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FOR AVRAHAM YAVIN

With love and thanks


ONE

THE TELEPHONE CALL

The cell phone rang. The tall, beefy guy peered at the screen and said to the woman across the table: “Gotta take this. Be right back.”

He went outside, trying to suck in his potbelly. He wasn’t accustomed to it, and it kept surprising him: images in the mirror, pressure on his belt, the reaction of his partner as he moved atop her body.

“Hello?”

The familiar voice replied, “I counted nine rings. You made me wait.”

“Sorry. I was in a restaurant and came outside.”

“We have a problem.”

“I hear you.”

“I will explain it to you intelligently and carefully, and you will attempt to respond the same way.”

“Okay.”

“You remember the nature walk we took?”

“This morning?”

“What did I just say? Intelligently and carefully. No times, no dates, no hours.”

“Sorry.”

“It was a nice walk.”

Silence.

“You didn’t hear what I said? It was a nice walk.”

“I heard you.”

“You didn’t respond.”

“You wanted intelligent and careful. Whaddya want?”

“What kind of language is that? Say: ‘What sort of response?’ ”

“Okay.”

“ ‘Okay’ is not enough. Say what I said.”

The young man contracted his belly and released it at once. “What sort of response?”

“You could have said whether you agree or disagree with what I said.”

“About what?”

“About our nature walk.”

“I agree. It was a very nice nature walk.”

“You should have answered immediately. Twice you made me wait. First the ringing and now the response.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t you ever make me wait.”

“Okay.”

“Do you remember where we relaxed at the end of the walk?”

“Sure do. In the wadi under the big carob tree.”

“What did I say? Intelligently and carefully. No times, no places, no names.”

“I didn’t say names.”

“You said ‘carob,’ no?”

The young man gently made a fist with his right hand and studied it. It was wrapped in a white bandage, and only his fingertips protruded. His eyes, small and close together, shut for a moment and opened, as from pain that recurs when its origin is recalled.

I visualize him in my mind. He stands outside the restaurant, considers his boots, lifts his left leg a little, rubs the shiny square boot tip on the right leg of his pants.

And I hear his interlocutor continue: “If you had only said ‘carob’—that’s one thing. Only ‘big’—not so terrible. But ‘the big carob,’ noun and adjective and the definite article—this is serving it up on a plate. Bon appétit, please eat. Not just any tree: a carob. Not just any carob, a big carob. And just not any big carob: the big carob in the wadi. This is a wording that limits the possibilities. This is why language was invented, so things will be clear. But for us, clear is very bad. Do you understand?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

“Enough apologizing. Just pay attention.”

“Okay.”

“Good. Now the point. The point is we forgot something there.”

“The gas gizmo you made us tea on?”

“More important.”

“The sugar spoon?”

“Would we be having a conversation like this about a spoon? Think back and remember. For once use your brain properly. Even a small brain can achieve results if operated correctly. And when you do remember what it is, don’t say it. Just say: ‘I know what you are talking about.’ ”

“I’m thinking.”

Silence.

“Again you’re making me wait.”

Silence.

“I remember. I know what you are talking about.”

“So go there, look for it, find it, and bring it to me.”

“How urgent?”

“If someone else finds it before us, it will be very bad.”

“I’m outta here in half a minute. Go looking with the flashlight.”

“A lost cause. That’s what you are. A lost cause. ‘I will go and look.’ Say it: ‘I will go and look.’ I want for once to hear you speak properly.”

“I will go and look.”

“And don’t make me mad anymore.”

“Sorry.”

“And don’t go there now with a flashlight. It’s dark now. Someone could see the light from far away. Go very early tomorrow.”

“First thing in the morning.”

“At dawn. And don’t park in the usual place. Find another spot, continue on foot, get there at first light, and start looking.”

“Okay.”

“How’s your hand?”

“Okay.”

“It hurts?”

“Less.”

“You put on a bandage?”

“Why would I?”

“So you shouldn’t get rabies.”

“Okay.”

“And let out your belly already. I can feel it without even seeing you. Go on, send your girlfriend home and go to sleep. You have to get up early tomorrow. She doesn’t need to know what time you leave.”


TWO

GETTING ORGANIZED


1

How harsh the revenge would be, and how simple it was to prepare. The avenger’s wife, standing behind him, saw and understood every detail, which reminded her of preparations for a hike, like the ones they had made together years before. Vigorously shaking out the backpack, which was glad to emerge from storage. Checking the laces on hiking boots that had all but abandoned hope. Roll call of buttons on the work shirt.

She also saw the differences: instead of the delicacies he took along to please her on those hikes of theirs, he now took a modest amount of simple food—slices of bread, hard-boiled eggs, unpeeled cucumbers, a container of sour cream. The word “ascetic” came quickly to mind.

And she noticed other details: He peeled the eggs here, in the kitchen of their home, lest telltale bits of shell be left in the field, revealing human presence. He paid no heed to the salami, a constant companion on those hikes, which yearned to come along. Its aroma would likely attract dogs, and after the dog its owner would likely appear. He’s making the Turkish coffee here at home, she observed, and pouring it into the old thermos. A campfire, a gas cooker, fresh coffee boiling, would be seen and heard and smelled from a distance.

And she remembered: Back then, on those hikes, he’d cook up the coffee on his tiny, meticulous fires. He boiled, stirred, and poured, served her with the gestures of a flirty waiter. They had a little coffeepot, with a long funny handle, which came with them on every hike. But now this too—Where is it? she suddenly wondered, twelve years since last seen—didn’t go into the pack.

