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Dedication
For my mother, Rachel Silberstein Skolkin, and for all the family here and there.
It was said in the Talmud that the daughters of Zion were haughty and walked with necks stretched like spears and eyes painted with sikra (red dye). When Isaiah was asked by God:
“What are these women doing here? They must be banished hence! “Isaiah told the women: “Vow penitence so that Israel’s foes do not come at you! “But the women replied: “What if Israel’s foes do come, what can they possibly do to us? An officer will see me and take me as a lover, a prefect will see me and take me as his wife, and a general will see me, take me, and seat me in his carriage.
I am only a mistress and therefore have no foes
—An Old Jewish Fable
1
That summer in 1963, the government of Jordan granted the few Israeli descendants of old Jerusalem permission to dig up a gravesite in the Arab territories and transport the souls and skeletons of their lost ones to Israel’s side of the border.
My mother, my sister, Ivy and I sat on a packed El Al plane on our way to Jerusalem from our home in America, to participate in a burial ceremony for an uncle I had never met.
I flicked on the passenger light above my head. By my wristwatch it was only threethirtyseven p.m., New York time, but, when I gazed out the plane window, the sky was full of coallike clouds.
“Want some chocolate?” My mother held an 18ounce dutyfree bar of Hershey’s almond chocolate under my nose. “It’s seven more hours until we reach Tel Aviv, will you survive?”
“No,” I said.
Dot Elizar had been buried, my mother said, in the mixed cemetery among the Arab and Jewish war heroes before the War of Independence divided the city. Now he would be dug up and reburied in the new Jerusalem. The Ceremony of the Graves was to take place near the President’s House.
Why should I have cared about my uncle Elizar? For many years, we had not visited Israel, though my mother had grown up there, in the rugged and hot geography of what was known in the 1930s as: Palestine. I remembered only vaguely going there as a baby, its hot sun, and my mother’s childhood house on a limestone street behind some eucalyptus trees.
I was fourteen years old, and it was two years after my father’s suicide. My mother planned for a long stay in Jerusalem.
My mother had never spoken about her brother Elizar or old Jerusalem. The faces of World War II’s displaced persons, and their refugee boats on the Mediterranean Sea did not appear in the same photographs my mother showed me of herself in Palestine. A playful little girl with short red hair, wearing boy’s khaki shorts and hiking boots. The rest of my mother’s history I had put together loosely from other pictures she kept in the basement of our Northern Westchester home— glimpses of letters and more photographs of my mother, Ada Silberfeld, the bigheaded woman, hugging the cedars trees of Abu Tor during the bombings and shellings that shook the quiet streets of Jerusalem by 1946. She had married my father, an American, after coming over to New York Harbor with a chaperone, on a War Brides ship from Haifa.
Now she separated the chocolate squares into chunky shards with her stubby fingers, pushing pieces at the back of her mouth, and making a loud sucking noise.
“The travel agent was such an idiot,” she said, pulling at her tent dress. Her legs were bare, and her summer jacket was on backwards, the Bonwit Teller label glistening in the soft plane light. “But, she did tell me we will land somewhere in Europe for a few hours, for the plane to get more fuel.”
“In Paris?” I asked.
“Paris? Why Paris? No, I am sure it will be in Switzerland. It will not even be worth it to get off the airplane, Liana. But, maybe they will have some good Swiss chocolate on the plane for a change. That is if the stewardesses get off to go make peepee in the airport there.”
“Oh.” I let the airplane magazine I had on my lap slide to the floor with the unspoken embarrassment I felt sitting next to her.
We had been in the air for several hours, and the outside atmosphere was changing into a velvety cloak of black and white. The odor of fresh almonds and hardened cocoa from my mother’s chocolate permeated the enclosed air, as if the bar were breathing, exhaling a warm, luscious scent.
“What’s the matter, Liana?” My mother licked her upper lip with her browned tongue and then folded the silver foil over the remaining chocolate in her hand. “Talk to me darling,” she said.
Her kindness pained me. I wished I could return it, but I couldn’t. I wished I was happy about it, but I wasn’t. I did not want her attention. I had come to prefer her neglecting me, demanding nothing of me but to show up when she thought something she did—like preparing dinner for Ivy and me that night, or asking me once if I needed some fresh bath towels—might be as important as it was, before.
The splinters of chocolate had settled on her chest as if they were the jewelry pieces meant to go with her loose outfit and manners. “Aren’t we stopping off somewhere else?” I asked.
