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		The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie in repose with the young goat, and the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a small child shall lead them.

			Isaiah 11:6
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			Chapter One

			The sun broke over the rolling hills of Bhamdoun, Lebanon, on April 1, 1931, and a fifteen-year-old Jewish girl cried out in terror and pain. Her lamentations mingled with the wails of a muezzin calling the Muslim faithful to prayer from his perch atop the town minaret, and with the soft chanting of lauds from the nearby convent.

			The convergence of the three sounds was a common enough occurrence in that region at that time. Yet the weird harmony might have been considered a momentous sign as far as portents go. Most places, and the people who come from them, are the products of such uneasy admixtures. In that respect, the town of Bhamdoun was like most places. That is to say, it was a place from which the dissonance of everyday events might sound chords of blessing or misfortune echoing over a lifetime.

			The girl was named Ziva. A house servant had heard her shrieks from his small chamber in the basement and ran upstairs to her bedroom. After knocking uncertainly on the door, he entered to find her screaming, blood pooling in her sheets. He threw a blanket onto the back seat of the Packard convertible, the only one of its kind in the Middle East and his master’s prized possession, and loaded Ziva into it. From there, he sped to the infirmary, awakening the nuns with blares of the Packard’s horn from outside the gate. The sisters hastened to open the lock.

			They rushed Ziva, gasping, panting, a dark stain blooming over the lower part of her nightgown, into a small treatment room. Before allowing himself to be ushered out, the servant assured Ziva that he would wake the telegraph operator and send word to the master that his young bride had been taken to the hospital.

			The attendant, a nun of indeterminate age, a white coif covering her hair and a wooden cross dangling from a black cord around her neck, wiped the girl’s brow. “Shh, child,” she murmured in Arabic as she tucked a wad moistened with some bitter substance between Ziva’s cheek and gum. “It is God’s decree that you endure this with dignity. Offer your pain up as a sacrifice to Him.”

			“What are you talking about? What is happening to me?”

			“Why, child, do you not know you are having a baby?”

			A baby! Ziva wailed and fainted.

			As she came to, the room’s white walls and metal furnishings blurred, as though layered with honey. Ziva breathed in and sighed, a deep exhalation that dislodged her consciousness and cast it backward in time and space. Gathering speed, she soared eastward over Mount Lebanon and the Beqaa Valley. In her delirium, she spied a prior version of herself far below in the passenger seat of the Packard, wending west on the Beirut-Damascus road, a middle-aged man at the wheel. Ziva flew over the neighborhoods of Damascus and through the open window of her family’s estate in the Jewish quarter, alighting in the library of the house of her father, scion of the Hedaya clan. She looked up at the family tree spanning the southern wall of the room, its many branches proliferating from the source of the clan’s glorious birthright: the lineage of King David himself.

			Ziva had spent many hours sitting cross-legged on the floor contemplating this family tree, its boughs labeled with the names of traders, rabbis, physicians, royal advisers, and scholars of renown. Ziva’s name, like those of other female relatives, was not listed. She had imagined it hidden behind those of her brothers, trapped like a dove in the foliage, neither seeing nor seen. The world outside her family and community, she had been told, was a heaving, vulgar, dangerous place, a place where corruption overwhelmed merit. It was the necessary province of her father and brothers but something from which she required protection.

			In her dream, Ziva rose and approached her father, who sat scowling in his chair behind the desk, scholarly texts towering over them in shelves stacked to the ceiling. Her mother stood at his side, her face buried in her hands, her stooped frame shaking with sobs. Ziva’s father’s face was flushed, his beard flecked with gray hairs and spittle. “Thus do you bring shame upon us?” he thundered. “By consorting with a Christian boy?”

			“Father!” Ziva cried. “It was nothing! I was only speaking to him!”

			“Hush!” he shouted. “I have had business dealings with his father, an honorable man! Had he not come to me at the last moment, your shame would have stained both our families! A Jewish girl, my own daughter, escaping the house at night to meet with a boy? A Christian boy? Why not a Muslim? Why not a Kurd or Druze?”

			“Father! There was nothing between us! We were only talking!”

			“Enough, Ziva! Secret conversations in the middle of the night lead to other activities! His parents have already sent him to an uncle in Cairo.”

			“No!” cried Ziva. “Father, no!” She wanted to rush toward him, but the massive desk stood between them.

			Her father lowered his eyes. “You make it very clear how much of a ‘nothing’ this boy is to you,” he muttered. He rose and turned to face the window. “And as for you . . . as for you, my Ziva, my light, you will be married to a man named Friedmann within the month.”

			“Father!” Ziva wailed. “Father, hear me!”

			“A very fortunate match, given the circumstances,” he murmured, his face toward the window, the narrow alleyways of the city crowding in beyond. “Praise God, Friedmann approached the matchmaker not two weeks ago. Were it not for the reputation and fortune of our family, you would have been forsaken.”

			Ziva learned that her betrothed was a forty-five-year-old Belgian, a childless widower with a mansion in Beirut and a summer home in the village of Bhamdoun. He was an Ashkenazi Jew, she was told in apologetic tones, but no one else was available on such short notice. And Friedmann was very wealthy; he had business interests all over the Far East, Europe, and the Americas. The wedding would take place in three weeks.

			Her mother tried to teach her something about “marital relations” before the wedding, and Ziva had nodded without understanding. Then, before she knew what was happening to her, Ziva had immersed in a mikvah and stood at the chuppah, a ring on her finger, the glass broken at her feet, strangers shouting, “Mazal tov!” Shortly after that, the unimagined horror of being laid on her back, her husband, sweating and groaning, on top of her. And then he was somehow inside her, together with a new, ripping pain and blood between her legs.

			The following day, they had driven together in silence in the Packard to Beirut, where he introduced her to the household staff at his mansion. He left the following day on a business trip abroad. Friedmann had spent the majority of the time since then overseas, leaving her in care of the staff and returning from time to time to lay her again on her back and enter her as before. In the morning, they would share awkward conversations on the veranda over coffee and shakshuka before the arrival of business associates, to whom she was instructed to serve tea and sweet cakes, and not to speak.

			Her mother came once to visit while Ziva was at the summer home in Bhamdoun. She praised the Lord that her daughter lived in more luxury than she had dared hoped for. She did not notice the swelling of Ziva’s belly, concealed beneath a loose-fitting dress. And what was Ziva to make of this strange growth, which was but one more in a series of bewilderments, each related somehow to the preceding in ways she did not understand? Everything had happened so quickly, without preparation, without explanation. Having no one to consult, Ziva hid her shame and confusion from herself as well as others. Perhaps a resolution would come with time, or perhaps she might wake to find it all a dream. For all she knew, this change in her body might happen to anyone after being separated from her family, after marriage, after moving from Damascus to Beirut . . .
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			The drug began to wear off, and the images in Ziva’s mind faded. She began to feel again the hard surface of the delivery table and the excruciating pain in her belly. The rest passed quickly, and Ziva could not be certain of the line between reality and imagination, only that she crossed it repeatedly in either direction. An elderly woman, dressed from head to foot in black, a cross at her neck and another at her hip, spoke kindly to her, introducing herself as “the abbess.” A phantom materialized in a corner of the room, and when Ziva called out, “Father!” he turned away, disgust marring his face before he faded into nothingness.