She knew: Something big and terrible was about to happen. Revenge would be taken, blood would be redeemed, someone would die, maybe more than one. Nevertheless a smile dawned on her face, as if in sympathy with the coffeepot: Sooty and snubbed, he’s not taking you along? No big deal. He’s doing the same to me. Like David in the Bible leaving two hundred men behind as he unsheathed his sword, boiling with vengeance, to confront Nabal.

She drew a bit closer. Did he sense her? Did he still have that eerie ability to sense what was going on behind his back? Whether he did or not, he did not turn around, did not look at her. She came closer, keenly and pleasantly aware of the two-centimeter difference in their height, and smiled inside: There is no other husband in the moshava who is shorter than his wife, and surely no other who loves her for it.

Once, before the disaster that befell them, when they still walked together in the street—What a beautiful couple, everyone said—he would lean his head on her shoulder, in a role reversal that embarrassed people who watched them, but pleased and amused her. “It’s very important,” he kept saying back then, “to make your lover laugh.” In their Ten Commandments, which he wrote out and hung on the bedroom wall, the Third, Fourth, and Ninth were identical: “Entertain thy wife.”

Where’d he get that? she wondered when she first saw the words, and again now, in retrospect. Several years ago, on a particularly bad morning, she tore the commandments from the wall, ripped them up, and threw them in the trash. He did not write her new ones, and she did not forget the old ones—they still hang on the walls of her heart.

His back got so broad, she said to herself now.

On those hikes of theirs, they always walked side by side, but when the road narrowed to a path, she slowed down, so he could go first. She would look at his back, thin and boyish, and he would turn around and say to her, “Why’re you walking behind me? You lead.”

“I don’t know where.”

“Go with the trail, it’ll take you.”

“It’s not marked.”

“It is marked, but not by trail signs. It’s marked by footprints, trampled grass, stones moved from their normal place, shiny patches on the rocks. You just have to look and see. And it’s also marked by its own logic, that’s the most important thing. Trails have logic. If you comprehend it, you find the trail.”

“I’m on vacation today. I have no will to comprehend and no head for logic. You do the comprehending and I’ll enjoy the scenery.”

“Not a chance. I’ll walk behind you and look at your butt. It’s much more beautiful and I also deserve enjoyment.”

Though he was her husband, she gave him a look that mothers give to their adolescent sons: a look of puzzlement, hope, anxiety diluted by amusement and curiosity. She never had an adolescent son, and ever since the disaster she has known she won’t have one. But for many years she has been a teacher at the local high school and she knows the look that mothers give their young sons and she now gives her husband.

I feel fluttering inside. Have I any more sons in my body? Is there hope for me?

The beautiful biblical words tug the womb and the heart: “Could I have a husband tonight and bear sons?” A husband? My man? You?
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They had done a lot of hiking. At first the two of them alone, later on with their son. First when he floated and tossed in her belly, later on wrapped in a homemade snuggly, dozing on her shoulder and breast, then in a baby carrier improvised by his father at the workshop of his army reserve unit. He stitched it together and bore it on his back, on this very back that now faced her.

Her tearful eyes were flooded with pictures. The son, a tiny cavalryman, riding on his father’s back. The father galloping, neighing like a horse, the mother hurrying after them: “Be careful! Please. He’s scared. He’ll fall. Be careful!”

But her prophecy did not come to pass. True, the child was frightened, but he enjoyed his fright, as children do. He laughed. He grew. Stood on his feet. Took his first steps. Fell as babies fall and got up again. His parents’ agility was apparent even then—in his step, his stance, his stumbles, his smile.

In the beginning they hiked with him nearby, in the scrubland of poppies and chrysanthemums east of the moshava and the patches of pink flax on the hill beyond the avocado grove. Later to the little pond, hidden from the world, where they would head on a hot summer’s day and where her older brother had taught her to swim and dive when she was a girl. And when the son began to walk confidently they also took him to Grandpa Ze’ev’s wadi, which is what they called the wadi where his big carob tree stood—Grandpa’s big carob, to be precise.

There, in that wadi, she and her brother had hiked with their grandfather when they were children. There he taught them to identify wildflowers, to locate and gather their seeds. Under that carob tree he told them a story that later on she would write down for her son: the story about the prehistoric man who lived in the nearby cave, the one with the deep pit, where sometimes a wandering sheep or goat would fall in, and afterward there’d be an awful stench.

And from that wadi she would later hike with her husband to the gullies beyond, climbing and descending—“We hauled ass north,” he would say in his army slang—and go where they would not see another soul. They loved to make love outdoors and had their favorite secret places. And from there onward and upward to the top of the hill where they could see down the other side, which for them was a pleasantly familiar view, and for their son a strange and distant and inviting and wonderful world: Come closer, touch and smell, come and fill the cabinet of your memory.

And then the two of them, just the father and son, began to take hikes without her. “Hikes for guys,” he would say, and one day he even added: “Girls not invited.”

That’s what he said, and I just laughed. I didn’t imagine what was coming. I never had that famous intuition, the foreknowledge attributed to women, especially to mothers. Even on the day of the disaster itself I didn’t sense a thing.

Hikes for guys. Just the two of them together. The little guy has to learn from the big guy all the nonsense that a father has to teach his son—how to light a campfire, to know which leaves could be used for tea, to walk barefoot on the ground—and girls were likely to get nervous: “What if he steps on broken glass?” And “What if there’s a snake?” And “Even Grandpa Ze’ev always walks in his work boots.”

“If a snake shows up we’ll deal with it, right, Neta?”—that’s what we called him, our son, who grew up complaining: “They laugh at me in kindergarten. Why did you give me a girl’s name?”

“Laugh back at them.”

