn’t know he had been holding. He worried still, of course. He always worried. “You’re like an old woman,” his father used to sigh. David couldn’t help it. His mind saw potential catastrophes everywhere. Not just in Israel, where there were all the more reasons to worry, but in Canada too. The world was a death trap, and if it wasn’t out to kill him, it was going to make things awkward and uncomfortable and unpleasant. He envied Josie, who lived life a day at a time. He envied all of those people he saw on the metro, on the bus, just walking the streets, listening to headphones, laughing with friends, not feeling like they were drowning.

It wasn’t even his idea to come to Israel. He didn’t talk to his dad much, only called on holidays and birthdays, kept their conversations short. Then one day David came out of the shower and found Josie standing by the window, laughing into the phone as if she was having a great conversation with a girlfriend. She covered the mouthpiece with her hand and whispered, “It’s your dad.” David waved his hands in panic and mouthed, “I’m not here.” But Josie was already handing him the phone.

“Three hundred metres.” Josie pointed at a sign. They could see the shores of the lake now; hunks of salt floating in the water like misplaced ice floes. His ears popped. The lower they got the deeper his heart sank. Why would his dad choose to live here? At least in the city there was a crowd one could disappear into, streets and buildings in neat rows, the space organized and contained. The desert had always made David uncomfortable, how wide open and vast it was, its landscape hard and bony, like knuckles on a fist. And there was the silence, and the deadly heat—a monster ready to open its mouth and swallow him whole.

The village was lush with pink bougainvillea and groves of date palms. Small houses lined a narrow road, sprinklers rotating in the middle of green lawns. “This is so adorable,” Josie said. The sun was setting over the Judaean Hills, colouring the shores of the Dead Sea mauve. The rental car crunched gravel as David inched his way along the main road, hunched over the wheel, squinting to read the house numbers. When he saw his father standing outside a small one-storey with a red tiled roof, watering flower beds, his heart flipped. After all these years, his dad still had this effect on him. “This is it,” he said.

“That’s your dad?” Josie’s voice curled in surprise.

His dad grinned and waved. He was wearing faded jeans, a buttoned-up shirt and a cowboy hat. His Ray-Bans made him look like he was still in the army, though he’d retired a few years ago. He was fit and tanned. The Marlboro Man. David looked at his own skin, white from a Canadian winter, his thin arms. He watched his dad through the glass as if there were still oceans and continents between them. His father, sun-kissed in the warm desert; David frozen in his chilled air-conditioned car.

His father walked toward the car and tried opening David’s door, which was locked. David smiled at him briefly, then unlocked the door. “Open the trunk,” his dad ordered in a thundering voice that David hadn’t inherited. “I’ll get the suitcases.”

Josie stepped out. “Mr. Sharabi,” she said with a large, comfortable smile. “So good to finally meet you.”

“Call me Eitan,” his father said, opening his arms to hug her. David watched her little frame in his father’s giant arms and found himself cringing. His father turned to him, grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him into an embrace. “Dudu,” he said. “I’m so glad you came.”

Josie laughed.

“It’s a common nickname in Israel,” David said, cheeks turning pink. “I knew you’d laugh.”

“I’m not.” She suppressed a smile.

Inside, the house was small with a dark tiled floor and arched windows. The living room was furnished with the black leather couches and red Persian rug David remembered from his father’s previous apartment. In the guest room, a worn-out corduroy armchair sagged next to a dusty chest of drawers. Books were stacked on top of the chest: Israeli classics like Amos Oz and A. B. Yehoshua, poems by Alterman and Bialik, a biography of Ben-Gurion and a glossy book about the Jews of Yemen. The futon was neatly made with striped sheets. David found it difficult to picture his father tucking in the sheets, meticulously straightening the blanket on top. He heaved the suitcase onto the futon and unzipped it.

Josie threw herself on the mattress. The wood squeaked under her weight. She turned on her belly and shuffled toward him, looking up at him with a suggestive smile. “Now I know where you got your good looks from.” She grabbed his sleeve and tried to drag him onto the bed.

“Don’t,” David said.

“We’re on vacation.”

He pulled out their toiletry bag and placed it on the chest. “Everybody says I look like my mom.”

Josie cocked her head and looked at him. “You do have different skin tones, he’s really dark. But you have the same eyes. And the smile.”

“He has like four inches on me. And I have my mom’s smile,” David said. “Do you want to use the shower first?”

Josie looked at him a bit longer, then shrugged and hopped off the bed.

David was in seventh grade when he introduced Sharon Mizrahi to his dad. He’d met her in drama class and had had a devastating crush on her for the entire year. She’d been way out of his league, with long mocha legs, chocolate brown hair he could smell from where he sat in class, right behind her. She dated guys in the ninth grade. When they were assigned to do a dialogue together, he could not believe his luck. The afternoon Sharon came over to work on the assignment, his dad happened to be at home. Sharon giggled and blushed when his dad smiled in greeting. In David’s bedroom Sharon whispered, “Wow, David, your dad is like a movie star.”

When he was eighteen, after moving to Vancouver with his mom
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