“Look Liana,” my mother whispered into my ear. “We will not tell anyone in Israel about the accident.”
Some time after midnight on a mild summer night, my father had catapulted off a country road in Katonah in his blue MG sports car, crashing into the woods. There had been letters back and forth between my father and his former psychiatrist which, found, proved he had been thinking about ending his life, of letting go of the ivory steering wheel of his MG just that way. It had all been like some premeditated murder on Perry Mason.
On the airplane wall, by the entrance towards the pilot and his cockpit, was a clock like they had in my junior high school. The giant utility of timekeeping made me think about the days to come, how slow they would go.
The lights inside the plane dimmed to signal the approach of night.
Silhouetted against the shiny sides of the coach in the first four rows of seats were a group of darksuited Hasidic men and their families. Their curly black beards and side locks made them look like shadowed rag dolls. Six or seven crates of their dutyfree Smirvoff vodka bottles were stashed under their seats. In 1963, the plane cabins were small and packed with as many dutyfree articles from the airport store as passengers could carry on with them. Chocolate, laundry detergent, Winston cigarette cartons and other untaxed items from Idlewild airport cluttered the plane. I studied the Hasidic men. Too fatherly, their bodies so close, like it was with my mother. A nightmare of fathers in the wrong attire. They bobbed and jiggled and splashed their messy outbursts of affection onto their makeupless wives, their pale children. The vodka and their full laughter—where were we going? To what world before? It was completely without my father. And had nothing to do with Ivy or me.
I looked around my mother at my sister seated in the opposite aisle seat. After my father’s funeral, Ivy had started collecting records of incantations from India or Africa, with record jackets on which cameo pictures of spiritual amulets and naked black Warriors would appear. She also made notations onto little index cards she took from the high school library stack about the Amish who lived in some of the colonial farmhouses further down the road from us. She put a motto up on her bedroom wall in Westchester which read: “The Amish people live kindly and decently. They love what is . . . and are joyful.” She had already tried marijuana and knew the places in the woods in Katonah we could take some six packs of Colt 45 malt liquor, and consider the allembracing energy waves of nature. We drank nips of Southern Comfort, too, in the cold, raking through the Westchester snowdrifts in large rubber boots where sometimes the rocks were stained with deer blood, fallen fragile and beautiful animals. We had searched for hunter’s tracks, to find enemies. We had to be careful about how we moved about now, Ivy had said, and about what we said, about what secret thoughts swam in our brains, in case it had been our bad spiritual vibrations that had made my father leave us, or that had made him do what he did.
Now Ivy was sipping from a container of Tropicana orange juice she bought at the dutyfree shop while we waited for our flight.
Ivy was sixteen. She was taller than me, with long, chestnut hair and a thin, difficult face—smalleyed and sharp. Her long body gave off the odor of cigarettes and soap. My moods were as changeable and labile as my mother’s, they darkened or lightened. Ivy often prided herself on not being one of us at all and could easily establish her emotional residence elsewhere.
Once my mother was safe again, with her first family, and if I planned it right, I could find a way to leave. I would find the places my father told me about in Paris. I could wire back to my sister, and she could come, too. I will enjoy that, I thought, pulling my sister out with me. Somehow, I thought I would stay in Israel for only as long as it took me to find enough money to get to Paris, to what I knew of the famous streets that could be described in the large, sensual words Marcel Proust had brought my father and me when I was still too young to understand what they meant. Lyrical overtures about the loveless and abandoned. I had no knowledge of airfares, but I believed the situation, all of us being in Israel, once the plane landed, could be undone if I acted forcefully enough.
After my father’s “accident,” my mother could not recognize herself in the picture of her life. If the white drifts on the ground were tall and thick, she would let me stay home from school. She lay silent in the house in Katonah, ringing her hands under her bed sheets, stunned and outraged as if it were just at that moment that she heard the news of my father’s death. And then, she would look at me, look appealingly to me. She grew more careless about herself as time went on. Her body was usually without undergarments which gave the sheets a hot, wettish odor. Her hair and face creams gave off a strong, fruity smell and tempered the raw coarse aromas that got loose from her flesh. And then, her strength appeared more muscular in its war against grief and distress than I had ever seen it. I wanted to be near it. Sometimes I stayed home from school, and she took me into bed with her. We watched television in her bed together: “Our Miss Brooks” and “The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis,” “Queen for A Day.” We watched a chimpanzee at Cape Canaveral complete his one day space flight towards the moon. I believed I knew what we were doing together those long, housebound mornings and afternoons. We were preparing for the possibility that there would never be another man in our lives, that we better get used to it being just us.