And how to find the North Star and drive the old pickup truck—Neta on his father’s lap, his three-, four-, five-, and six-year-old hands gripping the wheel with excitement—and how to tie a hitch knot, and improve night vision by looking to the side, and to identify and recognize everything the ear hears and the finger feels and the nose smells and the eye sees: “This is a porcupine quill, and this is a snakeskin, feel how delicate and thin it is. Touch it, Neta, don’t be afraid, it’s just his skin, he’s not here, he shed his skin and slithered away. And even if he were here—I’m here, protecting you.

“You hear that, Neta? Listen carefully—that’s the cawing of a jaybird and that’s the trilling of a falcon and that’s the wailing of a curlew and that’s the chirping of a finch and that’s the tsk-tsking of a robin redbreast. Every year a redbreast like that comes to our yard, always to the same tree. We planted the tree, that’s true, but in his opinion it’s his tree. Now smell: this yellow flower is called inula. Your mother thinks it stinks. Smell it and tell me what you think. It’s like camphor, not bad. Close your eyes. You should smell things with your eyes closed. Just with your nose. You can remember smells better than what you see and what you hear. This smell is inula, this is common rue, this is the mastic tree, this is thyme, and, best of all—sage. Sage is our friend. If you can remember all the names, I’ll tell Grandpa Ze’ev and he’ll be really happy. Maybe he’ll take you to the big carob tree in his wadi and the cave next to it, and he’ll also teach you the names of plants and tell you about the caveman that once lived there and make a wooden club for you too, in case a bad dog might come or a poisonous snake or a bad person. And when you get a little bigger, he’ll teach you to shoot his old Mauser and hit the bull’s-eye.

“And these are the tracks of a hyena, it looks like a big dog, with a low butt and high shoulders. Look, Neta: the footprints of the front legs are bigger than the footprints of the back legs. What are you laughing about? Daddy said ‘butt’? You say ‘butt’ too. We’ll say it together: Butt. Butt. Butt. Butt.

“And here’s another thing, really interesting: this stone. Every stone in the field has an upper side and a lower side, the side of the earth and darkness and the side of the sun and light. You see? The underside is smooth. There’s only a little dirt on it and a bit of spiderweb. And the top, the sunlight side, is rough. Touch it, feel this. This is called lichen. If a stone has lichen on the bottom it means that somebody turned it upside down. Somebody picked it up and didn’t put it back the right way.”

“Nature looks like one big mess,” he told her more than once, “but it’s not. Everything in nature is in its place.” And she smiled to herself as she remembered, because that’s what he would say when they were making love: “What a mess in this bed! One leg there, one leg here, and this little friend, what’s he doing here? Let’s put him in place. Here. Much better when everything’s organized.”

“So come, Neta, let’s put the stone back in its place. Here, the way it was. You see these little sprouts? How here they’re totally white and only their tips are green? They sprouted underneath, crawled sideways to escape, and only when they got into the light did they become green. Everything white was under the stone, and everything green was outside. And that tells us one more thing—that it was moved recently. This is interesting, right, Neta? We’re like police detectives.”

“Hikes for guys,” he told her. He looked at their son, their son looked at him, and the two of them—like generous winners—at her. Who could top a pair of guys like this, a father and son, smiling at each other, sharing secrets and schemes? Hikes for guys on hills in the south, hikes for guys in the big cornfields north of the moshava, where they picked fresh ears of the sweet corn she loved so much.

“We’ll roast them for Mommy on the fire. Come here, I’ll show you how.”

“I brought you this, Mommy, is it yummy?”

“Eat, just for you.”

I ate. I enjoyed. I got angry.

And hikes for guys along the rocks on the seashore, and over the rocks behind the Crusader fortress, where at Hanukkah time the cyclamen are already in bloom. “Lookee here, what a miracle,” Grandpa Ze’ev told me when he was alive and I was a girl. “These flowers are blooming, and their green leaves haven’t even pushed through the dirt. This only happens here, by us. So close to the village and nobody knows. Just you and me.”

And a hike for guys in the desert, for the first and last time, twelve years ago exactly, the hike after which they never hiked again, not the guys alone or me with them—and to tell the truth, we never did anything together again. Twelve years have passed, which for me seem like a hundred.
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I see him getting ready to go. I know him and don’t know him. I again take note of the changes in him. Were it not for the disaster that caused them I could happily smile inside. Despite the time gone by and everything that happened, I still look young, as I see reflected in the mirror and the eyes of my students and their parents, the misty gaze of men and women in the street. And he, you, my man—that’s what I called you then—became a different man, you lost your looks.

I know: It can’t just be dismissed as aging. Aging is slow, always preserving some youthful features, which is gratifying at first and, later—when it’s clear that they linger only to remind us and taunt us—is annoying. Whereas in your case the change is complete, like an insect’s metamorphosis.

And I look at him and again count the ways: His smile is erased. His fire, his eternal flame, is extinguished. His golden skin, the delight of my fingers and eyes, has paled and chilled and lost its luster. His good smell, the myrrh of early manhood, has evaporated. His body—once the body of a youth—became thick and clumsy. He didn’t get fat and weak; he actually got stronger. His arms, once shapely and nimble, became the heavy arms of a bear with a fearsome hug.

My man, my first husband, golden and lean, has disappeared. A second husband—white and thick and different—has taken his place. His thickness is pure power. His whiteness is the whiteness of death. The eye of the sun does not tan him, and human eyes are averted.

I remember: One day he cut himself, and blood flowed from his finger. He didn’t even look at me when I bandaged it, but I was filled with joy: He’s alive. His blood is as red as ever. If only I could, I would have taken that second white and strange husband and cut him open, birthing my other husband from inside him.
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I looked at him, all set to go: I was confident that he had prepared thoroughly and happy for the small details that had returned to his mind and his hands. He put the food into two plastic containers that he took from the kitchen cupboard. He tucked the containers in his pack along with two bottles of water and did something, strange and new, that he’d never done before on those hikes of ours—he wrote down on a slip of paper all the items he was taking. Like a grocery list: “6 slices of bread,” “2 cucumbers,” “3 granola bars,” “1 sour cream,” “2 hard-boiled eggs.” Also “2 plastic containers,” “thermos,” “spoon,” “2 water bottles,” “backpack,” “toilet paper,” “this note,” and “pen.”