			Then, a man stood between her legs, and something about him frightened Ziva. “Stop shrieking, child!” the nurse commanded. “This is your doctor!”

			The doctor was nothing like the kindly physician who had made house calls to her childhood home. He had three days of stubble on his chin and reeked of alcohol. He touched her roughly, and a short time later, her agony reached its peak and then abruptly subsided.

			Panting and sobbing with her eyes screwed shut, Ziva heard a baby screech and a female voice call out, “Mabrouk! God has granted you a son!” Ziva opened her mouth to speak, but the world was again obliterated by a new kind of pain: being stitched together without anesthesia.

			And then the nurse placed into her arms a baby swaddled in a blanket, and Ziva wept with this final rupture of everything she had known.

			I was the child in that blanket.
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Chapter Two

			It is now nearly ninety years later. How can I claim my mother’s recollections as though they are my own? Over time, I acquired knowledge that etched the events I have described into my consciousness, a falsehood no greater than all the other things I refer to as “memory.” As I approach the end of my life, knowledge and memory have begun to blend like paint on a palette, creating something new through their merging and, often enough, blotting out what was once true. Many of my recollections are no longer things remembered so much as things I remember remembering, as though in their origin they belonged to someone else. They are no more and no less real than my reflection in a mirror.

			Yesterday my arm was pierced with a needle for a blood test. Yet where is the pain I felt as the needle penetrated my skin? Even in the instant when it was the most prominent thing in my world, the pain was not a physical thing, a space-occupying object, a measurable article of which it might be said: This is real. I have come to understand that only two things are real: what one believes to be true, and love.

			What most people fail to recognize, what I failed to recognize until late in life, is that in the absence of the latter, the former has no meaning.
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			I remember sitting on my mother’s lap by the window, not yet four years old. A late-summer breeze sweeps the scent of cedars into the drawing room of our country house in Bhamdoun. I feel her cool forearm on my cheek. She gazes out the window and recites my favorite book from memory, a French version of the fable of the ant and the grasshopper. I turn the pages as she speaks, feeling sorry for the grasshopper, who wasted his summer on frivolous entertainments instead of preparing for winter. She pauses, and I look up to follow my mother’s gaze. Terraced houses seem piled one atop another against the hillside, their sides painted bright blue, Levant-style, to ward off evil spirits. A flock of sheep grazes on the side of the mountain. A lorry labors up the winding road. But I cannot see the thing she appears to be focusing on.

			There is a crash from somewhere in the house. She puts me down beside the chair, the sound of her bare feet soft on the Persian rug as she leaves the room to see which of the housekeepers has dropped a dish or vase or tureen filled with that afternoon’s fruit compote.

			I climb onto the armchair and feel my mother’s warmth, already fading, on the cushion. I place the book in my lap. The words leap off the page in a burst of meaning, and suddenly, I am reading.

			“Vous avez dansé et chanté tout l’été. Maintenant nourrisez-vous en dansant et en chantant pendant l’hiver!” (“You’ve been dancing and singing all summer long. Now feed yourself on dancing and singing during the winter!”)

			My early childhood was solitary but not lonely. When we were not at the country house, we lived in a three-story mansion on the north side of Beirut in the Wadi Abou Jamil neighborhood, also known as Wadi al Yahud, the Valley of the Jews. Even though it was a bustling community with schools, families, commerce, and a stately synagogue, I rarely ventured out to play in the streets with other children. My companions were my mother, little more than a melancholy child herself, and my governess, a kindly old Maronite woman named Rahma.

			In the early mornings, I would slip out of bed and steal into my mother’s room to watch her brush her long, black hair, the rhythm of her thin arms taking my breath away. Her eyes were sad and dark and deep, set above soft brown cheeks like almonds in melted chocolate. Her smile, a quivering, unfinished thing, was sometimes bestowed just upon me when she spied me observing her.

			My father sent us postcards from time to time, and the images printed upon them merged in my imagination with the contents of my books, substituting for companions my own age. I created seafaring adventures in the bathtub, pretended that the kitchen and housekeeping staff were South American cannibals, imagined that the columns of books in the library were canyons I was navigating in a raft on the Yangtze River. I would engage in these fantasies for as long as I could before the ache for my mother drew me toward her. I would creep up on her in the drawing room while she read or sewed or sat gazing out the window. Then I would throw my arms around her neck and press my lips upon her sweet cheek, and afterward, I would continue playing on my own for a while. When I was bored, I employed Rahma as Friday to my Robinson Crusoe, or as a damsel in distress I would rescue from train robbers in the American Wild West. Rahma would grumble at the indignity, but she always indulged me.

			Every few months, my father, in transit from the Orient to Moscow to Europe and back, would come to stay with us for several days at a time. I retain only a few images of him, each truncated by an unseen censor: a hand gripping the goose-head knob of an ebony cane; a razor-straight hairline above a crisp white collar; manicured fingers bringing a cup of Turkish coffee to bearded lips. And I remember the gifts—ivory figurines, lace napkins, ornate daggers, Venetian chocolate.

			But more significant than things remembered are the things not remembered: no football practice in the courtyard, no warm hand on the shoulder, no declarations of affection. And, soon, nothing at all.

			I was five years old when he visited us for the last time. I was sent to bed after opening my present, a spyglass he had purchased in London. (“Just like Long John Silver’s!” he’d exulted.) I was awakened by the sounds of an argument in my mother’s bedroom, indistinct roars and shrieks, and finally, the shattering of glass. My father’s heavy footsteps crossed the floor and descended the staircase while he shouted instructions in Arabic to prepare his things. Then the sound of the servants’ feet racing up from the basement and bustling in the foyer. He silenced a wailing Rahma, sending her to her room with an order not to emerge until morning. The front door slammed, and my father’s motorcar roared off. I sprang out of bed, terrified, and raced toward my mother’s room, stopping outside the closed door when I received proof that she was alive: the sound of her weeping. I listened for a while at the threshold, then lay down and fell asleep.

			The following morning, I awoke with a start and crept through the open door into her room to discover she was not there. Panicking, I ran down the stairs and found her sitting in the drawing room in front of the open window, her hair disheveled, her eyes swollen, her face lined with the salty residue of tears.

			“There is bad news, Joseph,” she said.

			I climbed into her lap and kissed her below the eyes.

			“No, Maman,” I answered. “I am here.”