“Look.” My mother adjusted herself in her seat, reached into the left pocket of her tent dress and whisked out an envelope my aunt had sent her from One Metaduleh Street. She pulled out three recent photographs, fanning them out with her fingers like a trick deck of cards and holding them in front of my eyes. There was Jerusalem,“The Border Confused City,” the 1963 Life magazine article called it. My mother had left the article on my bedroom bureau in Katonah. “In a Pentateuchal sense of the word,” said the article I read that night two weeks ago, “Jerusalem is a geography that is everywhere a matter of more or less chaos, looking still like a Biblical place where the sea had not yet separated from the sky and the land was not yet.”
I had looked up “Pentateuchal” in the dictionary and had not even found a definition for that.
Now I stared at her photographs. The white Jerusalem houses with their fences of barbed wire and warning signs in the fields; the powerful, endlessly complex hills and recesses; the naked desertlike earth and pearlgray edifices whose boundaries were as open to interpretation and vulnerable to disintegration as lines drawn into the dust.
My mother put the photographs back in the envelope and slid them into her dress pocket but, when she shifted in her seat, they spilled to the floor. The reading light passed through her uncombed hair. “My sister Esther inherited the house on Metaduleh Street,” she started to explain. “Did I ever tell you how it was in Israel? Now Esther is married to Yakov Hendel, who lives in my father’s house with her. And your grandmother. I think Yakov is only in the ministry of hostels, a low position and he doesn’t have much money of his own. What a shame for Esther when all our friends married diplomats or generals after the war and built their own houses.”
“I think you told me all this already,” I said.
“You look like him.”
“What?”
“Like my brother, Elizar. When you were born, I swore it was Elizar come back to me.”
I looked down at the floor, trying to see whether any other photographs had spilled there.
“Get some sleep,” my mother said. “We will be there before you know it. You must learn to be a survivor, Liana. Do you want me to take your hand in mine? Will it calm you?”
Two summers ago, my mother lay on the bed in Katonah, rolled up in the white sheets and pillow, and stuffing handfuls of them into her mouth, biting them in a rage of grief as my father sat at the desk table where he worked in the bedroom, reading the newspaper. There had been a fight. It was about money, and how the car he had bought was “theatrical” and “weak” like him, the blue MG which had stirred her into a tirade. It was not like other fathers’ cars at the train station, she said. I heard them from the hall.
“Can’t you do anything to quiet your mother?” asked my father when I walked into the room. He folded the newspaper page and read the next column. He wore tortoiseshelled halfglasses and smelled of Balkan Sobraine pipe tobacco.“ She wants you.”
“I can’t cope with your father when he gets like this,” said my mother. She looked at him the way she would at a longsuffering child.
He said,“ I can’t stand it either. I’m sorry.” He put down the newspaper and went out the door.
I went to my mother.
She unhooked her bra, and her breasts fell out. “Stroke me. Do that, Liana,” she said. Her hair was like a mashed apricot, still wet from the shower and the curls were dripping. “I told you to touch me,” she said.
I put my hand on the small of her back, on the sweaty, dangerous flesh.
“Lower,” she said. The sheets dropped from her hand, and her underwear was large and oily. She pointed to a spot above the rim of her panties. Calgon Bouquet bath powder and slick bath oil shone on her ribs. A thin but sugary sensation passed through me. I recognized it as love’s involuntary and indiscriminate reflex. But disgust and humiliation, too.
I heard my father go down the stairs, and I stroked her. I breathed in the hot leak of my mother’s pain. I did not get up to see where my father was going. I was a traitor to him, lost in the heat of the night. I lay beside my mother, putting my head down on the pillow where there were still some strands of his hair. The front door downstairs slammed. My father went to the garage, and I heard his car in the gravel driveway, the road out.
I picked up the pillow the stewardess had given me at the beginning of the flight and put it on my lap. The air was stuffy; it seemed dirty.