He stuck the note and pen in his pocket, then surprised me with one more thing: he took our thick little bath mat and walked out of the house, taking it and the backpack to the plant nursery.

I followed him: the wife knowing the events to come, the mother imagining them, the granddaughter happily anticipating—Come, bring it on, breathe life into our dry bones—and watching and remembering every detail. From the tool rack in the nursery he took items not taken on an ordinary hike: pruning shears, a sinister Japanese folding handsaw, a roll of green duct tape.

The slow, purposeful pace of his activity suddenly quickened. More items were added to the list and the backpack—a spool of cord, a pocketknife, and, of course, the constant friend: the small pickax used for uprooting the bulbs of wildflowers, which in his hands, I knew, was likely to be a terrible weapon. All these he wrote down on the slip of paper, adding “car keys” to the list. He pocketed the keys, went out to the pickup truck in the carport, and put the pack on the backseat.

Now he returned to the tool rack, took down the big scissors, and cut the bath mat into two equal pieces. He bored holes along their edges and attached pieces of the cord and placed them near the knapsack. From a pile in the corner of the carport he pulled a faded-green tarpaulin with metal-rimmed holes along the sides and slipped pieces of cord through them too and fastened them with knots. He put the canvas tarp in the back of the pickup and threw in a leaf rake and small broom; he rinsed out and cleaned the portable sprayer, filled it with water, pumped the compressor, sprayed some water on the ground, and then released the pressure valve, opened the tank, poured plastic glue into the water, closed and shook it, and compressed it again, put it in the back of the pickup truck, and added it to his list, along with “tarp,” “rake,” “broom,” and “sheep-shoes.” What sheep-shoes are and why one wears them I discovered only the next day, when he returned from the place he had gone and from the deed he had gone there to do.

Now he turned to the old storeroom in the yard, a small wooden shed, a vestige of the early days of Grandpa Ze’ev and Grandma Ruth in the village, and emerged after a few minutes with a bundle in his hand: something long, rolled up in an old blanket with faded flower embroidery and tied with rope, like a corpse in a shroud bound at the ankles and neck.

He laid the bundle on the floor by the backseat of the pickup, wrote down “rope,” “blanket,” and “the rifle,” the definite article. He bent down and locked the front wheel hubs manually the way guys do on trips for guys in treacherous off-road terrain, then sat down in the driver’s seat and shoved a hand in his shirt pocket, suddenly recalling the pack of cigarettes that had sat there for years, which he tossed with perfect aim into the trash bin.

I was thrilled: something in the movement of his hand reminded me of his old agility.

I said, “Eitan.”

He did what he hadn’t done for twelve years: he looked into my eyes.

I asked, “Eitan, where are you going?”

He didn’t answer.

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anybody.”

Silence.

“You want me to come with you? Do you remember how to drive? You haven’t driven in twelve years.”

Silence. Ignition.

He remembers, of course he remembers, I reassured myself. A man like him would not forget. Not how to drive, how to walk on the trail. Not camouflage, ambush, sharpshooting.

“Eitan,” I said again.

Again he looked at me.

“I know where you’re going. I know what you’re going to do. Just know that I’m with you in this but be careful. Please.”

The pickup moved forward, exited the gate of the nursery.

“And come back on time,” I called out. “You hear me? We have a funeral tomorrow.”

He drove off. Not to the right, to the main road, but left, into the fields.
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I imagine: He got on the road a few kilometers later and met up with the wadi around sunset. He didn’t turn on the pickup’s headlights, kept driving slowly for another few hundred meters, up to the parallel wadi. Here he downshifted twice, and without braking or signaling he turned right onto a short dirt road that led to a pumping station at the edge of the gully. Without stopping, he expertly downshifted the sticks to second low gear and inched the pickup forward as slowly as possible, so as not to make noise or spray pebbles or leave deep tire tracks.

I imagine: A few dozen meters before the pumping station he swung behind a stand of oak trees and came to a halt with a gentle pull on the hand brake. He switched the interior light to the off position, opened the door, extended his legs, and keeping his feet in the air he wrapped the pieces of bath mat around his boots. He tightened the cords in a diagonal pattern and stepped out of the vehicle in his covered footgear. He hung the knapsack and the spray gun on the branch of an oak, and the rifle—concealed in its blanket like a snake—on an adjacent branch, picked up some stones, and positioned them around the pickup truck, which he covered with the tarp till it vanished underneath.

As the sunlight waned he hastened his activity. He tied the tarp to the stones he had arranged, sprayed it with diluted glue, scattered fistfuls of dirt and dry leaves, which stuck to it at once. With the rake he quickly erased any trace of a moved stone, a footprint, or tire tread, then lifted an edge of the tarp and slipped the sprayer and rake under it. He stepped back a bit and checked his handiwork, then hoisted the knapsack on his shoulder, picked up the rifle wrapped in the blanket, emerged from the oak trees, and headed up the wadi.

For years he hadn’t walked like this, on a narrow, dark, and rocky trail, not cleared by pickax and bulldozer or leveled by steamroller but blazed by the paws of animals and the shoes of humans and the hooves of time. But his feet instantly remembered the art of quiet, confident nighttime walking that left no imprint except upon his face: an old, inscrutable smile, slightly askew, of facial muscles that for twelve years had not smiled nor kissed nor spoken, just ate a bit and drank a bit and clenched one jaw to another.

