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			Praise for Zeruya Shalev

			“One of the most talented writers of our time.”

			—Leïla Slimani, New York Times bestselling author of The Perfect Nanny

			PRAISE FOR PAIN

			“Shalev is especially attentive to the way that wounds never completely vanish, causing infinitely splintering recriminations and deliberations, and to the nuances of marriage, motherhood, middle age, and middle-class ennui. Iris’s spinning, capricious internal monologue is evoked with a dreamlike intensity…Pain burrows under the skin.”

			—Times Literary Supplement

			“Shalev is a vivid and impassioned writer.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“With its heady musings on what makes love pure, Pain is a blistering novel that pits passion against ordinary commitments.”

			—Foreword Reviews

			“A complex meditation on the intricate ripples of cause and effect in our lives.”

			—Booklist

			“A midlife crisis novel with a lot of meditation over choice and chance and how they impact what follows, this story by Shalev…effectively depicts contemporary Israeli life.”

			—Library Journal

			“An impressive and vivid account of a woman trying to deal with events she cannot control…[Shalev’s] visceral and textured descriptions of physical discomfort and agonizing pain add another dimension to the protagonist’s psychological complexity…exquisite.”

			—Jerusalem Post

			“There are few living writers who can capture the fluctuations of human feeling with greater nuance and precision than Zeruya Shalev. To read her novels is to enter a profoundly familiar but usually unarticulated geography, where the push and pull of sexual desire, familial attachment, and anticipatory fears mingle to create an atmosphere of psychological suspense so acute the reader loses herself entirely. Pain is yet another work by this remarkable artist that left me amazed.”

			—Siri Hustvedt, author of Memories of the Future

			“A great book that ends with a therapeutic catharsis.”

			—Amos Oz, author of Judas

			“Captivating…a brilliant reflection on the dominance of the past over the present, of the ideal over the real, of the couple over the individual.”

			—Elle (France)

			“Shalev does what she does best: telling family tales of love, of redemption, and of disillusion, rich in emotional strength, inviting the reader to be swallowed up by the story and giving a sense of purification when it is over…The novel celebrates pain and sheds light on its role in emotional life.”

			—Haaretz
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				Chapter One

				It’s Me, Rachel

			
			She stood there, facing the closed door in silence. What was the point in ringing the bell or knocking? His mother had already noticed her. She sensed the shadow of a movement through the open kitchen window, as slight as the blink of an eye. A huge pot boiled on the kerosene burner, hiding a woman of short stature clutching a wooden spoon. It was lentil soup she was cooking, the steam escaped out the window, scorching the visitor’s face, absorbing into her hair. Was it for her beloved son that she cooked? Was he here?

			“Sonya, open the door,” she called out to the pot, adding needlessly, “It’s me, Rachel.” It seemed to her that she could hear her mother-in-law’s indecision, a collision of shadows. Would she dare to ignore her, after she risked her life to get here?

			Those days it was terrifying to make the journey to besieged Jerusalem. Arab gangs lay in ambush by the roadside, sniping at convoys. It’s suicide, her friends in Tel Aviv told her, but what choice did she have? Letter after letter she’d sent, and he hadn’t replied.

			“Sonya, I’ve got to see Mano!” she tried again, “I came especially from Tel Aviv. I’m worried about him, I don’t understand what happened. Is he home?”

			The steam coiled around her as if she were a genie out of a bottle, and it seemed she would soon melt, leaving behind a small puddle for her mother-in-law to sweep down the steps. She had forgotten how harsh the Jerusalem sun was during the first heatwaves of spring. “Sonya, I’m thirsty,” she shouted, gripping the bars of the window. “Can I have a glass of water?”

			On her first visit to this apartment, four years ago, she found the heavy woman in a faded housecoat at the top of the steps, without so much as a blink emptying a kettle of boiling water over the neighborhood children who were picking fruit from her loquat tree. A few drops splattered onto the red dress with yellow flowers that she wore in honor of the visit, and she stopped at the curve in the stairs, watching the children fleeing with terrified shrieks, the twisted smile spreading across his mother’s face. No way this is Mano’s mother, she backed away, I must have come up to the wrong entrance, the buildings here are so similar, but then he came out to meet her, pale and abashed, berating in a hushed voice this woman in a housecoat. He was always particular about etiquette, until he up and left without saying goodbye, without leaving a letter.

			Now for some reason the fruit was still green and attracted nothing but wasps. When it ripens the fruit will be all the more attractive in this starved city, and his mother will not dare waste her ration of water. How would his mother keep away the little plunderers, with stones? And how would she keep her away? After all, Rachel plundered her most precious fruit of all.

			A faint rustle came from the direction of the balcony, and she turned to the water tank that was recently installed, a large one made of metal. Was she hiding behind it? The Arabs have cut off the city’s water supply, she had written in one of her letters, and I was forced to install a tank on the balcony for emergencies. I scatter breadcrumbs over it, and the birds come and peck at them. I know how much water remains by the sound of their pecking.