			“Nonetheless, Joseph, there is bad news. Your father and I will no longer be living together. You and I are alone.”

			This didn’t sound like bad news to me at all. On the contrary, it did not seem much different from our former situation, except for the absence of my father’s intrusions upon our lives.

			“What about Rahma? And Cook and the housekeepers? Will they be staying with us?”

			My mother brushed the hair back from my face and bent her head to whisper in my ear, sending a thrill through me.

			“Yes, for now, chéri. I am not sure about the future.”

			“Then that is fine, Maman,” I said. “For now.” I leaned back to rest in her arms, and we sat like that together for a long time.
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Chapter Three

			My physicians tell me that the cancer now filling my pelvis began as a single cell in my colon. It mutated, evading my immune system, and then proliferated. A small mass formed and, still undetected, breached the intestinal wall. The daughter cells, each more bizarrely transformed than its parent, migrated through my lymphatic system, lodged in my spine, overwhelmed my bone marrow and, most recently, crept into my brain.

			My doctors estimate it took years for that first mutated cell to create the metastases that manifested as a nagging pain in my lower back. But from there, it was a whirlwind. An X-ray revealed a spine half eaten away by tumor. Another X-ray of my lungs led one physician to wonder aloud how I could breathe. Within three days of my first visit to a doctor in five years, I had become a dying man.
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			The devastation set in motion by the separation of my parents followed a relentless course. Like the man I was a few months ago, my five-year-old self was unaware that a malignancy had germinated and would eventually manifest in the tissue of his life, redefining him.

			At first, our routines changed little. My mother’s eyes dried, and we remained in the house in Beirut. The country house in Bhamdoun was forbidden to us. Rahma stayed on as my governess. She and my mother helped me learn to read and write in French and Arabic. I continued to occupy myself with books and self-generated tales of adventure. I did not see my father again, but on every birthday, he sent a gift—one year an electric train set; another, the complete Sherlock Holmes collection. With the arrival of the mid-1930s, we heard echoes of trouble brewing for the Jews of distant Europe, but it seemed of little consequence to us.

			In the fall of the year I turned six, I was sent to school at the Alliance Israélite Universelle, within walking distance of our house. The knowledge that after school my mother would be waiting for me at home, that she would sit with me while I ate my lunch, teach me to play the piano, and send me out the following morning with the imprint of a kiss from her sweet lips on my forehead—these things sustained me in my hours of separation from her. Somehow, the absence of a father did not mark me as an outcast at school. I became a favorite of the teachers and popular with the other children. I excelled at schoolwork, was chosen first for pickup games of football, was a spirited opponent at backgammon and unbeatable at chess.

			One day, at the age of eight, I came home to find not my mother but Rahma standing at the door. After lunch, I was left to read and practice the piano on my own. Another day, I came trotting through the gate in time to see a man in his midtwenties, dressed in a suit, tie, and hat, step into a motorcar parked outside our house and drive away.

			And then came the day when I ran into the drawing room and found my mother standing in her usual spot by the window. I stopped short at the sight of her. She wore a green dress with a narrow waist and hemline above the knee. Her hair was braided and folded up in the back, and a red hat swooped fashionably toward her forehead, a feather at its crest. And when she turned to face me, a strange sight: lipstick. We stared at each other, both of us out of breath.

			I noticed a man’s hat resting on the table beside the window, a hat I now know as a skimmer, with a red band wrapped above the brim.

			“Maman, what is wrong?” I asked.

			“Nothing, chéri. Everything is fine. As a matter of fact, everything is very fine.” She smiled strangely, showing her teeth.

			“Something is wrong. What is it?”

			She sighed. “Joseph, I have someone I would like to introduce to you. An old friend.” She stepped out of the room into the adjacent library and returned with the young man I had spied getting into his car several months earlier. He wore a smart double-breasted suit with a striped tie, a scarf about his neck, and ridiculous two-toned shoes. A lit cigarette jutted out between thin lips. I hated him immediately.

			“Who is this man?” I demanded of my mother in Hebrew, a language we used when we did not want the servants to understand us, and which I knew instinctively was foreign to him.

			“Do not be rude, Joseph,” she snapped in French. Then, more softly: “Come shake hands and say, enchanté. This is Pierre. He and I were neighbors when we were your age. He has recently returned from Cairo.”

			Reluctantly, I stepped forward and offered my hand. I remember trying to hurt him by squeezing hard, a foolish, childish thing to do, the memory of which continues to humiliate me all these years later. His hand dwarfed my own and crushed it. I suppressed a cry of pain. He narrowed his eyes, and a cold smile curled on his lips as he held my gaze in his own. Then he picked up his hat, nodded at my mother, murmured, “Ma’a salaame,” and strode from the room.

			My mother’s absences began to extend to most afternoons and, soon thereafter, to evenings. Within a few weeks, I was eating dinner alone and putting myself to sleep. She would creep into my room late at night, preceded by the creaking of the door and the smell of alcohol and cigarettes. She would kiss me while I, terrified, pretended to sleep.

			Soon I discovered the full-grown malignancy that had sprouted in the space vacated by my father. I returned from school one day to find my mother waiting for me in her chair in the drawing room. “Sit down, Joseph,” she said. “I have something important to tell you.”

			Writing these words all these years later, I am powerless to do more than bear witness. The phrase I have something important to tell you is the moment from which the life I knew in my childhood flickers, fades, and is extinguished. The shadow cast by these words created a void that neither memory nor imagination had the capacity to fill for many years. It was the black hole at the center of my universe. Not even illusion could escape it.

			Decades later, when I finally became immune to both pain and recollection, I acquired the knowledge of things as I relate them in this narrative. But by the time the child and the memory could inhabit the same person and survive, who might determine what was real?

			This is what I now know: That my mother had been lonely and unhappy since before her marriage. That after her divorce, she needed a husband and protector. That Pierre, a Christian with whom she had shared the forbidden love that precipitated her hurried union with my father, proposed marriage. That she had accepted. That Pierre refused to raise another man’s son in his house. That I was to be sent away. That my father would have nothing to do with us anymore.

			That the hatred I felt for all three of them would have annihilated me had I not buried it deep.
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	Chapter Four

			I was deposited outside a tranquil compound in the town of Bhamdoun—I know not by whom—and stood near an iron gate spanning a stone archway. The car from which I had been instructed to emerge with my valise sounded its horn. A chill was in the early morning air. I peered through the bars, my breath dissipating in the courtyard on the other side. A dark figure emerged from the wooden doorway of the building beyond, and the car gunned its engine and sped away.

			It was a woman, bent over as though she were burdened with a large sack. She gathered the skirt of her black habit in her fist and shuffled sideways down the steps, her face unseen behind a white coif and wimple. Reaching the bottom of the short flight of stairs, she turned and hobbled toward me. The grim line of a mouth came into focus, wrinkles radiating from it toward the outer reaches of her face and merging with the angles of her eyes.