I know the route. I’ve walked it more than once. After a kilometer and a half, at the third bend of the wadi, he climbed southward to the lower shelf of the ridge, lay down a moment on his belly, listened and looked, proceeded in a slow diagonal crouch, and went down the slope. He quickly arrived at the mastic tree and the oak that grew side by side a few dozen meters above a sharp turn in the adjacent wadi. The oak is taller and its branches are wider, and the mastic is typically small and thick, its aromatic branches bunched together, kissing the ground.

Here he stopped, set the rifle and knapsack on a nearby rock, turned to look at the big carob tree he knew well, which grew in the wadi below him. In the darkness the tree looked like a huge black lump, which sharpened when he looked at it sideways and blended into the night when he gazed at it directly. In a few more hours, when he will lie, rifle in hand, in the hiding place he has prepared, the sun will rise from behind him, he will see everything clearly, and the man who will come, a man whose name and face he doesn’t know, but for whom he waits and whose life he intends to take, will be blinded by its rays if he looks toward him.

He undid the rope from the blanket and took out the rifle from its folds: a veteran Mauser, heavy, accurate, more than a hundred years old, fired by German soldiers and Turkish soldiers and Grandpa Ze’ev, and he himself had shot it more than once. He inserted it between branches of the mastic tree and propped it on its stock. He took the small pickax from his knapsack and put it on a rock, spread out the blanket and sat on it, untied and removed the covers from his boots and laid them on the ground.

He took off the boots, placed them on top of their covers, and rolled his socks and stuck them in the shoes to deter snakes and scorpions. He lay down on half the blanket, covered himself with the other half, reached out and felt the rifle on his left and pickax on the right, pulled over a fieldstone, placed it under his head, and took a deep breath. He had a few more hours of darkness ahead, and he hoped that tonight, perhaps, he might have a reprieve from his insomnia.

I put the little pieces together: People do not walk here at night; wild animals will not approach him. If wandering dogs do not come near, if nobody notices the pickup truck he camouflaged—everything will go as planned. The single shot he will fire in the morning is not a problem: there are hunters in the area, and there are soldiers on leave who shoot in the woods near their villages. No one will go out looking for the shooter or contact the police because of one shot—and if they do, no policeman will bother to come.

He was sure he would hear birdsong before sunrise, but to be on the safe side he fixed an hour in his mind so that the birds of his body would wake him too. Despite what was about to happen he felt at ease, a surprising, forgotten sense of well-being. It was good to know that he was about to do what was right and necessary. Good to know that he had the talent and the tools to do it well. Good to lie on the ground and feel its touch, hard and soft at the same time. To close his eyes under the dark, open sky, to breathe air that streamed from the starry heavens. And good to feel again the ability to feel what was good—I’m back, it’s me, as he would say when he would surprise me with a hug from behind, when he came home, to the bed, to my flesh. That’s what he always said to me: “I’m back. It’s me.”

I feel: his head resting on the stone pillow, his eyes canvassing the vastness of space. The sky curving above him like a woman. Soon he will touch her through closed eyelids and curtains of darkness. His body is heavy and soft as he sinks into sleep. So easily, for the first time in twelve years, unbothered by dreams.

We awoke at the appointed hour. For a few seconds we lay still. Eitan there, on the ground overlooking the carob in Grandpa Ze’ev’s wadi, and I here in our house, in bed. He with eyes shut, ears sharp, listening to the familiar set of predawn sounds—Is anything different? Disrupted?—and I wait for his return, my eyes shut like his and my ears also perked: distant loudspeakers of a muezzin, joined by a chorus of wailing jackals, and then the noises nearby—the joyful screeches of the stone curlews, celebrating the end of night, followed by the jaybirds from the wadi below him and our jays from here at the plant nursery.

It’s good to wake up and hear birds. To open your eyes under open, dark skies with their eastern fringe turning pale, then fiery gold. It’s good to feel the tiny marvelous movement under your back. It is the earth, turning slightly on its axis, presenting a new meridian to the rosy fingers of dawn.

Another smile shone on his face. Twelve years without a smile, and suddenly—two in a single day.

We sat down at the same time. My legs feeling the chill of the floor tiles. His legs gathered beneath him on the blanket on the ground. He took a bottle of water from his pack, poured some into his hands and rinsed his eyes, shook out his socks and put them on, turned his boots upside down and shook them too, put them on, and wrapped them with the sheep-shoes he had prepared. He stepped a few yards away and pissed into a wild poterium, taking care that the stream be inaudible and its puddle unseen. He put the pillow stone back in its place, picked up the rifle, and went down to the carob tree. He examined the ground beneath it, peered into and sniffed the little cave on the bank of the wadi and the pit inside.

The sky grew lighter. Eitan returned to his hiding place and sipped a little coffee from his thermos. I got up and switched on the electric kettle, and while the water boiled I went to the bathroom. He closed the thermos and put it back in his pack, took out the toilet paper, took the rifle and pickax with him, walked about thirty meters, and dug a shallow hole. Afterward he came back, took out the small Japanese folding saw, the pruning shears, and the duct tape and headed for the mastic tree.

I made myself some tea. I drank it and looked out the window at our plant nursery. Our big mulberry tree loomed blackly behind it. Soon, when the light was better, it would be green. Eitan lifted two limbs of the mastic tree, thick branches that touched the ground. He spread them apart and crawled inside, as far as he could go. He reached up and sawed off the two branches at a downward diagonal, so the shiny wood would not attract attention or curiosity. He pulled the branches away from the tree, then returned to the empty space within the foliage and began pruning interior branches with the shears, shoving them between other branches, fashioning himself a small cell in which to hide.

