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Part 1
Rachel

1. 

This story is not one that I thought I should tell. So much got in the way of it—but that doesn’t matter. No story is easy; I know that much.

It started at a party. I was acting fifteen again, because I had gotten drunk the night before for the first time in five years. The woman who stopped me from being a complete jerk was standing in the doorway between the kitchen and the long, extended living room, and she said,

“What are you doing?”

Her tone was friendly; I wasn’t used to that. Living in Los Angeles for a number of years gets you used to people being mean. I don’t mind.

She didn’t either; her name was Rachel. Rachel from Mossad.

It sounds funny when you say it. And maybe, in some parallel universe, it even is funny. Though this love story, like probably all love stories, is not ultimately a comedy.

- - -

Los Angeles is an angry city. I’ve only been here for five years, so I don’t know what it was like before that. Probably it’s been angry for a while.

My friend Jake is forty years old. He looks pretty good for forty, not too fat, not too skinny, not too mean. Already that’s pretty good for forty. He’s not as rich as he should be at forty, though that doesn’t mean much anymore since no one has any money. He’s not as smart as me, but no one holds that against him. And he’s funny. 

“Hey, asshole, why are you holding my whiskey,” he says to me when I find it in the kitchen, and takes my drink out of my hand.

In Israel they’re killing a lot of Palestinians. I mean, a whole lot of them. It makes you nervous, I guess. When you kill a whole lot of people. One of those habits it’s tough to break, like alcohol.

I had one drink and then a second and started in on my third when I decided it would be a good idea to start shouting about some of my opinions:

“Israel is all Nazis!”

I sat in the corner and nursed my hangover when I saw her again, reaching over the sink, in her short skirt. She had on a thong and it covered her sex in a very inviting way. As she stood back up, she turned and saw me looking. In her look is everything I love about Israeli women, which can ultimately be summed up this way: they look at you like they want to kill you, and would enjoy doing it.

She was talking to a skinny idiot in a narrow tie and then I realized it was Jake. 

I stood up and leaned over to them, my head a delicately balanced bowling ball.

“Robert, this is Rachel. A neurosurgeon at Cedars Sinai.”

“Wow, what a job,” I said. 

She smiled and went back to talking to Jake. I wanted a cigarette so I went outside.

A minute later, Rachel walked outside and stood next to me, and held out her hand for a cigarette. I didn’t have one so I gave her mine. 

“I work for Mossad,” she said.

She took a deep drag on her cigarette and then handed it back to me.

“Thanks for that,” she said, and then went back inside. There was lipstick on the filter. I took the last drag and tasted her lips.

–––––––– 
2.

In my dream, she was crawling through the bushes, and I felt I sensed her, hovering near my body in my sleep.

She was enormous—and seemed part cat—leaping through space over me, turning to look at me in midair, with wide eyes.

I awoke and dragged myself to the shower to rinse off the sweat. I had a meeting with new clients this morning and didn’t want to go. All the glad-handing, smiling and ass-kissing to pay my exorbitant rent.

I didn’t see her again for two months, by which time she and Jake were dating.

- - -

The lawn was the brightest I’d ever seen—like someone had exposed it to intense nuclear radiation. Chernobyl grass.

“You wouldn’t believe what I paid for this,” Jake said, coming out to meet me, here in this terrifying new subdivision.

“I found her the other day clipping roses. I couldn’t believe it. A neurosurgeon, and also a gardener!”

“I think I’m going to quit,” I said.

“Quit? What do you mean? You’re self-employed!”

“Yeah, sort of.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m gonna go to Russia—see the old country. Maybe bring back a new girlfriend, huh?”

“Right.”

“I want to turn Russian. Become Commie.”

“Sounds like a good idea.”

3.

And then she asked me to go to Mexico. And I did.

It’s not fair that some people should have such power over us—that they’ve accumulated more gravity than the rest of us. Or maybe what I mean is that I don’t know why I followed her—it wasn’t the sex appeal of her voice or even her promises. Fate, if you like. Fate, and gravity.