			“Are you there, Sonya?” she tried again. “Open the door for a minute, I won’t stay long, I have to get back to Tel Aviv.” What else could she have said to soften her heart? Finally she was answered with the heavy steps of house shoes approaching the door, a key turning unwillingly in the lock. Here was the puffy face, the oily hair, the black, distrustful eyes. His mother never liked her. Was she worried Rachel was too beautiful, too sought after, that she would break the heart of her beloved youngest child?

			But she was wrong. He was the one who left. He was the one who didn’t answer her letters. He planned his departure secretly, and she in her innocence suspected nothing. She knew he was overwrought, that he suffered, but she never imagined he would disappear from her world.

			“Why did you come here, what do you want?” his mother asked in a heavy Polish accent that had not faded over her decades in Israel. Her accent embarrassed him, with its stubborn errors. His Hebrew was exquisite, elegant. For a moment she feared she might never hear it again. “What do I want? To see Mano is what I want. Is he here?” and she almost added, to eat soup is what I want, because its aroma had opened a pit of hunger in her belly, and she thought she was about to faint.

			“You can’t see him,” her mother-in-law declared with satisfaction. “He’s unwell. He said if you come, I must absolutely not let you in.” The large room loomed behind her back, dark as a cave, his bed by the window, the shutters closed, and she strained her eyes. Was that a movement under the blanket? Was that the stain of his head on the pillow?

			“He’s unwell? What’s wrong with him?” she asked, defeated, gripping the doorframe, and his mother said impatiently, “Rachel, go back to Tel Aviv and don’t ever come here again.”

			Had she said he can’t see her, or won’t see her? Suddenly she must remember that precise detail, precisely now, almost seventy years later, as she prepares for the expected meeting. Can’t or doesn’t want to? But the more troubling question that returns to her is why she did not push away the malicious gatekeeper and burst into his room. After all, she was considerably younger than his mother, and stronger, she could have overcome her easily and pounced on his bed. If she could have managed to get to him, speak to him, he might have changed his mind, changed the verdict.

			Because she really had not seen him since then, almost seventy years ago, aside from that hour in the rabbinate building, where he took care to sit at a distance from her and did not look in her direction, and right after the humiliating divorce ceremony, when she asked to say a few words of farewell to him, he turned his back on her and walked away with quick steps, and she remained silent in exactly the same place in which they were married, and only then did she notice the date, the twelfth day of the month of Av, August seventeenth, nineteen forty-eight, the exact date on which they married one year earlier.

			So many dreams were cut short that year, so many beginnings were left open, she sighs as she washes smooth, cold plums for her guest, who is already late. An hour ago she called, and when she heard her voice she was fearful for a moment that she was calling to cancel. Only then did she understand how much she was really waiting for this meeting that was virtually forced upon her, which she had done her best to postpone.

			But no, it was not to cancel that Mano’s daughter, Atara, called, but to let her know that she would be delayed because of traffic, and Rachel, sitting vigilantly on the couch, ate the plums herself, one after the other, and now she washes three more plums, refilling the bowl that has emptied.

			Today people are late because of traffic jams, once we didn’t even know if we’d get there, and a sudden resentment rises within her when she remembers the journey back from Jerusalem on that same terrible day. Dozens of terrified travelers huddled together on the bus, hunched over and trembling for fear of snipers, and only she remained straight-backed, awaiting a bullet to shatter the window and strike her head. Just one bullet, to sever her from a life that seemed to her even more hopeless than death. She did not know what to expect after death, but she felt with certainty that nothing in life awaited her after her separation from Mano.

			Somehow the snipers took mercy upon her. No shots were fired at the convoy, and when the bus reached Tel Aviv safely she had difficulty alighting. She wanted to return to Jerusalem, to bang on the door and push his mother aside. Why had she given in to his mother? She was as stupid as the man from the countryside who had allowed the gatekeeper to keep her from the Law in the story Mano had once told her. But no one knew when another convoy might leave, and as she stood there, at a loss, a man dressed in a European summer jacket approached her, asked her if she needed help, and she, shy but proud, nodded and immediately fell to the boiling asphalt, and he took her in his arms and never let her go.

			That was fate. There was no other way, neither to Jerusalem nor to his besieged heart. Her Burma Road was not breached and perhaps that was all for the best, she will never know. It was pointless to remember all this seventy years later, and she would not have remembered it had it not been for her late guest, who had surprised her at the theater a few months ago.

			A woman approached her in the long line for the restroom, and when she excitedly introduced herself it seemed as if the play had continued into intermission and taken an unexpected turn. How did you recognize me? She wanted to ask, stunned and annoyed, how do you know about me? After all, she had never told her sons about her first marriage, a fruitless marriage that ended in nothing after one year.

			“You’re Rachel, right?” she asked, almost begged. “I’m Atara Rubin, Mano’s daughter, I’m so pleased to have found you.” Mano, she said, and not Menachem, and not Professor Rubin, as if she saw her as part of the family, and Rachel surveyed her, astonished at the thought that this stranger could have been her daughter.