			She scrutinized me while working her way across the gravel courtyard. Finally, she reached the gate where I stood with my suitcase at my feet.

			“Shalom Aleichem,” she said. I was surprised by the youthful voice that emerged from the craggy face, and by her use of the Hebrew formulation of the traditional greeting.

			She waited.

			“Aleichem shalom,” I finally responded.

			“Ah, it speaks!” she declared in Arabic. “Come in, then, since I now know that you are civilized.”

			She withdrew an enormous key ring from beneath her habit. Using the backs of her knotted fingers, she found one that unlocked the gate, backing away as she swung it open on squealing hinges. I picked up my bag and took one step forward.

			“Well? Don’t just stand there. Come all the way in! I can’t close the gate with you standing in the middle of it like a frightened cow, can I?”

			And when I failed to move: “Eyes have they but see not; ears have they but hear not. Are you there, boy? Please come in through the gate so that it may be shut.”

			I took three steps forward and turned to face her.

			Her eyes flashed. “Hallelujah! Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good. For His mercy endureth forever.” She raised the key ring and gave it a vigorous shake. “Would you be so good, child, as to shut and lock the gate for me? In my old age, it has become difficult for me to accomplish even so simple a task as keeping the world and its profanity out of our virtuous grounds.” As she spoke, the line of her mouth stretched sideways, an expression I eventually came to recognize as a smile.

			I took the key ring from her and selected the key I had seen her use from among the fifteen or more it held. She seemed impressed by this achievement and nodded her approval. I swung the gate closed and locked it. She retrieved the keys, which she deposited beneath her habit. Over the course of time, I saw a great many things disappear beneath that habit. For all I knew, it contained a portal to another dimension.

			“My name is Mother Maria Theresa. I am the abbess of this convent.”

			I gaped at her. Though I had seen plenty of nuns in the streets of Beirut, I had never spoken to one, nor had I any notion of the meaning of the words abbess and convent.

			“And you? Do you have a name?” When I did not answer, she asked, “Is your name Joseph Friedmann?”

			Still, I gawked at her.

			“Are you eight years old?”

			I did not answer.

			She sighed. “All right, Joseph, have it your way. I suspect, however, that you will find your tongue when it comes time to ask someone to pass you the potatoes. Let us go inside.”

			She hobbled toward the entrance from which she had emerged and up the stairs. I had to wait at each step until she lumbered up to it. As we crossed the threshold, I could hear chanting from within. It was a rich sound of female voices, otherworldly and harmonious, nothing like the cacophonous wailing I associated with Jewish prayers. We stood for a moment, taking in the building’s warmth. The abbess smiled again. Then she turned to the right and slowly led me down the hall.

			The passageway was lined with statues and paintings of saints and priests and nuns and biblical scenes. There were long hallways branching left from the one we traversed, and from one of these emanated the sound of children reciting something in unison. At the end of the passageway was her office, and she led me to it, gesturing for me to sit in one of the two chairs in front of her desk while she worked her way around to the other side and heaved herself into her own seat, breathing heavily.

			We sat staring at each other for a few minutes. She employed the thumb and forefinger of her right hand to stroke the thin moustache that grew on her upper lip.

			Finally, she spoke again: “I know you, Joseph.”

			You do not, I said to myself. I have never seen you before.

			“You are wrong, my boy. I witnessed your birth!” And upon seeing my astonishment, she added, “What do you find so surprising, that I remember so vividly the moment of your birth or that I can read your mind? No small measure of both, I suspect.

			“Joseph, since you are not inclined to speak, I will continue for both of us, yes? Question one: What am I doing here? Answer: Your mother sent you here to be cared for and educated.

			“Question two: What is this place? Answer: This is a convent, an institution where young women spend several years preparing to become nuns in the Maronite Church, a branch of the Catholic Church.

			“Question three: What does a convent have to do with me? I have no intention of becoming a nun! Answer: I am glad to hear it. As part of our good works, we have several additional undertakings here. One of these is the infirmary where you were born. A second you will learn about later. The third is a schoolroom for local children ages eight to fifteen. Despite our small size, we are proud to have the finest schoolteacher in all of Lebanon. You will be a student in that school, but unlike the other pupils, after class is done, you will have the good fortune of staying on our grounds as a member of our large family. This”—she swept her arm about her to indicate the compound that lay outside her office—“is your new home. Naturally, you will be expected to contribute your services to our community, as all who dwell here do.

			“Question four: But I am a Jewish boy! Why has my mother sent me to a Maronite institution? Answer: Ah, there are some things that even I am unable to answer and have the good sense not to try. But Joseph . . .” Here, her dark eyes narrowed. “I have no intention of turning you into a Catholic boy. We will do our best to provide you with a general education, which in this place includes lessons in Christianity. We will also educate you in what we know of your faith. If you are interested in learning more than we can teach you, you will have to create those opportunities on your own.”

			She sat peering at me through her clouded eyes and then grasped the armrests of her chair. With effort, she hauled herself to a standing position.

			“And now, Joseph, seeing that you have no additional questions . . .” She smiled again and, picking up a small bell, gave it a shake. “I will have one of our novices show you to your quarters.”

			Before the echo of the bell had died away, a girl a few years older than I appeared at the door. Her head was uncovered, and thick ginger curls, bound in a cord at the nape of the neck, cascaded over her shoulder.

			“Isabella,” said the abbess, “please take Master Friedmann to his room and then to class.” Then, addressing me, the abbess added, “I will see you again at dinner, Joseph, where the potatoes will be just out of your reach.”

			Again, her mouth stretched sideways.

			Isabella smiled and turned on her heels. I followed her down one of the side halls, through several doors and around corners, up three floors of a spiral stone staircase, and to the end of one of several narrow passageways. She attempted to comport herself with the dignity of her elders but was unable to suppress the bounce in her gait, the smile that constantly played on her lips, and the shimmering of her gray eyes.

			Isabella pushed open a wooden door to reveal a tiny room containing a cot, a chest, a nightstand with a basin and jug on its surface, and a chamber pot in the space below it. A writing desk and matching wooden chair stood by the southern wall under a small window. There was a candleholder on the desk and a bare shelf above it. The only other furnishing was one I discovered later: a hook on the back of the door, which had no latch or lock. I later learned that mine was the only room in the complex without a crucifix. This kindness, one of hundreds great and small shown me by the abbess, moves me even all these years later.

			“This is where you live now!” Isabella said, smiling. Her voice sounded like the bell the abbess had rung to summon her.

			I clambered up the chair and stood on the desk. I opened the window latch and swung open the little door to peer outside. Crisp air wafted in. I gazed upon the mountains and heard boys at play in the courtyard just out of my field of view.