I awoke at midnight to the squeals of the wheels on the Inter-Californias train. We were stopped in the middle of the Mexican desert. She was gone. I stood up and stared out the window into the night. The stars were beautiful. Anything can happen in the night.

I stood up and walked towards the back of the train, to the dining car.

She’d shown up at my flat and told me to come with her. How often that must have happened in human history. A woman decides to leave, and companions materialize from thin air.

4.

I can recover nothing but fragments of the crash.

Light and noise—I was thrown through the air.

I heard her voice, and the clatter of plates.

I was gone, somewhere in my head. No one could take me back. And, more deeply, I was, after the crash, in those moments after, more profoundly alive than I had ever been. And, I came to understand, I was now in a different kind of world. One with different kinds of consequences.

“Are you all right?” she said, in her beautiful Israeli accent. Without a scratch.

My head was bleeding.

She tore her shirt before I could say anything, poured her canteen over me, and wrapped her rag around my head.

“Is everyone dead?” I asked.

“Come.”

- - -

We walked through the desert. She walked like a survivor—now we both were. But she had already been. Each step barely there at all, ready for infinity.

“What happened?” I asked.

“There was a crash.”

“Where are we going?”

“There’s a town up ahead.”

The light was a dull purple—perhaps an hour from dawn.

We walked and the sun rose and we kept walking. The light, and shadows, in the darkness, it felt like no one would ever come for us, deliciously. As though everything that had happened had slipped us into a dream.

- - -

She got us a room and I lay in the bed.

She was in the bathroom speaking on the phone.

I stood up and went to the window—a red car was parked outside—a new SUV. It had surprised me about Mexico—how many new cars they had. My image of the country had been stuck in the past.

I knocked on the bathroom door. She was speaking Hebrew.

–––––––– 
5.

I returned to work. I explained I had been ill, though that did not explain my desert tan. 

I stared at the computer monitor, a headache resting inside my neck and under my forehead. The world went away. The screen floated in front of my vision. The numbers on it. 34, her age. I turned it off.

Outside, the wet hot night. A woman all her own. Curved and solemn and bright. In bed I couldn’t sleep.

6.

Israel. Improbably, snowing. Some Orthodox Jews moved over the yellow stone in the twilight, the snowflakes falling around them.

I bent into an alcove and put a cigarette in my mouth. It was cold. My breath came out of my mouth in plumes.

I’d caught the first flight out.

The weight of history does not rest on the shoulders, but in the eyes—every surface accounts for it. It is in the feet too. We feel it in the Earth.

In the square, an old woman moved slowly south with her bags, head covered. The scarf over her head, her jacket, the stone, and the darkening city sky of Jerusalem all the same shade of grainy yellow and black.

I lit the cigarette and thought about Rachel. Ridiculous to pursue such a woman. Like chasing a mother tiger in order to propose riding it. The judgment of her eyes is an indictment of the whole Earth, but part of me remains convinced—the male part—that it is judgment of me alone and I must change her mind. However I can.

I see her then, walking with a man. Both of them in black. I put out the cigarette and go out to meet them. 

- - -

I shook their hands and smiled. Rachel was surprised to see me.

“What are you doing here?”

They spoke Hebrew rapidly back and forth.

“A restaurant,” I said. “I’m looking for a restaurant. Can you recommend one? Jerusalem seems to shut down so early.”

“This way,” the man said.

Underneath the moon, the stairs looked like an M.C. Escher drawing, each line of the stone stark and surreal.

The man opened a door of dark wood, and we were flooded in firelight and warm soup. Not a word of English, though I heard some French.

“I’ve never been to Jerusalem before,” I told Rachel. She nodded, as though I had said something gauche.

“Why did you come?”

“To see you.”

“How did you know where I was?”

“Your mother told me.”

She smiled a bit at that.

“You own a business in America?” the man asked.

“Yes, I’m selling it. Do you want to buy?”

The man laughed. “I’ll buy anything.” His name was David.

We ordered more soup.

- - -

I fantasized about her for hours that night. So intensely that I began to believe she was there with me, or that her mind had sent out a conscious tendril, to wrap around my own.