			She was as tall and thin as he was. She looked young, much younger than her own sons. She was probably born when Mano was much older, but perhaps the clothes and the hair are what made her look young. Long curls, black and wild, tight-fitting jeans, boots. A few fine wrinkles flickered around her big dark eyes, as dark as her grandmother’s eyes that had glittered cruelly at her that distant morning, but pleasanter.

			“I am sorry for your loss,” Rachel said quickly. A few months ago, she heard on the radio that he had passed away at the age of ninety-one, or perhaps it was a small item in the newspaper dedicated to the death of the eminent neuroscientist, and his daughter thanked her with excessive warmth and blurted out: “Would you mind telling me about him? About what happened between you?” As if now, with his passing, a barrier had been lifted, and Rachel found it difficult to resist this woman’s fervor, a woman she had never met before, and found herself reciting her telephone number again and again, because the pen didn’t work and the cellphone, switched off during the play, had trouble springing back to life, until finally when the third bell sounded his daughter pulled a bright red lipstick out of her bag, yanked up the sleeve of her sweater and wrote the numbers on her long arm, and they looked like wounds and made her feel uncomfortable, and she hoped that the number to reach her might smudge until it was erased, but the next day her exuberant voice sounded in the earpiece of her phone, and Rachel hastily said that she was about to be hospitalized for a simple procedure, which of course would have complications.

			She did not divulge her cellphone number, and when she finally returned home the woman called again, her voice already familiar, and again she evaded her on the pretext that she was still weak, in the hope she would leave her alone. What does she want from her, why did she suddenly remember her? She has no interest in dealing with that old story. It was only a few weeks later that she agreed to set a remote date, and as it drew near, she found herself waiting for it with both worry and hope. Hope for what? Worry for what? What would she tell her: I stood there, facing the closed door in silence?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				It’s Me, Atara

			
			She stands there, facing the closed door in silence. There’s no point in ringing the bell again. It was only an hour ago that Atara told her she was running late and Rachel answered with palpable displeasure, “Very well then, I am waiting for you,” and now there’s no sign of life. Was it the tardiness that annoyed her, or the fact that the meeting was practically forced upon her? Perhaps she’s had a sudden change of mind, or is lying prostrate on the floor, the other side of the door, lifeless or desperate for help? At that age anything can happen. “Rachel!” she shouts, for some reason pinning her ear to the peephole. “It’s me, Atara. Are you there? Is everything okay? Don’t you dare go dying on me now,” she adds in a whisper, “not when I just found you.”

			The screech of an ambulance or police car approaches the street, and she quickly moves away as if she had committed a crime, harassing a ninety-year-old woman and causing her unnecessary distress that may cut short her life. It’s true that at the “chance meeting” at the Jerusalem Theater she looked almost ageless, lucid and independent, she didn’t even have a walking stick or a companion, but months had passed since then. Perhaps on this exact morning, immediately after their conversation, the angel of death came to visit an hour before her.

			Luckily, the screech recedes into the distance, and she returns to the street, observing the stunning view and the neighborhood, remarkable for its lack of grace, as if it had been built overnight by a blindfolded architect. Inelegant buildings of cut stone cover the arid hills, tasteless tiled roofs devoid of justification since snow has never fallen here, so what good is the sharp incline? Why did she come all this way, a journey of two and a half hours, an entire workday down the drain, not to mention the incredible effort she invested in locating a woman who has barely left a trace in the world aside from her own life?

			What should she do now? She returns to her car, switches on the tired air conditioner, and calls again, but Dad’s Rachel, as she listed the number in her contacts, does not answer. Perhaps she fell asleep, the way old people do. It’s even been happening to Alex lately, although he won’t admit it. Did I wake you? she frequently asks when she calls him during the day and recognizes a sleepy note in his voice, and he swiftly denies it. Me? Of course not. Yes, she’ll call him while she’s waiting. In situations like this he’s able to soothe her, even if it’s difficult to define exactly what this situation is, since she’s never experienced a situation quite like this before. He knows how to alleviate stress that doesn’t involve him and problems that he didn’t cause and is not expected to solve. “Alex, it’s so weird, I don’t know what to think,” she says, “I spoke to her like an hour ago and now she doesn’t answer the phone or open the door. Do you think something happened to her, or that she changed her mind? Should I wait a bit longer or just let it go?”

			“Why are you even asking, since you never listen to me,” he snaps at her. “I’ve been telling you for a year already to let it go, but you’re obsessed with this Rachel creature and it’s impossible to stop you. I haven’t even figured out yet why you remembered her out of the blue.”

			“What is there to understand exactly? I never knew this relationship was so meaningful to him, that this woman ruined his life, and mine too.”

			“Ah, I thought it was me who ruined your life,” he remarks, as always preferring to steer the conversation toward familiar territory.

			“Of course, first my dad and then you.”

			“As long as there were enough men in between to make you happy,” he retorts, not about to miss the opportunity to provoke her.