A light wind arose; more birds joined in their sisters’ morning choir. He cut off pieces of green duct tape and pasted them to the stumps of the sawed branches. He put the shears in his pocket, emerged from the tree, returned the saw and tape to the knapsack, and pushed it and the rifle into the hiding space. He crawled inside, spread out the blanket as much as possible, knelt down on it, and pulled toward him the two large branches he had sawed off, their leaves facing outward.

Now he sat in this tiny cell, whose walls and ceiling were leaves and branches and its floor a blanket and embroidered flowers and dirt, and he ate and drank. When he was done he scratched from his list the container of sour cream, one egg, two slices of bread, a cucumber, and one granola bar. He put the paper and pen back in his pocket and shoved the granola-bar wrapper and empty sour-cream container and spoon into a separate section of his knapsack.

Behind him the horizon was bright. He moved the barrel of the rifle closer to the edge of the foliage, looked through the gunsight. At this distance he would not need a sniper’s rifle. He would do fine with the old Mauser, with its ordinary sights, its famous accuracy, and his own experience. He took out the shears and delicately snipped, one at a time, a few leaves that interfered with his line of view and put the shears back in his pack.

The sun had almost risen. He again peered through the branches at the wadi and its big carob tree. All he had left to do was wait. The waiting was hard, soporific, boring, but clearly it would not continue for long; he had waited longer in the past, had experienced situations that were far more complicated and dangerous. And indeed at 6:30 a.m. he sensed that his waiting would very soon be over. First in his gut, then his ears: a stone dislodged from its place, striking another stone and ringing out in the silence, the sliding sole of a shoe, an angry curse.

The man came into view, different from the image he had drawn in his mind: a tall, beefy fellow, his right hand in a bandage. His neck thick and strong, but his belly soft and jiggling a bit under his tight shirt. One of those people whose feet are smaller than expected and whose dark sunglasses hide their eyes more than protect them.

The man wore black pants, a bright yellow shirt, and a black leather jacket styled like a sport coat, left unbuttoned. On his feet he wore short, square-toed boots with thin leather soles, testifying to the worst kind of inexperience, a mixture of exaggerated self-confidence and sheer laziness. Eitan saw no weapon in his hand, in his belt, or under his open jacket, but over his shoulder was a small leather bag that might contain a pistol.

He looked at him from his secret hideout, cleansed his mind of hatred and malice so that his victim would not sense his existence or intention, and again reminded himself that the deed he was about to do was not an evil deed. Evil sends waves into the distance, and a person whose heart is evil can easily feel the evil heart of another. But the good and the true and the right things to do are hidden and quiet and do not give away their owner even when he is very close.

The man again slipped on rocks damp with dew, and each time he stumbled he cursed aloud. Eitan followed him with his gaze and said to himself that this was the only way to meet such a vile person—a first and last encounter, in his very last moments. He allowed him to reach the big carob, saw him bend over, explore, and examine, and he knew this was the man he was waiting for.

The man knelt down and crawled on all fours, moved stones and turned them over; Eitan knew he would not bother to return them to their places. And when he despaired of his quest—he knew he would despair—and took a cell phone from his jacket pocket—he knew he would want to report to the one who sent him—he fired the shot he had come to fire.



THREE

The doorbell rings.

Ruta gets up, goes to the door, opens it.

Ruta: Hello, you’re Varda?

Varda: Yes, pleased to meet you.

Ruta: I’m Ruta Tavori, I’m the one you spoke to. Varda what?

Varda: Varda Canetti.

Ruta: Pleased to meet you too. Are you related to Elias Canetti?

Varda: Pardon me?

Ruta: Apparently not the same family. If you were, you would know.

Varda: Canetti is my husband’s name. They’re a big family. I don’t know all of his relatives.

Ruta: I like him very much. No, not your husband, I’m sorry, excuse me, don’t misunderstand me, I don’t even know your husband. It’s Canetti the author I love, actually I’m not sure, I don’t know him either. It’s his books that I love. Come in, we’ll sit in the kitchen if you don’t mind. The kitchen is my place in this house. Not that I’m such a great cook, I just love to sit in the kitchen, to write in the kitchen, to receive guests in the kitchen, to correct exams in the kitchen. To correct exams because I’m a teacher, as you probably heard from everyone you’ve met in our moshava, a homeroom teacher for the eleventh grade and also I teach Bible. I talk too fast, right? So remind me what this meeting is about.

Varda: I’m writing a research study of the history of the Yishuv, and I’m interviewing people from the first families of the moshava.

Ruta: The history of the pre-State Yishuv in general or of this place in particular?

Varda: The old agricultural settlements of Baron de Rothschild. I’m meeting with people in three moshavot.

Ruta: Fine. I don’t know what history of the Yishuv you’ll find in the other two, but here you won’t be disappointed. This moshava is no big deal, but the history is really good. So sit, make yourself comfortable. The table is big, you can write, tape the conversation, drink tea. If you stay till the evening, you’ll also get something to eat. That’s how it is with us in the moshava. Receiving guests properly. They wanted to establish a Jewish settlement here, and we turned out to be an Arab village. With hospitality, clans, honor, land, revenge. And after four and a half generations everyone here is related, and every family has a lemon tree in the garden, grapes and pomegranates and figs, and a big pecan tree is a must. Except that with us it’s usually the breed of pomegranate called Wonderful, and with Arabs it’s a sweet pomegranate. And doves on the roof and chickens in the yard. Sorry, I made a mistake before, I said “pecan,” but at our house the pecan is a mulberry. And also here underneath every house is a cache of weapons, going back to the Turkish times, except we don’t fire in the air at weddings.