Jerusalem and its doors. Like most of the Middle East, the people of Israel have an intense appreciation for small spaces—the personal cave, the public cave, the private battlefield—each enclosed by a door. The first door of human history—and the first fight over it—somehow finds its echo in the city of Jerusalem. It may be that if there is a religion to unite Jerusalem, it will be a religion of doors.

She had given me her phone number after dinner (though it had been mostly me eating) and I called it now.

She had no greeting in her voicemail, only a beep. I hung up.

- - -

In some ways Israel then is a black space in my mind now—who I was, and what I did, have retreated into some fissure in my soul. Water run down into the earth. Inaccessible except by smell. I was not myself there. Or perhaps I was more fully myself.

- - -

I followed him home. I’m sure the whole neighborhood saw me following him—Jerusalem has no need of a “neighborhood watch” since that’s what Jerusalem is.

The quiet street soothed me. Freshly bathed from my hotel, the night seemed beautifully alive.

“Where is she?” I asked him, outside the door.

“What?”

“Where is Rachel?”

“You don’t look well. What’s the matter?”

I ran my hand through my hair. “Tell me where she is.”

“You should go. Or do you want a drink? I have some.”

He let me inside. Through a small atrium and into a kitchen, where he poured whiskey.

“You should leave her alone. Take it easy, enjoy life. You want to meet some nice girl, I know some people. We’d like to help you.”

“Where is she?”

“Drink your whiskey.”

I drank it.

“I met a man when I was in America. A man like you. Someone outside the usual things. A philosopher, perhaps. Are you a philosopher, Robert?”

I smiled.

“I felt sorry for him. I think Americans are too Christian in their philosophies. Their philosophers too. Looking for the philosopher’s stone. We live our philosophy here. I live it here. So does Rachel.”

“No she doesn’t. She hates it here.”

“Maybe I hate it too. Like you can hate your mother. It doesn’t matter. Why did you come? To win her? You can’t win a woman like her.”

“Where is your toilet?”

He pointed down the hall.

I closed the bathroom door, raised the toilet seat, and pissed carefully on the floor. When I was finished I zipped up and went back out.

“Tell me where she is.”

“I’ll tell her you’re looking for her. You should head back to your hotel. It’s dark out.”

The street was silent. I walked home in the quiet, listening to my echoing steps.

Soon I would have no money. But at the moment, that didn’t bother me. In the morning, I resolved, I would go to Mossad’s offices, and find Rachel.

- - -

In bed, I dreamed of the ocean. I had always lived under the waves. The king was to give me his trident, but I did not want to feel it in my hands. The water in my home country was strange and dark.

- - -

I did not make it to Mossad’s offices the next morning. I was too sick to move; I called the nurse hotline and asked for some medicine. I fell asleep and when I awoke Rachel was standing over me with her dark eyes.

- - -

If I could remember why I began with her I could remember many other things I’d like: who Americans were when I was a child, and who we are now. Why we left Africa in the first place. What it cost.

We write so much about love—for so many years—and it only becomes more of a puzzle.

I watched the tiles in my room, well-crafted and worn, brown on brown. Each a small city with its routes curved round the others. I knelt down and ran my hand over the surface, along the grout and the smooth surfaces. I could hear a ghost down in there—whispering in some Canaanite tongue.

- - -

I called the boss and told him I had to postpone the article: political tensions, a lead I still needed, and money, of course. I needed money.

He sent me five grand through one of the local money changers who gave me a queer look when I asked for it in shekels.

“Not dollars?”

“No.”

Outside the Wailing Wall the water sellers sang loud, and I reached for my hair, to copy the Orthodox Jews fingering their rosaries—whatever they called them.

Hair in my fingers, I called her.

“Let me buy you dinner,” I said.

“Where are you?”

“By the Wailing Wall.”

“I’ll meet you.”

The creek of life runs low at times but we are blessed by its scarce water. Her dark eyes intimate something I have never felt before—not love, but mystery.

Tell me: is this why we left Africa? For the eyes of the woman on the other side?

7.

“Mediterranean” means “Middle Earth.” Israel might be Mordor. Or maybe that’s Egypt?

I
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