			“Give me a break, there weren’t so many.” How easily she lets him drag her to their playground of half-imagined suspicions, half-satisfied needs, half-shattered hopes, broken children’s toys. The only place in which time stood still, in which their lives were soldered one to the other, their passion, their guilt, the spouses they cheated on, her girl, his boy. How young they were back then, she in particular, barely twenty-five years old. He wasn’t that young anymore, fourteen years older than both her and the husband she left, but this didn’t detract from his charm, on the contrary. It’s only in the last years that this age gap has begun to weigh her down. He’s become more scathing, more sarcastic, more morose, or maybe she’s the one who has changed, it’s hard to know.

			“You had your share, but they all gave up on you except me. I’m the only one who stayed,” he asserts in a sour voice. “Poor baby, I feel sorry for you,” she sniggers. “By the way, the air conditioner barely works. When are you taking the car to the shop?” and he grumbles, “I’m sick of wasting my time getting it repaired, we’ve had that car for twenty years, Atara! If you hadn’t wasted a fortune on a private investigator, we could have replaced it.”

			“And I’m sick of hearing that,” she says, “I’m staying here, I’m not giving up that easily. Is Eden up yet?” she sighs. “You’re kidding me, right?” he replies. “Since when does he leave his room before four?” and she sighs again, “What’s going on with him? It’s been almost a month.”

			“I told you from the beginning that it wasn’t going to end well, this escapade of his,” Alex starts. “I knew it wasn’t for him. He doesn’t have the killer instinct. Why would he have it? He went against his own inclinations, and now he’s paying the price!” and she flares up, “You and your provocations, you think serving in the commando unit of the navy is an escapade? You’re supposed to be proud of him!”

			“Of course I’m proud, but I’m not proud of myself for letting it happen. Forgive me for not sharing your reverence for heroism and endurance,” he replies. “Yeah, yeah, we’ve heard that already,” she interrupts him, “but maybe try to talk to him anyway?”

			“Enough of your instruction manuals, Atara, I’m not going to chase after him like you. When he’s ready to talk he knows where to find me.”

			“Thanks for the encouragement,” she mutters. Why did she even call him, when was the last time she enjoyed talking to him, and why is he so critical toward the only son they had together, their child of Eden who brought so much pride and joy into their lives from the day he was born? She can’t figure out what happened to him. He struggled through the most difficult course in the army, displayed extraordinary resilience, underwent arduous training, not to mention the missions that came afterward about which he was sworn to secrecy. In fact, they knew nothing either before or after, it was only the hollow look in his eyes that led her to speculate where he’d been, a place where there is no day and no night, no hesitation and no room for questions. Only one thing existed, a mission that superseded the sanctity of life, a place in which the body, that beloved body created in her womb with hope and worry, cell by cell, was turned into a sophisticated, powerful instrument of war, and yet he remains in her eyes as vulnerable as a baby. She cursed this vulnerability at night, haunted by images of him shot dead, lying at the bottom of the sea or convulsing wildly, caught inside a fishing net.

			After four years of this, when his military discharge drew near and the tension lessened a little—he was already planning his big trek abroad, already thinking about his future—he came home unexpectedly midweek. He refused to explain himself and since then has been closeted in his room, asleep during the day and awake at night, rejecting all her attempts to talk, to listen, to help.

			But it wasn’t to think about the future that she had come here, to this artificial and controversial settlement in the northern desert of Judea, but to think about the past, the past of a man she never got to know although she lived in the same house as him and was born from his seed. He told her a few things at the end of his life, and these things have troubled her ever since, clamoring for explanation, and there’s only one woman walking this earth who can help. For months, in fact, she’s been trying to meet her, and finally she arrives to find the door closed.

			

			—

			“It’s you, finally you’ve arrived,” her father called out in an agitated voice when she approached his bed that morning, about a year ago, on one of the rare occasions she agreed to take a shift from her sister, who looked after him devotedly. A baffled, happy smile spread across his face, and his arms reached out to her excitedly. “Did you come from Tel Aviv? I knew you’d make it! I’ve been waiting for you all my life!” and Atara quickly said, “I came from Haifa, Dad,” sitting down surprised on the chair by his bed. He had never welcomed her with such enthusiasm.

			“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, sending a trembling hand to her face and stroking her skin, and she giggled, embarrassed. “You’ve never told me I’m beautiful,” she responded stupidly to the warmth that radiated from him, to the surprising flow of his speech. “Thou art fair, my love, thou art fair, thine eyes are as doves behind a veil, thine hair a flock of goats descending Mount Gilead,” he quoted softly. “I was never unfaithful to you, Rachel, I never had another woman, precisely as I promised you,” and only then did she realize. She pulled away from him, leaving his hand suspended in the air. She was horrified by the thought that her father was wooing her, horrified for her mother who was cheated on all her life without knowing it.

			“Come closer, don’t be afraid, there’s nothing to be afraid of anymore,” he protested in a broken voice, his gaunt eagle face yellowing. “Everything I have is yours. Everything I don’t have is yours. Forgive me, Rachel, with my own two hands I dug our graves.”