Yes, yes, you heard right. Stockpiles of weapons. We have hunting rifles and war booty weapons, all kinds of antiques. My grandfather had an old Czech rifle, from before the days of the State. It’s lucky he’s dead. If he heard me calling his Mauser a Czech rifle, he’d be horrified. “There’s no such thing as a Czech rifle!” he once yelled at me. “What those morons here call a Czech rifle is a Mauser, which is German.”

I’m sorry, Varda, you’re still standing. Sit, please, sit. Not here. Sit on this chair so you can see me from my prettier side. You still haven’t told me the exact topic, the title of your research.

Varda: “Issues of Gender in the Moshavot of the Baron.”

Ruta: A fine title.

Varda: I’ve already spoken with a few people here, older than you, and they all said that your grandfather—Ze’ev Tavori, is that correct?—that there are some very interesting stories about him.

Ruta: They’re right. Also about my grandmother, by the way, but to hear them you don’t need me. There are many big mouths around here, plenty of good gossipy folks who know everything about everyone else. And I also warn you in advance that I am perhaps the wrong person for your research.

Varda: Why?

Ruta: First of all, because my grandfather did not like talking about certain acts and certain periods, and I’m the same way. Not everything should be revealed. Perhaps what interests you most is what I will keep secret. Second, because at best I can provide only secondhand testimony, tell other people’s stories, which means you will have to trust my memory and also the memory of whoever told me stories.

Varda: How much time can you give me?

Ruta: Today about two hours, and I’ve already wasted half of it for you with nonsense. But if you need more meetings, no problem. Women should help one another, and here we have a cow who wants to nurse and one who wants to suckle.

Varda: That’s good of you. Not everyone has time, and even fewer have patience.

Ruta: That I do have. If somebody is finally willing to listen to me, I won’t tell them no. I’ll talk and I’ll talk and I’ll talk, a cornucopia of stories, my cup runneth over. You’ll feel like you’re my best friend, and I’ll feel that at last I have such a friend. This wide, pretty mouth, the mouth that was made for kissing—that’s what my first husband used to say—this mouth will tell stories, all right, but not everything.

Varda: I’m sorry, I didn’t know.

Ruta: Didn’t know what?

Varda: You said “my first husband,” that you’re a widow…maybe…

Ruta: You might say that I was a widow, for a certain period of time. Whatever. So you’re actually a Ph.D., or still a student?

Varda: Thanks for the compliment, but I got my doctorate a number of years ago.

Ruta: The eyes of Dr. Canetti wander in space, landing upon the black stone in the wall of the Tavori family home.

Varda: Sorry? I don’t understand.

Ruta: You’re looking at the black stone in our wall.

Varda: Yes, it’s interesting. I’ve never seen anything like it. A black stone in the middle of a white wall, in a living room.

Ruta: It’s basalt from the Galilee, from the place where my grandfather, the same Ze’ev Tavori you’re so interested in, was born and grew up. He put it in the wall so it would be seen from both sides. By us on the inside, so we would always know and feel who we were and where we came from. And by other people from the outside, so they would all know and remember whom they were dealing with.

Varda: It’s a little scary.

Ruta: Yes. He was pretty scary too.

Varda: I was told he had a patch on his eye, like a pirate.

Ruta: That’s right.

Varda: How did he lose his eye?

Ruta: It happened long before I was born and was less heroic than he would have wanted. No big deal, he chased after thieves in the orchard, galloping on the horse, and a branch from a tree hit him in the eye.

Varda: That’s terrible.

Ruta: We got used to it. To the black eye patch on his face, and also to his black stone in the wall, and also to him in general. That stone, by the way, was sent to him by his parents and delivered by his older brother, Dov. One day he showed up here, driving a cart drawn by a magnificent ox, that’s how the story always went, magnificent, no less, and besides this stone he also brought—pay attention—a rifle, a cow, a tree, and a woman. That’s what his parents sent him from the Galilee, because in those days people thought and said that was what a man needed to start out. I see you are beginning to take notes, so write them down in the order I told you: rifle, cow, tree, and woman. This is important. You have no idea how many times I heard that story, and always in that order. Why not tree, woman, rifle, and cow? Or woman, cow, tree, and rifle? It’s logical to think that this is about priorities, which are important and relevant to your research, but it’s also a narrative decision. Every series like that creates a different music and also a different plot. In our plot the rifle is first and the woman last, and Grandma Ruth actually said that the rifle was not only the hero of this plot, it was also the one who wrote it. Who knew better than she did, having arrived in that oxcart. She was the woman who was last on the list, and in that same cart was this basalt stone.

So the rifle, we were talking about the rifle. I was old enough to see Grandpa Ze’ev shooting it. Not at people but at jaybirds. He couldn’t stand that bird; I have no idea why. Once, years ago, the whole family took the rifle for target practice in the hills, and my first husband, who was a great marksman, praised the two old guys—Grandpa and his Mauser. But he has an even longer past. The rifle, I mean. It surely killed a few people in the First World War and maybe also in the Arab riots and for sure in the War of Independence and who knows when else. I once wrote a story about it, but I only show my stories to the family, and not all of them even to them.

Varda: People didn’t tell me that you write.

Ruta: That’s because not everyone knows. I write because there are stories that are better to write than to tell, because it’s unpleasant to feel their words in the mouth. Instead of being like scorpions and centipedes on the tongue, better they should crawl on the paper and drip their venom there. There’s another reason for writing—for a long time I didn’t really have anyone to talk to. For that reason, by the way, I haven’t shut up since you walked in. But the truth is I started with children’s stories. When my son, Neta, was two years old, he was always asking me to read him books and stories. I quickly discovered that I was editing and improving them while reading and therefore realized that I could write just as well as the geniuses who wrote them, and I began to write for him myself. I wrote him a story about the magnificent ox that belonged to my grandfather and about his mulberry tree, and I wrote him a story about the caveman and the fire and about a boy who liked to wear costumes, like he did, and wanted to masquerade as the Angel of Death. And later on I also wrote for myself, all sorts of stories about our family, which are also in a certain sense about a magnificent ox and the Angel of Death and the caveman.