			“It’s quite an agreeable room, don’t you think?” Isabella asked eagerly. “It’s nicer than the novices’ rooms, and a thousand times nicer than my old room at home. And you don’t even have to share it!”

			“Well, it is nothing like my old room at home.”

			“Did your old room have brothers and sisters in it, and your father’s tools, and the dining room table, and aunts and uncles and grandparents, and sometimes goats and chickens?”

			“No. It had books and toys and a globe, and it was my room alone. And my mother was in the house.”

			“Oh, well, then your old room was nothing like my old room, and this room must not seem so fine to you as it does to me.”

			“I suppose not. But still, I like it.” And so I did.

			“I will show you the outhouses on our way to the classroom. How were your outhouses?”

			“They weren’t . . . Our outhouses were inside the house.”

			“Yuck!” She giggled. “That’s disgusting. I have heard about strange things in the city.” She shrugged. “Anyway, put down your bag. You can unpack later. The abbess told me to take you directly to class.”

			She led me back the way we had come, a route so circuitous, it took me two days to learn it on my own. We found the main corridor and turned into the classroom from where I had previously heard the sounds of recitation. We walked through the open door to find the teacher standing with her back to us at the front of an empty classroom. She was writing in beautiful Arabic script on the blackboard.

			“Salaam aleikum, Madame Farouq,” Isabella chirped. “This is Joseph Friedmann.”

			Madame Farouq turned from the board to examine us. Her face looked like a prune having a bad day. Though she seemed to be about 150 years old, her hair was jet black and her eyes shone. She stood erect, her head topping out at an elevation slightly higher than mine. She gave an energetic grin and put her hands on her hips, the better to survey me.

			“Ahlan wasahlan, Yusouf!” she declared, using the Arabic pronunciation of my name. My name had always been spoken with the French or Hebrew pronunciation. I didn’t mind that she renamed me. I later learned that Madame Farouq renamed all her students. If they preferred the French, she called them by their Arabic names. If they preferred Arabic, she called them by their Latin names. And in some cases, she simply made up a name that was more to her liking than the one given to the student by his parents.

			“Ahlan bi’iki,” I whispered.

			“I have prepared a desk for you in the front row, Yusouf.” She showed it to me. Like all the others in the classroom, it was a two-seater. A pile of disintegrating books was stacked in front of the left-hand seat. “Did you bring a pencil and paper?”

			“No, Madame.”

			She reached into the top drawer of her desk and withdrew a sharpened pencil and notebook. “These are my first, and least significant, gifts to you, Yusouf. The rest will come in the form of knowledge, for which you will never be able to repay me. The pencil I will want back.” She stared at me without a hint of a smile. Then she grinned ferociously, reminding me of a photo of President Roosevelt I had seen in the newspaper, though Madame Farouq didn’t have a cigarette holder in the corner of her mouth.

			The school bell sounded, and I took my seat. A few moments later, a crowd of about thirty boys of various ages ran through the door, smelling of sweat, dirt, candy, and blood. They each stopped short and fell silent when they saw me.

			“Take your seats, please,” called Madame Farouq, “and be quick about it!” She turned to write something on the chalkboard. A mousy little boy my age but smaller than I sat beside me.

			“I am Émile,” he whispered.

			“Émile, débile! (stupid)” a voice directly behind me whispered. I turned and saw that it belonged to a leering boy of about fifteen with rotting teeth.

			The clamor rose again while Madame Farouq finished writing on the board: Yusouf Friedmann. Before she could lay down the chalk, a guffaw issued from the back row of the class.

			“Charles!” she snapped without turning around. ‘Charles,’ whose real name was Ibrahim Malik, sat in the back row of the classroom.

			The rumor I heard later was that he was either repeating fifth grade for the third time or third grade for the fifth time. His nickname, ‘Charlie,’ was inspired by the film portrayal of an American gangster of that name, whom the boy admired. Charlie was “chairman” of a gang of hoodlums who called themselves The Committee and whose main mission consisted of terrorizing the other children in the class. Madame Farouq infuriated Charlie by calling him Charles, which she always uttered derisively.

			“Charles!” Madame Farouq repeated. “You will kindly cease your discussion with Master Malouf regarding the merits of English football!”

			Madame Farouq’s ability to comprehend each of several conversations occurring simultaneously while she was reading or writing never failed to astound me.

			“Class,” she said, turning around. “This is Yusouf Friedmann. He is new to our school. I am confident you will demonstrate your usual civility in welcoming him.”

			I heard murmurs. Friedmann? What kind of name is that?

			“At the end of class, you can ask him all the questions you like. Now, please, open your history books to the section on the Greek conquest.”

			The afternoon was spent studying history, French, and Arabic literature. The rest of the curriculum included Catholic practice and theology, Latin, geography, mathematics, and science. Madame Farouq, whose expertise seemed limitless, had no trouble maintaining order with a savage smile or clever remark. But her pupils were restless, and it was apparent that most were not interested in scholarship, a departure from what I had been accustomed to at Alliance.

			At the end of the school day, the boys gathered their things and ran out to the courtyard. I went along with them, cautiously standing to the side as they kicked around a decaying soccer ball. No one spoke to me. Suddenly, a shoe came flying out of a second-story window and landed at my feet. The youth with rotting teeth ran up, shoved me aside, picked up the shoe, and threw it back at the perpetrator. I was unaccustomed to being shoved and, without thinking, walked up to the boy who had pushed me and pushed him back.

			In an instant, all activity on the playground ceased. There was a moment of silence, and then shouts and ululations from all directions as boys streamed toward me. I discovered that I had become the sole agenda item for an impromptu meeting of The Committee. Two members pinned my arms behind me, as the remainder, led by Charlie, lined up and took turns punching me in the stomach. The boys knew their work. No adults were on the playground to witness what they were doing, and they left no marks on my person. When each had had his turn, they left me on my knees and ran out of the playground, the last of them cursing me with the word “Jew!” and spitting in my hair.

			Émile helped me up, whispering fiercely: “Are you crazy? They will never leave you alone now as long as you are here. You will wish that you had a thousand shoes to give them to throw at you. And don’t tell the teacher, or it will get even worse for you than you can imagine.”

			I held back my tears and let Émile lead me to rest under a tree. One by one the boys left the compound, some picked up by sleek cars, and others slinging their bags on their shoulders and exiting through the cast-iron gate to walk down the hill to their homes. I made my way back to the empty classroom, where I sat to do my homework. When that was done, I picked up the first book on the right of the top shelf of the small collection and started to read. It was an Arabic translation of the poetry of Omar Khayyam.

			When the dinner bell rang, Isabella appeared and took me to the dining room. I was led to a seat at the end of a bench by a long wooden table. To my side and in front of me, solemn nuns arrayed themselves, their heads bowed until the conclusion of grace. I answered none of their questions and made no requests. They loaded my plate with potatoes anyway. I noted the abbess eyeing me from the head table but did not look at her directly. I sat in silence and picked at my food.