			“Dad, I’m not Rachel, I’m Atara, your daughter.” He shook his head in sudden wrath. “Don’t lie to me!” he berated her, his tone of voice changing from one extreme to the other, his piercing gray eyes staring at her furiously, and this time she didn’t know toward whom he was directing his reprimand. He often suspected her of lying when she was a child, and also suspected her mother, who would try to calm him down with various promises that only increased his fury.

			She got up from where she was sitting and stood hesitatingly by his bed, her old curiosity rekindled. What was the point of correcting him? It was better to pretend that she was his first wife, and she drew close and held his hand. “I’ve come back to you, Mano,” she informed him in a thick voice, but he shook her off with surprising vigor. “Don’t touch me, Rachel, I’m cursed!” he shouted waving his arm in her direction. “Get out of here if you want to live!” and she did get out, even though she’d come especially from Haifa to Jerusalem to be with him on the caregiver’s free day, even though she’d promised her sister to stay there until evening.

			She slammed the door and walked out, sitting down agitatedly at the curve in the steps under the loquat tree. She would sit there for hours in her childhood when her father locked her out. If she was late home or didn’t get a high enough grade on one of her tests, if he said something to her and she didn’t listen, if she didn’t keep absolutely quiet while he was working. And she would wait on the step for his fury to pass, often trembling with cold, hungry and thirsty, watching with jealousy the ants hurrying to their nest, or the snails crawling along the stone wall beside her, their homes swaying on their backs.

			How strange it was to find herself once again on the front step, as if nothing had changed. The shadow of leaves shaking the walls, the darkling tops of pine trees between the water tanks, snippets of conversations, the rattling of washing lines, the gloom of the identical gray stone buildings. In this corner she knew every yard and every pathway, every window and every curtain. For hours she would wait and wait, venturing up the steps from time to time and knocking on the door or the kitchen window, trying her luck. One evening she saw them through the window sitting around the dinner table, but her parents didn’t turn toward her, although her sister sneaked a look at her while chewing a mouthful of food, suppressing a smug smile of triumph.

			With a lack of enthusiasm she called her sister to say she was quitting, expecting the usual lectures. “I didn’t know he was so confused, he didn’t recognize me,” she told her.

			“It doesn’t make sense, he always recognizes me. Did you give him the medication?”

			“I didn’t have time. He started yelling at me. I fled.”

			“I don’t believe it, he’s an old man now, what can he do to you?”

			“I’m not capable of being with him on my own, it’s hopeless. I’m willing to wait for you on the steps until you get here, but I’m not going in.”

			“What are you, a little kid? You can’t leave him like that! If he drops dead today—it’ll be on your conscience.”

			“Don’t worry. He’s not going to die that quickly. He’s still got a lot of strength in his arms, he pushed me away really hard.”

			Surprisingly, her sister let it go. “Okay, I’ll try find someone to replace you.”

			“Wait a minute, Ofra,” she interrupted, “It isn’t just that he didn’t recognize me. He thought I was Rachel, his first wife. Did you know he waited all his life for her?”

			“What nonsense, of course he didn’t wait for her. Why, what did he say?” and Atara repeated his words in amazement. “But it isn’t only what he said. It was his voice, I’ve never heard it so soft and full of love. I didn’t think he was even capable of love.”

			“Of course he is,” her sister said, “I never doubted his love.”

			“That’s nice of you, really,” Atara scoffed.

			She got to her feet and walked briskly to the car before she could change her mind. Nothing had changed between them. Every night they would lie head-to-head in their shared bedroom, while Ofra listened to her sobs and pretended to be on her side while pouring poison over her words.

			“Maybe you were adopted,” Ofra would whisper so close in her ear she could feel her hot breath scented with the mint of toothpaste. “You look different too,” she sometimes added with affected sorrow, “Perhaps if you looked more like me and Mom he might love you more.” Her mother and sister were pale-skinned, curvaceous, and straight-haired, while she was dark and angular, with curly black hair. Perhaps that’s the problem, she sometimes wondered, it’s a fact he grabbed her curls furiously when she annoyed him.

			One night, Ofra told her excitedly that she had heard their mother whispering in the kitchen with Uncle Ruby about a previous wife their father once had, making her swear never to say anything about it. But Atara broke her oath at the first opportunity she found herself alone at home with her mother. “Who was she, Dad’s first wife?” she asked her out of the blue. “Who told you? You’re not supposed to know! Never say a word about it!” her mother panicked.

			“What do you know about her? What did she look like?” she pressed on, ignoring her mother’s distress. At the time she was barely thirteen years old, but this conversation is firmly engraved upon her memory. It took place in her parents’ bedroom, which was as large and dark as a cave. “I’ll tell you when you’re older, I promise, just swear to me you won’t say a word to your father,” her mother pleaded.