True stories?

Of course they’re true. If I don’t show them to anyone, then who is there for me to hide the truth from? From myself? In any case, you are a historian and I am a Bible teacher, so we don’t need to be told that the truth isn’t true, and we of all people know that over time only what is written becomes true, and what is spoken doesn’t.

Once I showed a story like this to my older brother, his name is Dovik, and he got upset: “Why write those stories about us? You forgot what Grandpa Ze’ev told us. There are certain matters that should not be talked about. Certainly not written.”

I said to him, “I’m not telling anyone, and I’m writing because words look different from the way they sound.” And I also told him something I read somewhere, that Tolstoy and his wife would talk by writing, exchanging sentences in a notebook they had at home, left open on a table. I told him this and said that it filled me with envy: whole conversations in writing. What courage, what intimacy, not to mention the theatrics! But later I understood: maybe there are couples who speak in writing because on paper they don’t have to see the other one’s face, and they don’t hear the shouting. Written words may be more binding, but they are also quieter. And in my case, it’s true that I never corresponded that way with my husband, not the first one or the second one. But there are stories that I tell and there are stories that I write, and stories that I show and stories that I don’t, and they are very different.

Dovik, as you surely figured out, was named for Uncle Dov, the older brother of Grandpa Ze’ev, the one who brought him the wagon with the rifle, the cow, the tree, and the woman. Dov was killed in the War of Independence, he stepped on a land mine, he was one of the oldest fighters and casualties of 1948, and Dovik was named for him. Grandpa Ze’ev also fought in the War of Independence, but he wasn’t killed or wounded. He died at the age of ninety-two a few years ago during a hike in the Carmel mountain range. And they had another brother, called Arieh, who died in a nursing home. Have you paid attention to their names? You should write them down, because it’s relevant to your research: their father gave his three sons the names of predatory animals. “We’re done with all the Yankels and Shmerels and Mottels,” he said. “From now on we’ll have bears and wolves and lions.”


FOUR

Varda: Forgive me for interrupting, but I ask you to return to the topic if you can, and if possible to conduct the conversation in a more focused manner.

Ruta: Focused? It seems you’ve really come to the wrong person. You can focus your questions all you like, but I will answer the way I want to answer. That’s how it is. The history of settling the Land of Israel, with all due respect, is not only committees and disputes and values and the status of women and the attitude toward Arabs and Ben-Gurion. First and foremost, it’s about stories—the loves and hates and the births and deaths and the acts of revenge—and about families, father and mother and brother and sister and bridegroom and bride and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and not in a golden chain but in a wagon made of wood, with a rifle and a cow and a tree and a woman; that’s what made history everywhere and that’s what made it here.

Varda: You seem to leave me no choice.

Ruta: You came to me, not I to you.

Varda: If I remember right, you said I could record you.

Ruta: Free, on the house. Record away, and I’m sorry about my tone of voice, and I promise to try and stick more to the topic. You know what? I’ll even start with personal details, to get into a practical mood. ID card, please. Here. First name, family name, identification number, you see? I introduced myself as Ruta, but my name on my ID card says “Ruth.” Like my grandmother. Ruta is the name that everyone, including myself, calls me. It’s a good name, user-friendly, and rhymes easily: Ruta-smartuta, Ruta-mabsuta, Ruta-shtuta, and once at recess in school I even heard two twelfth graders referring to me as “Ruta-tuta.” They thought I didn’t hear them, but I stopped, at the top of the stairs near the main office, and I said to them, “I gather, children, that I am the topic of conversation, so please explain to me what ‘Ruta-tuta’ means.” Did you take note of my tone, Varda? That was an imitation of myself as a teacher.

So, they looked at each other, stone-cold silence in the air, red-hot cheeks on these two clowns, and they didn’t know what to answer.

“Nu, children, I’m waiting, because I really don’t understand what ‘Ruta-tuta’ means, and I don’t recall any such expression in the Bible.”

Luckily for them, the bell rang, and they ran off to class, and in the afternoon, at home, I asked Dovik—my older brother Dovik, in case you forgot…

Varda: I didn’t forget. I’m writing down all the names.

Ruta: So Dovik explained to me what tuta means, and as you may or may not know, it’s a highly vulgar word, and he also said there was no reason to get upset, because from these boys it’s a kind of compliment.

“What do you want, sister,” he said, “they’re high school kids exploding with hormones and they have a teacher like you, a total hottie, and at this age everything reminds them of one thing only.”

That was an imitation of Dovik. It’s easy to imitate Dovik because he deepens his voice on purpose and puts the emphases and pauses in the wrong places in the sentences.

“So at this age,” he went on, “everything triggers only one thought for them, like in the joke about the psychiatrist who shows pictures to his patient and asks what they remind him of.”

He was right. That’s what they’re preoccupied with, and “Ruta” and “tuta” are actually a nice rhyme, and they’re basically nice boys, and I’m their teacher, and in truth I am not bad looking. Guilty as charged. Not a hottie, but as I once heard them saying, “She’s a babe.” It’s funny. Their voices are still changing, but sometimes they look at me with the eyes of grown men in the street. Not quite the look the livestock trader gives a cow but still that up-and-down look, lingering where men linger: eyes, lips, then right and left from breast to breast, then downward, a penetrating X-ray of the loins, width of the pelvis, counting the eggs, measuring the legs, and returning to the eyes, but that’s just to be polite, because, between you and
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