			After dinner, Isabella helped me find my room. We did not speak to each other, and she left without a word. I unpacked my things: three sets of underclothes, one pair of pajamas, two sets of school clothes, a toothbrush, a washcloth, a towel, a fountain pen, an inkwell, a pad of paper, stamps, and envelopes. I sat down to write my mother a letter, describing my day but omitting my beating at the hands of The Committee.

			I wrote her a letter every day for the first two months, an attempt to prevent the fading of my mind’s image of her. I never received a reply, but kept writing until the letters started returning, stamped: Return to sender. No forwarding address.

			I blew out the candle and lay in bed, making plans for the following day.

			In the middle of the night, I was awakened by howls coming from beyond one of the courtyard walls. They emanated from the second of the nunnery’s good works, the one Mother Maria Theresa told me I would “learn about later.” In the adjacent courtyard was an insane asylum, for which the convent provided staffing and other support. The inmates of the asylum were screaming.
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Chapter Five

			After a night of fitful sleep, I was awakened by the crowing of a rooster and the bleating of goats. A faint light dawned beyond the small window, and I could feel the chill that seeped through its damp pane. I lay in bed listening to the sounds of my new home—a cowbell ringing dully in the distance, a muezzin’s cry, the baying of dogs. It was a peaceful counterpoint to the bustle of Beirut, where at the same time of day there would be lorries rumbling through the streets and peddlers hawking their wares in the alleyways. Sweeping my feet out from under the woolen blanket, I was sitting on the edge of the bed when a knock came on the door. I pulled on my pants and rose to open it. It was Isabella.

			“Sabah al-khair!” she chirped from the threshold, and I wished her a good morning in return. “Time to get ready! Do you need any help with anything?”

			“I will need help finding my way out of here. If you don’t want me to be missing for the next month and are willing to wait for me, I can be ready in five minutes.”

			As Isabella waited for me in the hallway, I washed my hands and face and dressed in my school clothes. Isabella led me downstairs, where I stopped at the outhouses. We made our way to breakfast, and I took my seat while the nuns gathered in silence before saying grace. My sparse dinner from the night before had left me famished. I intercepted the serving dishes as they made their way around, loading generous portions onto my plate and ignoring the nuns’ suppressed smiles. One serving bowl was kept from me. When I asked to examine its contents, they refused. Khinzir, one of them announced, wagging her finger. And so my first taste of pork had to wait until a future time, when I could pilfer it from the kitchens. The residents of the convent never willingly gave me any—not even once.

			When breakfast was done, each of us was required to take our pewter plates and silverware to the washing station, where we were to clean our dishes, dry them, and stack them on the shelves. I waited until everyone was done and did as the others did before tucking the dish inside my shirt and sliding the fork into my pocket.

			At that moment, the abbess’s voice sounded behind me. “Sabah al-khair, Joseph,” she announced. The shock of hearing her voice caused me to jump, and I felt the plate slide down my pants. Had she seen me pinch the dish and silverware? Her eyes were so clouded with cataracts, and I had been so careful about disguising my actions, that I dared hope she hadn’t noticed. On the other hand, it had already been amply demonstrated that the abbess required no direct line of sight to see all that needed seeing. I turned around and would have been glad to find her ghost there. To my disappointment, it was Mother Maria Theresa in the flesh.

			She peered at me. “Did you sleep well?”

			“Yes, Mother Maria Theresa.”

			“How was your first day with us?”

			“Very good, Mother.”

			“I am glad to hear it! How did the psalmist put it? Let the morning bring me word of Your unfailing love, for I have put my trust in You.” She scrutinized me some more, and I thought I could feel the plate heating up in my trousers. She seemed to be summoning it. I was grateful the dish was too large to slide down my pants leg and clatter onto the floor.

			“You will report to the kitchen after class today.”

			I swallowed hard.

			“You recall that you are expected to contribute to our community, yes? The cook informs me that today your contribution will consist of slicing vegetables.”

			I nodded.

			“May you have a day of affirmation, Joseph.”

			“The same to you, Mother.”

			She turned and shuffled away, and I resolved to look up the meaning of the word affirmation later.

			I made my way to class.

			The members of The Committee were already in their seats. It was easy to deduce that punctuality was not a trait these boys cultivated for its academic benefits. The leers on their faces assured me of what I had already guessed: Their eagerness was not to learn a lesson but to teach one, and that I was to be the student. I slid into my chair in front of the boy with rotting teeth and began to unpack my books. Soon whispers began: “Friedmann . . . Friedmann . . .” they sang softly. And when I didn’t respond: “Yahudmann . . . hey, Yahudmann!” I felt something wet hit me in the neck and fall down the back of my shirt. I turned to find the boy with rotting teeth smirking as he balled up another piece of paper, inserted it in his mouth, and started to chew. The murmuring stopped abruptly a few minutes later, when the remaining students and Madame Farouq entered the class.

			The rest of the day was filled with insults and humiliations. A foot was extended, tripping me when I was called to the blackboard. My lunch, a cheese and olive sandwich I had prepared at the breakfast table, was dropped onto the floor and stepped upon. I dared not leave the room even to go to the bathroom until an opportunity arose when I finished a quiz before anyone else in the class. I stayed indoors during recess and began reading the second book on the shelf, The Jewish War by Flavius Josephus.

			When the school day was finally over, all the pupils stood, as was the custom, while Madame Farouq gathered her things. She left the room followed by a rush of students, leaving behind only the members of The Committee and myself.

			“Yahudmann . . . Yahudmann . . .” came the taunts. “Your mamma is not here . . . Where is your father? It’s bad enough to be a Jew, but a Jew bastard? The worst!”

			I stood, facing the backboard. “Charles . . .” I crooned, using the same singsong voice as my tormentors.

			The room snapped silent.

			“Charles,” I repeated. “Can you hear me, Charles?”

			A chair in the back of the room scraped on its legs and fell as Charlie stepped away from his seat. “What did you call me?” he growled.

			“I called you Charles,” I said placidly. I strolled into the aisle between the desks and turned to face the rear of the classroom. “That is what your mother told me to call you.” I had learned on the streets of Beirut that insulting a mother was considered an even greater offense among the Arabs than among the Jews.

			“My mother? You speak of my mother?”

			“Yes, Charles, I speak of your mother, because your sister is too ugly to speak of.”

			I saw Charlie’s eyes widen and his pupils dilate. He rushed at me and cocked his right arm back.

			“Not in the face! Not in the face!” his compatriots yelled.