			“Only if you tell me everything you know,” she replied dryly, “otherwise I’ll tell him I heard about her from you, and this time it’ll be you he attacks.” Her mother stared at her in horror as if she had just discovered her daughter was a monster, but to her surprise she went over to the bookcase and removed a yellowing booklet entitled Fighters for the Freedom of Israel. On every page was a black and white photograph, and her mother hastily leafed through until she found a picture of a beautiful young girl, her face long and aristocratic, her hair dark and curly, her almond eyes slightly slanted, a serious expression on her face. She held it out to her and Atara stared at the photo, transfixed, shaking her head in disbelief. She’s familiar to her, this woman, she looks like her although she herself is not beautiful like this woman, she thought ruefully. If she were that beautiful, she wouldn’t have been a wallflower at class parties, and perhaps this beauty was better suited to ancient and difficult times, when people were serious and sad, not like nowadays, when you’re expected to be cheerful.

			“Why did they divorce?” she asked. “I’ve no idea,” her mother replied, “your father refuses to talk about it. Uncle Ruby doesn’t know much either. In all likelihood, she left him. What does it even matter,” she shrugged her shoulders, looking at Atara with concern. “You won’t say anything to him, right?”

			“Where is she now? What does she do?” she questioned her distraughtly, and her mother stole a fearful glance toward the door. “I have no idea! She probably got married and had kids and that’s all. You’re not going to tell him I showed you her photo, right?”

			“She looks a bit like me. Look,” Atara said. “Perhaps it’s because of her that he hates me.”

			But her mother waved her hand dismissively. “Of course not, you don’t look anything like her, and he doesn’t hate you at all. You simply do everything possible to annoy him. You ought to be more considerate.”

			“Everything I do annoys him! Even my breathing.”

			“You’re talking rubbish, stop arguing with him and you’ll see that it’s worth it. Go do your homework,” she hastened her and took the booklet from her hands. “If you’ll get good grades like Ofra he’ll be less angry with you.”

			Atara waited for her to leave and then opened the door of the closet with the large mirror, and surveyed herself carefully, slanting her eyes and arranging her curls over her shoulders at precisely the same angle she remembered from the picture she would never see again.

			That same evening, she went over to the bookcase and searched stealthily through the books, but the booklet was not there, and when she approached her mother, she feigned surprise and swore she had not touched it. “You’re a liar,” her father often accused her mother in outbursts of fury, and she would beg for mercy. “What do you want from me? I swear on my daughters’ lives that I’m not lying,” she pleaded, but clearly he was sometimes right. She had no doubt her mother destroyed the booklet because years later, when she cleared away her mother’s possessions after her death, she couldn’t find it.

			“Do you want to get me in trouble with your father?” she hissed angrily when she asked her again about that woman. “Do you want to make me sorry I told you? Just forget about it, let it go, this story has nothing to do with you!” And she did let it go, and left them alone. This conversation brought her childhood to an end, and she plunged into a wild adolescence, distancing herself from her parents and never again attempting to bridge the gap. After her marriage to Doron she enrolled in grad school at the Technion in Haifa and left Jerusalem with relief. Throughout the upheavals of her life she hardly left any room for her parents, who were not particularly in need of her anyway. Her father was engrossed as usual in his research, and her mother in her efforts to survive by his side, and it was only when illness and old age began to afflict them that she visited from time to time, but she always took care to keep a formal distance.

			Only after her mother died, when Atara knew she could no longer cause her any harm, did she dare ask her father about his first wife. This was on the last day of the shiva, while she was clearing away the dishes and the leftover food. He stared at her coldly and muttered furiously, “Who told you that? That’s blood libel! Don’t you ever ask me about that ever again, do you hear?”

			Yes, she heard. His voice and the look on his face immediately took her back to the prison of her childhood where there was nowhere to escape his fury. Yes, she was surprised to learn that her loathing for him had not lessened with the years but only been hidden, like the existence of that woman whom she had the misfortune of resembling.

			

			—

			I should have stayed there with him, to keep pretending I’m Rachel, she thinks, outside of Rachel’s house. What was she so afraid of? Of course, he was no longer capable of hurting her, although the burning pain on her scalp came back to her, a pain that always aroused within her a terrible craving for his death. This was what she would wish for when she saw a falling star, or when she blew the candles out on a birthday cake. She had a special prayer which she recited before bedtime, her little hands pressed together in supplication.

			“Good God, take him to you soon, or teach him to love,” she hears herself repeating the words out loud inside the car, and she covers her mouth in shame. What happened to her? He’s already dead, and not because she didn’t give him his medication that day, as she’d feared. It was only a few weeks later that he passed away, her sister at his side. She herself did not visit him again after that, nor did she mention Rachel, as if those words had been for her alone, or for the woman he thought she was.

			She’ll call her now for the last time, and if she doesn’t answer she’ll return home. How long can a person wait? She’s been sitting in her stuffy car for an hour already, her thoughts wandering, her eyes trained on the entrance to the building, at the intersection of exposed concrete and dazzling chiseled stone. Children are returning from school in noisy groups and traffic on the street is building. A station wagon that looks even older than hers stops behind her with a screeching of brakes, and an elderly Haredi man, burly of build, gets out of the car in a long black coat despite the heatwave, a black hat on his head. He quickly advances toward the pathway of the terraced block, and she leaps out of her car and follows him, sees him removing a key from his pocket and opening with surprising ease the door she had knocked on earlier to no avail.