My mother was blinking her wide brown eyes at me. “I’m having a bad time in my sleep again, you know,” she said. “Not because we are finally out of Katonah, but because when I close my eyes, I dream of what happened that made us leave our house in the first place. Now, leave it. Stop this whole discussion.” Often, my mother talked as if someone else were in the conversation she was having with herself. She beat at the pillow strapped onto her seat. “I have to sleep. I have to be strong and think clearly when we get to Israel. Oh, you and your father talk so high on your kite,” she slipped her tongue over one of the expressions she had picked up in Katonah, only it was from my father this time, not a television show.
I looked for the stewardess who had given us the pillows and my only Coke. She had vanished for good behind the curtains by the lavatories. Beyond us, deep white cigarette clouds billowed from the mouths of the other passengers unable to sleep, smoke puddled above the empty aisle.
The cabin light made a mirror out of the plane window. I stared back into a face that still looked like some brownie scout, the bobbed and nutcolored haircut, too round eyes. I had left the bulk of my belongings in a bag over our heads on our luggage rack, but I had my small purse, filled with the overwrought makeup designed to put on my face like the evil eye. Rough and powdery brush foundation, mascara, and the eyebrow pencil that cut black lines under my eyelids. I could be off with everything I owned in a matter of minutes if the chance arose. Among my skirts and sneakers were all my folders filled with poems and scraps from books, like the things I imagined the people in my father’s books kept, the people who fled to snowcovered mountains in Europe, to recover from tuberculosis and other illness. I can’t say I was certain that the best way I would rejoin him would be by taking own my life, but the notion of suicide hooked into my imagination. It seemed like a gracious thing to do, if you didn’t lose your nerve. The thought stayed over, and, now and again, came to call. The idea that there were cathedrals and pleasure houses in Paris where sitting under pristine stained glass I could touch my father again became very real to me as time went on, or that I could jump back into the undefined dreamy splendor of my father’s promised land, back into the way things used to be.
“Are you better now?” My mother asked me.
“What?”
My mother put her hand over my left fingers on the seat. Then she let go and picked a blanket up off the plane’s floor, took it out of its cellophane, and threw it out.
“It’s going to be all right, Liana.” The blanket went up and spread in the air like a sail, falling and covering us. The silky material of my mother’s tent dress flowed out even under the blanket, touching me. And then, there was a peace I felt, and everything was soft and dark and tingling.
I looked towards the floor of the airplane, her bare toes looked larger than they really were in the darkness and almost alive, like fleshy, shelled animals or fish. I reached up and turned off the reading light above our heads.
My mother’s arms flopped carelessly at the sides of her body. Her head soon came to lie on the edge of my left shoulder. Under me, the plane engine began to sound as though it was growling.
I fidgeted with the threads in my bluejean skirt. I jostled my mother’s head. My mother sighed and shoved her pillow to the high left corner of her seat. She laid her head there, her back to me.
Out the window, the space under me was turning to charcoal cumuli; dark, fluffy bumps that, in the moonlight, looked like a flock of black sheep. Only a dissemination of things could be found, detected in a vastness. Everything that was once solid form under me had sunk somewhere else.
The whole cabin was floating with the silent heave of my stomach muscles hoping to expunge my mother’s closeness. I sat up as erect as I could on the plastic plane seat. Even that move jammed my thoughts together, shook up all the information I constantly arranged in my head. If I drifted off my mother would get through my skin and plant her alternate world of chaos and abandon inside me—the sudden warmth of her that smelled like salts, and a rich and almond oil. I would not be able to help myself.
She cupped her hands under one side of her face and fell asleep. I tried to keep fully awake, but soon images came with an invitation to rest in this half dreamstate. My mother caressed me in the halfdream, she pulled me into her and protected me. I surrendered, partaking of her love and then in the mental movements that were darkness and fragment I was making love to myself, seeing and touching myself from the dreamer’s place of seeing, my body had doubled and contained the shift, the ending of which drew out breath like blood.
By seven p.m. New York time, the plane landed for its hour of refueling inside the gusty night of a mountain range, but its passenger cabin, and it’s fill of sleeping travelers were quiet as a bevy of bones. The lights in the cabin were off, and all I could see outside my window was the gleam of Swiss airline fuel tanks and scaffolds.
My mother’s eyes did not open, and the plane ascended into the black air again.
I watched the swelling morning clouds over the continent, a dawn was coming carrying a light storm, heaving winds. We would be in Israel soon, I told myself, and there would be time for escape and remedy.