			Charlie walloped me in the belly. I flew backward and collided with Madame Farouq’s desk, receiving a vicious blow to my hip. But Charlie let out a roar. He had shattered his fingers on the pewter plate I had hidden under my shirt. He stared at his broken fingers and then, howling, rushed at me, drawing his left arm back to strike me with his fist, this time aiming directly at my face. At the last instant, I pulled the fork out of my pocket and swung it up into the path of his arm. He was impaled on the fork, which I felt scrape against bone. Charlie howled in agony, and with a quick motion, I steadied his wrist and pulled out the fork. He crumpled to the floor.

			“Is there anyone else who wishes to call me a name?” I asked, taking a step toward the desks.

			I turned to the boy with rotting teeth, who stood rooted to his spot, his hands splayed on the desk in front of him. “How about you?” I asked, and with a swift movement brought the fork down. I had intended to stab him, but Providence provided a better outcome, giving the impression not only of ruthlessness but also of supernatural aim. He recoiled, but not before the fork stood embedded in the wood of his desk where the gap between his second and third fingers had been. “Did you lose a piece of paper in my shirt this morning?” I hissed.

			The rest of the boys stared at me in terror and then beat a retreat, leaving everything behind, including their fallen leader and his deputy. I stepped over Charlie and left the room, plucking the fork out of the desk and the Josephus from the bookcase on my way out. I knew that rumors of the fight would spread, but I was fairly certain, based upon what I had learned in the streets of Beirut about the code of honor among Arab hooligans, that they would not share details with the staff or their parents. Charlie would conceal his injuries, and The Committee would leave me out of their future activities.

			I made my way to the kitchen. When the cook stepped outside for a cigarette break, I removed the plate from inside my shirt. I flattened the dent from Charlie’s fist using a meat mallet, washed it, and returned it to the shelf. I had to discard the fork, as its tines were hopelessly bent.

			The rest of the afternoon was spent peeling cucumbers and slicing tomatoes and onions. I ate a hearty dinner, returned to my room, did my homework by the light of my candle, wrote a letter to my mother, and read a few chapters from Josephus.

			I slept well.
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Chapter Six

			I never spoke to anyone of my confrontation with The Committee. No one accosted me ever again, nor did I acquire friends at school, even among those whose vulnerabilities might have drawn them to me. One by one, members of The Committee aged out of our little program—it cannot be said that they graduated—and were replaced by younger pupils. Furtive glances and fingers pointed in my direction confirmed that new students were advised to keep a respectful distance from al Yahudi (the Jew).

			Five years passed. I read the books on the schoolroom shelf and all the books in the main library, about a thousand volumes. My classroom learning and independent reading provided me with a broad but not all-encompassing education. I became an expert on the history of the Middle East, Rome, and ancient Greece. I was an authority on Catholic theology, the poetry of the Middle Ages, military history through the Russo-Japanese War, and the flora of the Lebanese highlands, among other topics. Were it not for the 1912 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica—with which the abbess had stocked the library unredacted despite the dubious morals of its editors—I would have known next to nothing of the existence of the Americas, astronomy, the theater, or the Far East. There was a small shelf with works of fiction that somehow had made their way onto the grounds, all classics. I read and reread The Count of Monte Cristo, Oliver Twist, War and Peace, and The Call of the Wild.

			When I could, I read all these works in their original languages. I had become fluent not only in Arabic and French, but in Latin and English as well. I kept up my Hebrew through reading and rereading the abbey’s single Hebrew copy of the Old Testament with French translation. Later, when I arrived in Palestine, I was teased because I spoke Hebrew like a psalmist in my Arabic accent. It would take me months to learn the vast quantities of modern Hebrew that had been invented to render the ancient tongue suitable for use in the modern world.

			My fondness for adventure thrived on Scripture. I thrilled at Noah’s seafaring voyage, Joshua’s conquest of Canaan, Jonah’s adventure in the whale. I pretended I was David, stealing into King Saul’s camp at night and cutting off the corner of his garment to demonstrate that I might have killed him. I was Ehud, son of Gera, the left-handed hero, infiltrating the throne room of King Eglon, the Moabite, and slaying him with a blade concealed on my right thigh. After reading that story, I taught myself to do everything with either hand to be prepared for just such an eventuality.

			I pretended I was Gideon resisting the call to lead the Israelite rebellion against Midian: “How shall I deliver Israel?” I protested modestly, knowing in my heart that I was up to the task. “My family is the least in Manasseh, and I am the youngest in my father’s house.” And then I imagined myself at the waters of Ein Harod, selecting from more than thirty thousand volunteers my army of a mere three hundred men, chosen by virtue of the fact that they lapped at the spring like dogs instead of kneeling to cup the water in their hands. And with this meager army, I defeated the hordes of Midian using the only weapons available: trumpets, torches, and empty clay pitchers.

			I read and reread Josephus’s description of the last stand of the Jews against the Romans at Masada, and I delivered from memory, in the solitude of my room, the impassioned speech of Eleazar, son of Yair, advocating for mutual suicide rather than surrender: “I think it is God who has given us this privilege, to breathe our last nobly and as free men . . . Let our wives die unabused, our children without knowledge of slavery . . . Let us do each other an ungrudging kindness.”

			My isolation from the outside world led to gaping holes in my knowledge and experience. I knew little of music other than the solemn chants and hymns issuing from the chapel and what I read in the encyclopedia. I had only a rudimentary understanding of art. The world outside our quiet community was convulsing during the world war of the late 1930s and early 1940s, yet I knew almost nothing of current events. There were no newspapers at the compound, and its only radio was rumored to reside in the doctor’s office in the infirmary.

			I had to invent humor on my own. Residents of the convent seemed to consider amusement a kind of character flaw, despite the abundant quantities of wit possessed by the abbess and Madame Farouq. Everything Madame Farouq said had at least two meanings, and she grinned so much that I was certain I failed to understand half of whatever she was saying. Despite my academic accomplishments, I felt like a village idiot compared to Madam Farouq. In the presence of Mother Maria Theresa, I felt naked and exposed.

			Every day I performed a variety of chores and became expert in those also. I invented new methods of washing dishes, such that on the days when I was assigned to clean up, the sisters marveled at the speed and thoroughness with which the job was done. I designed a watering system for the vegetable gardens, securing permission from the abbess to punch tiny holes in the hose, which I laid along the roots of each of the plants, a drip irrigation system of my own invention. I discovered through experimentation that I could perfectly peel dozens of hard-boiled eggs in the time most people peeled one, by shaking the cooled eggs in a container until the shells cracked, then simply lifting out the eggs like snakes shedding their skin. I often accompanied the handyman who was summoned from time to time to tinker with the convent’s many decrepit fixtures and machines. I learned how to fix nearly anything and soon exceeded my master in skill. The sisters, seeing that my repairs were more long-lasting than the handyman’s, began to call upon me to tend to their squeaky door hinges, bent keys, broken kerosene heaters, and even the 1928 Ford pickup truck, the sole almost-modern convenience on the grounds.