			Perhaps this is a rabbi summoned to perform the last rites, she panics, but no, this isn’t a Jewish custom, and even the Chevra Kadisha burial society doesn’t make house calls, and after all he has a key. He must be her son or another relative summoned to the house. It’s impossible she has a Haredi son. The private investigator she hired to track her down did not mention this, and now she thinks he might ruin her last chance.

			“A private investigator?” she recalls Alex’s consternation. “You’ve wasted the money we don’t have on a private investigator? How did you even find him? This is unreal!” and she retorted, “It’s none of your business,” and immediately added, “I couldn’t track her down any other way.” In time it became clear that tracking down Rachel was the easy part of the whole affair. Their ‘chance meeting’ at the Jerusalem Theater did not naturally lead to the exchange she desired. And here she is at the final stage of a series of rejections, what terrible timing.

			He’s probably calling an ambulance right now. In a minute they’ll take her out of the house on a gurney, and she will follow the body with her eyes and be forced to bury her desire to know, to understand, to forgive. A baseless desire, of course, a year after her father’s death, when she herself is almost fifty years old. After all, there’s no connection between this woman and the rest of her life. Nevertheless, she stands there in the harsh sun, not yet ready to give up. Perhaps there is one last opportunity left to her, perhaps she should follow him, perhaps she should ring the bell again, until the door opens.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				If She Survives, Rachel Will Be My Wife

			
			She followed Mano at dawn as the sun leaped over the hills of Moab. He did not notice her ascending the dirt track toward the observation point where breath swirls dizzily to the four corners of the earth and the landscape is revealed all at once as if reborn overnight. Only when the ground swallowed her up in an avalanche of cascading rocks did he turn his head. She plunged down the slope like the scapegoat hurled from the top of Mount Azazel on Yom Kippur to atone for the sins of the Children of Israel.

			Days later, he told her how he ran to the road to get help, along with one of their friends from rifle practice, who panted beside him, competing for who would save her, competing for her. Only then, on the burning salt plains, did he realize he loved her. If she survives, Rachel will be my wife and there will be no other woman for me, he vowed as he raced ahead, to his right the Dead Sea sinking down in a heavy faint, to his left a wall of rising cliffs.

			Is this what she will tell her, or will she tell her about that first evening they took a stroll together after her recovery, in the downtown Jerusalem of the British Mandate, swept up in a surge of people, finding refuge on the steps to the City Café. They sank into heavy armchairs in the depths of the cellar, pale electric lights on the table, their conversation flowing unabated, until they noticed that everyone in the café was staring at them; they were the only Jews. British officers, sitting at a nearby table, surveyed them from time to time with supercilious looks. At the table on the other side of the passageway sat a few young Arabs dressed in suits and ties. The discreet looks of loathing they sent in their direction dampened the conversation. In vain they tried to keep talking as if all were well, and they were afraid to go lest it look like they were fleeing.

			“Perhaps we should leave,” she finally said.

			“No, let them leave,” he countered but nevertheless stood up and went over to pay. When he passed the Arabs one of them turned to him in elegant English, called him “sir,” and tried to delay him. The British officers laughed. Glasses of ale frothed on the table, and straps of brown leather stretched tightly over their crisply ironed shirts.

			“They’ll leave eventually,” he snarled as they went back onto the street and she asked, “Who, the Arabs?” and he replied, “No, the English. With the Arabs we can live in peace.”

			“I’m glad to hear this from you,” she responded. “It’s easy to believe what you say.”

			He laughed and mumbled almost to himself, “I’m beginning to understand the problems of Abraham our Father. It’s not easy to wander the world with such a beautiful woman.”

			“So do as Abraham did, say I’m your sister,” she leaned against him for a moment, pointing at their figures reflected in the window of a millinery. “Look how similar we are,” and then added with hesitation, “Perhaps just say I am beautiful in your eyes,” and he whispered in her ear without touching her, “Thou art fair, my love, thou art fair, thou hast doves’ eyes within thy locks, thine hair a flock of goats descending Mount Gilead.”

			Is this what she will tell her? So many vividly etched memories overpower her in a landslide of cascading rocks. She still feels the shock of the fall in her vertebrae, the beauty of his words on the skin of her face, the intensity of the beginning of their love.

			Swaying a little, she gets up from the armchair and enters her bedroom, opens the closet, and stares. What was she thinking? She will never find it here. Decades ago, she threw away the red dress with the yellow flowers, just as she threw away all the other evidence that was no one’s business and interested no one. Not her beloved mother, whose funeral she could not even attend, not her father or her siblings, who never forgave her for her years in the underground, and certainly not her husband, who asked her not to speak about her first marriage. It wouldn’t have occurred to her to talk about it during that time, while the country mourned its dead. The generation’s finest were lost, her best friends were lost, how could she mourn her love, who would have acknowledged her pain?

			Nevertheless, she rummages agitatedly through the hangers, perhaps that dress will suddenly reveal itself and she will realize it was always there. If only she could give it to his daughter, if only she could leave it on her doorstep instead of sitting with her, face to face, voice to voice. What does she want from her? Why did she suddenly remember her? A well-groomed, pampered woman to whom life has been kind and who is looking for entertainment, as curious and enthusiastic as a little girl.