A few hours later, the airplane was jolted by turbulence in the air. My mother sat up, startled. “Oh . . . what? What?” She said, blinking. She kicked at her redtanned purse that had toppled out of the seat’s pocket with the magazines and tissues she had tucked inside it.
“Nothing, Mom,” I said,“you’re all right. It’s nothing at all.”
She stared at me. And then, she fell back into her sleep.
I sat, wide awake for a while longer, watching the airplane’s escape hatch where other warning signs were pasted in whiteandblack letters, instructions on how to bolt out in time and land on an inflatable float boat in the ocean, in case of sudden descent, or irreversible mechanical failure.
I stared out the plane window and into the great black hole in the galaxy where my father had fallen. The possibility of escape through death lived inside me as some odd and exciting adventure. I listened to my mother’s heavy breathing blend with the noise of the airplane’s motor under my feet, and I promised to the spaces unknown into which we were traveling, from one world to another, soon I would make a new life.
The plane landed outside Tel Aviv, inside the thick of a dry heat wave, the next day. The turbines shut off and it was abruptly noon, Israeli time, as if there had been no dawn, no morning anywhere. Out my window, I saw miscellaneous aircraft parts and scraps piled on dormant cargo carts.
“Are you awake, darling? We’re here. Liana. We’ve arrived.” My mother’s chocolate bar was gone, and her wide, blinking eyes were alert, protective. “I’m going ahead of you,” she said and unlatched our overhead baggage rack, pulling her black weekend suitcase down and the overnight bag. “Wait until the aisles clear and then carry this
bag. I am the one who knows what to do, you will only get lost.”
Lightheaded, I felt relief in hearing my mother direct my movements.
I watched her hustle ahead with her black suitcase in hand. She disappeared down some stairs, out into the sunlight onto the rough, unpaved runway below us. A metallic smell, like rusted gun shells, wafted up from the exit.
Then: “Stay together,” Ivy said. She gathered up her satchel and the cartons of Chesterfields she had put under her seat, and pinched me on the arm.
Ivy and I disembarked down the steel stairway moments later, our hair sweaty but our underarms washed with the tiny Ivory soap bars in the plane’s bathroom. Our watches were still set at 10:30 pm New York time. We had each put on thick pancake foundation and globby mascara. Our makeup soon streaked as perspiration ran down our cheeks. We didn’t have sunglasses on to protect us against the scalding sun.
“Stay cool,” Ivy said. Across her left shoulder lay the thick leather strap of her huge leather satchel. Her boyfriend had pinned a button on it that said: “PUFF THE MAGIC DRAGON IS A DRUG ADDICT,” its aluminum glittering in the blazing light.
I held tightly onto the overnight bag and followed her, trying to keep one hand across my brow, to shield my eyes. A few hundred meters beyond the crude landing strip of Lydda airport the land looked as if it were made of bread, everything on it was tan and white, except for the military zones that appeared like rashes in the sands with their barbed wire and army posts. Israel was a distant mass of raw, sandy banks and white stony hills.
I sped up beside Ivy, hearing a roar that, first, I thought must be city traffic somewhere, but it was the Mediterranean coast, the encompassing shoreline of palm trees and hot, coarse sand. We were somewhere on the outer edge of a city by the sea, and I watched the other passengers moving in through a distant door to a flat, onestory limestone shelter. As far as I could see, squinting beyond my sister, there were no trees or awnings to shade the trek to the airport terminal.
Ivy looked over her loaded shoulder back at me. “I had no idea it would be this damn hot here,” she said.
One Hasidic family from the plane was still visible under the clouds; their vodka bottles loaded onto a toy wagon one of their children had on the plane. They ambled towards the steel door of the building, behind which I hoped my mother would reappear.
Then suddenly Ivy grabbed my arm and pulled at me to keep walking. “For your own sake, don’t look around,” she said. “Just keep walking in a straight line. I think a jeep is following us.”
“Shalom, giveret!” I heard. Male voices and coarse laughter crescendoed into the winds close to our backs: “Hello, Americanit! Nichmad me’od! Nichmad!”
The jeep stopped by Ivy and me for only a second, a scoop of fingernails and knuckles going under our skirts. The hands were so hot they could have been just baked in an oven. Not even the wind could blow my skirt back down. It stuck to the sweat on my thighs, my girl’s underwear.
I jerked to my right and looked into the polished machine guns on the backs of the greenuniformed soldiers. I didn’t know I had closed my eyes until I heard the jeep and men speed away, the Beatles’ tinny sounds disappear into the sweep of sand and wind.