			Of sexual attraction, I learned using the method by which boys have learned such things since time immemorial, which is to say that I was swept up and consumed in its fire without understanding what was happening to me. Isabella blossomed, her auburn hair igniting me as I lay alone in bed. Her smile—perpetual, gorgeous, freely shared without shame or embarrassment—filled me with a strange hunger and led me to do things to myself I had not read about in any of my books. I remember feeling no shame for these acts, only curiosity for how they fit into the workings of the world, about which I knew I had only a veiled understanding.
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			For my thirteenth birthday, the abbess presented me with a key to the front gate, and thereafter I was allowed to come and go as I pleased. Almost every afternoon and on weekends, I would exit the grounds for long walks in the countryside. I knew every trail, every farm, every shop, every factory, and every building in a ten-kilometer radius, including the walled private homes of the wealthy, one of which I now know was my father’s summer house on the north edge of the village. If I ever saw him on any of these excursions, I am unaware of it.

			One Saturday morning, I borrowed a bicycle from the mail delivery boy, with whom I had become friendly, and rode out of the hills westward from Bhamdoun along the Beirut-Damascus road. Rounding a curve after about fifteen kilometers, I saw the city of Beirut lying like a sleeping alley cat on its peninsula in the Mediterranean blue, the limestone walls of its buildings interlaced with thin strips of pavement, its patchwork surface broken by the occasional minaret, church spire, or government building. I straddled the bicycle, gazing down upon the city, and my eye—or was it my heart?—was drawn to the port at its northern edge. I remembered that our house used to be in the neighborhood just south and west of there, a short distance from the large synagogue, whose hulking form and red tile roof I could easily see. I stepped on the pedal and rode down.

			The April sun was hot, and I strolled around the Wadi Abou Jamil neighborhood, rolling the bicycle along beside me. The Jewish men were in the streets, walking home from prayers at the grand synagogue clad in dark pants, white shirts, and black hats, their children trailing behind or holding their hands. The women and their grown daughters were at home preparing the midday Sabbath meal. I remembered being one of those children during the High Holy Days, when, in the early years, my father always returned to Beirut from his travels. The Jewish stores were closed for the Sabbath, but the adjacent Christian and Muslim shops were open for business, and warm greetings were exchanged between the Jews and the shopkeepers. No one spoke to me; I was either invisible or no more than a common guttersnipe to them.

			I wound my way to our old home without any difficulty and stood outside its limestone wall for several minutes before a young man walked up, pushing a stroller while a child of about five trotted alongside him. A servant I didn’t recognize opened the gate and welcomed them with a solemn “Marhaban, ya sayyidi.” Two women wearing aprons stood in the shaded courtyard behind the servant, and I desperately peered past him to catch a glimpse, but neither one of them was my mother or Rahma.

			After the man and his two children entered through the gate, the servant spied me standing at my observation post. “Akhraj min hun!” he yelled, shooing me away and taking three menacing steps toward me. I turned the bicycle around and pedaled away. I never looked upon that house again.

			I rode up the mountain and back to Bhamdoun, arriving at the convent with dusk.
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	Chapter Seven

			When I reached the compound in Bhamdoun, I leaned the bicycle on my hip and fished in my pocket for the key but was surprised to discover the gate ajar. A harsh keening arose from the main building, and dropping the bicycle to rush inside, I collided with Isabella, tears streaming down her face. She threw herself into my arms, and though I knew something was terribly wrong, I felt an unnamed thrill.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			“It’s . . . it’s . . . Mother . . . She’s . . .” She sobbed and buried her face in my neck.

			“What about her?” I demanded. “What happened to the Mother Superior?”

			Isabella squeezed me harder. “She’s gone!”

			I do not know why we were all so shocked that the abbess was suddenly taken from us. She had always seemed to me the oldest thing in existence, possibly the oldest thing that had ever existed. For all I knew, she had taken her vows from Saint Peter himself. We assumed that, since she had apparently been living forever, she would simply continue living forever. Her growing frailty was, in retrospect, an inevitable sign of her—and our—coming doom.

			Two days later, Mother Maria Theresa was buried in the center plot of the convent’s cemetery, her funeral attended by every member of our community, the families of the children educated in the school, the staffs of the infirmary and the insane asylum, the personal secretary of the Patriarch of Antioch (head of the Maronite Church), and other dignitaries. Once the funeral Mass and burial were over and all the guests had left, the rest of us milled about like abandoned dogs. A pall descended on our community.

			The following day, as I sat reading in my room, a soft knock came on the door. It was Isabella, holding in her hand an envelope. Prior to the abbess’s death, I had never seen Isabella’s face without its radiant smile. And yet, with the vermilion of her lips angling downward, her eyes bloodshot, and wisps of scarlet peeking out from beneath her black coif, she seemed to me the most beautiful thing in the world. I wanted her to cast herself into my arms again. Instead, she extended the hand holding the envelope.

			“The Mother Superior asked me to give this to you,” she said.

			I was bewildered. “The Mother Superior?”

			“The new abbess.” Isabella was on the verge of tears. “Mother Maria Constanta arrived last night.”

			“Oh. What is she like?”

			“We all gathered in the chapel after vespers to meet her. She seems . . . a little . . . strict.”

			“Mmm.”

			“She emphasized the value the Patriarch places on rules and order, and she spoke at length on the link between a lack of discipline and depravity. Apparently, we have earned a reputation for looseness here under the former leadership. The abbess has already ordered a stricter dress code, punctuality for all scheduled events, less frivolous talk, and diminished involvement of outsiders in our sacred lives. She mentioned something about ‘consequences.’”

			“Uh-oh. I don’t like the sound of that. What did she mean by outsiders?”

			“She didn’t specify. I suppose she might mean the students at the school or the patients who come to the infirmary, or perhaps the residents of the insane asylum.”

			I hesitated. “Are you sure she didn’t mean me?”

			“You?” Isabella laughed, and it thrilled me to see this sign that joy might yet return to her. “Why should she mean you?”

			“Who is more of an outsider here than I?”

			“What are you talking about, Joseph? You are no more of an outsider than I am. Stop speaking nonsense. I am sure the Reverend Mother will provide more details soon. She seemed very certain that improvements in these domains will increase holiness in our community.”

			“I don’t like the sound of that, either.”

			“Anyway, this was found among Mother Maria Theresa’s effects. It is addressed to you. The abbess asked that I deliver it to you.” She thrust the envelope forward.

			I grasped it by the corner, and for a moment, we held on to its opposite ends before she relinquished it. “Thank you kindly, Isabella.”

			“Good night.” The corners of her mouth lifted.

			She turned and departed, and I shut the door behind her. I brought the envelope to my desk and examined it by the light of my lamp. In a shaky script was the address: Master Joseph Friedmann. I turned it over. The
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