			What will she tell her? A stranger could never understand. Fate was stronger than him, stronger than her. They went their separate ways, like streams running down the cliffs to the Dead Sea. What is the point in one detail or another? For seventy years she has not dealt with it, that fruitless marriage that left nothing in the world. Only their approaching meeting has resurrected these stories, strange tales from years gone by, like the tales her youngest son likes to tell her, and just as she thinks about him, he calls. She is sure it is the late guest again, Amichai always calls in the morning and visits her twice a week in the evening, but now in broad daylight he tells her he’s in the area and will be there soon. Rachel shakes her head angrily. She cannot meet Mano’s daughter in the presence of her own son.

			She must cancel the meeting but cannot bear to hear the disappointment in her voice, let alone see it on her face, and here is Atara, knocking on the door, ringing the bell, and she sits in silence on the couch, clasping her hands together. No, she will not open the door, she will be as cruel as this woman’s father was. She will not explain, just as he never explained. She will not go behind her son’s back, she will not tell this woman of the promise she made to her dead husband, to keep secret the fact of her first marriage.

			This is why she does not answer when her guest calls, why she remains motionless in place, her knuckles whitening. The door is locked as usual, the woman will give up and leave. She breathes heavily, as she did back in the days of the underground, when she hid in safe houses, sometimes switching daily from one apartment to another, never opening the door.

			They sent her to various hideouts in Tel Aviv. They left tea, bread, and olives on a table and said: You’ll be here until nightfall. Her anxiety in these closed rooms was far greater than what she felt during the operations themselves, even when pushing a baby carriage holding a doll filled with explosives, she felt less tension.

			Through the cracks in the shutters, through the floors and walls, she would try to participate somehow in life outside. The sights, the voices, and the smells would change from room to room and from neighborhood to neighborhood; only one thing remained stable. There were people everywhere who went out of their houses and returned to them, to their families, and she who had cut herself off from all that would observe them clandestinely. She had no home, no address, and no name. Her parents did not know where she was. Even if she was arrested, they would not know it was her, she had switched aliases so many times.

			But sometimes, wondrously, the anxiety was replaced by exhilaration, precisely when tension was highest. A sense of calm would descend. All the furniture in the room shone. Serenity surrounded her, whatever she did. The shift was so unexpected that she could not believe she had been in a state of distress a mere hour ago and that the next morning she would be distressed again.

			In these moments a suspicion would arise within her that what had been forced upon her by external circumstances had actually been dictated from within, and that the difference between necessity and volition might be fictitious. She was wanted. The British were looking for her. If caught, she would be sentenced to death by hanging. All these details became negligible. She was imprisoned alone in a room, but her soul was free. Food and water were brought to her, leaving her neither hungry nor sated. For hours she would stare through the cracks, imagining she was sitting in this room not because they wanted to arrest her but that they wanted to arrest her so she could sit in this room.

			For years after the struggle for independence, she tried from time to time to recreate the situation. All the unimportant details were erased. Although she was no longer persecuted, and no one sought her arrest, she sometimes imprisoned herself in a room. Always free, always alone. Is this what her eldest son meant when he said she was not there for him? That she was detached? He was an ungrateful brat, she thought, because she always took care of him and spared him nothing.

			To her sorrow, his fury toward her only increased with the years, but sometimes she thinks his antagonism is the reason she has remained clearheaded and vital. Today, he is still angry with her as though she were still a young mother able to provide, repair, and protect, not an old woman who needs to be taken care of. The day he understands there is no one to be angry with, I will die, she sometimes thinks, and perhaps only then will he understand.

			Her heart still flutters like it did in the old days when the door bursts open, but it is only her boy, her youngest, Amichai. He has no anger toward her, and actually has no complaints at all since turning to God. Following the Breslov Hassidic way of life, he is benevolent both with the world and with her, and she tries to hide her doubts, if indeed this is really her younger son, Amichai, a hefty old man in shtetl garb, with a graying beard and long sidelocks. His appearance reminds her of those of her forefathers in old pictures from Eastern Europe, some standing tall in their stiff black clothes, some sitting on heavy chairs, like silent tombstones.

			But in fact he is not silent, her Amichai, he is constantly in motion. His spritely demeanor reminds her of the boy he once was, entering a room with energy and asking a myriad of questions.

			“How do you feel, Mama?” he asks now. “You look very well, thank God, was your caregiver here today? Did she fix you something to eat?” and she quickly replies, “No, no one was here. How are you? What brings you?” and he pours himself a glass of water, grasping the glass in his right hand and mumbling a blessing, “Blessed art thou, oh Lord, King of the Universe, from whose word all things come into being.”

			“Amen,” she responds grudgingly, watching as he takes off his coat and his hat, revealing hair that is still thick, a white shirt from under which flutter the woolen ritual fringes, and above them the sidelocks, as if a heavy wind hovers inside the house. “I went to visit a student of mine who’s unwell
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