Ivy said: “hurry” and “fuck them” and I trudged forward into the hot wind, trying to decide if what had just happened was strange because it was so foreign, or because it was just strange. Twelve hours earlier, we had been walking on the grounds of our Katonah home, in the lush green woods.
“Don’t you dare look back again.” Ivy usually blamed me for everything, but coming to the plain limestone building, she kicked open the door with one foot and held it open for me.
Inside the terminal, the smell and feel of sweat was like a dense lather. Two Immigration officials in berets and badges were directing the scattered arriving passengers. “Please show passport! Shama, givarot shama!” They waved the confused faces to a worn counter.
Out of a steamy chaos, I watched an orange kerchief flare up. It took me a few seconds to realize it was in my mother’s waving hand.
She was standing all the way across the room, next to a tall woman who must be my Aunt Esther. Esther held up a handkerchief, too, waving it just once. Then she took off her huge black rimmed sunglasses, looking at us as my mother jumped around and flagged her kerchief.
My aunt was an ample, mannish woman resembling my mother, but more severe. She studied us with her hard, coffeecolored eyes, her red lipsticked mouth an anomaly in the rugged surroundings, an old luxury she had splashed on for the benefit of guests.
My mother came marching towards us. “Girls, there you both are,” she yelled. “You don’t have to go through customs.” She was waving at the officer, holding up three passports, fanning them.
The officer’s expression softened, and my mother said: “Todah, todah,” in a Hebrew I didn’t understand. “I have it all arranged. Now come on. Your aunt has ordered a sherut for us. The baggage is coming down the chute over there.” Incoming suitcases were tumbling onto the conveyer belt against the east wall of the terminal. “You girls get it. I’m going back to Esther. I don’t want her to think anything is wrong.”
I walked with Ivy, wondering when my mother had taken my passport and Ivy’s, where the return tickets were, or had she took them, too, out of our suitcases? I would open all the suitcases and look as soon as we got to Jerusalem. I would dig my return ticket up, find out if I could cash it in for a oneway ticket to Paris.
While we waited for our bags, I watched other passengers who were held under scrutiny at a customs table containing all that remained of the lives they had left behind. Their faces contorted as they scanned the dirty, crude shelter with its scarred walls, the soldier’s black boots, the stands of frying sesame balls dripping an oily brown mess on the limestone. Outside, the black taxis looked like dirty hearses in the bright sun.
“It’s so bad,” Ivy said, her long hair already sweatsoaked. “They’re a bunch of turds.”
My mother and my aunt, gesturing wildly to each other, both talking at once, both laughing, were totally unaware of our presence.
A line of departing passengers pushed past the two of them, going in the opposite direction, making their way back home to the airplanes on the runway we had just come from. Sunburned people dressed in khaki Israeli shortshorts, leather buckle sandals, and dripdry shirts they would soon remove to get back into their American clothing. Just then one of our brown suitcases shot out of the chute in the ceiling. I lugged it off the belt. Ivy began to drag her suitcase across the rough stone floor.
A string of Israeli flags fluttered over my head from the ceiling. In the distance, my mother was kissing and hugging a group of coarsely dressed women and men. The group stood in front of a yellow sign in English and Hebrew: “REUNION.”
I felt an elbow grind into my side. Suddenly, an officer was tapping me on the shoulder.
“You have seen this boy?” He thrusted a large photograph under my eyes. The boy in the photograph could have been in a high school back in Katonah with me. But older, a few grades higher up. He had a pleasant face, slight eyes, and a fresh crew cut. “You know him, yes?”
“I just got here.” I shook my head.
“Ma kah rah! Ma yesh! Ma yesh!” My aunt muscled her way through the crowded terminal, shouting, “Yaldah shellee!” She pushed herself between the policeman and me with the flat of her hand. “He lo mevinah. Lo mevinah!”
I tried to understand the strangesounding Hebrew, the gurgle of shouts.
“Aaz kloom!” He said, one of his hands jerking up into the air as he swerved away with his photograph.
My aunt took in a scraping breath and tightened her belt. Her straw hat was fastened to her head with big metal clasps; the linen straps of her bra fell from the shoulder holes of the sun dress she wore. I let her embrace me, squeeze my muchsmaller body. “You must call me Doda,” she said.“ Doda means aunt in Hebrew.” Her breath on my neck smelled like roasted sunflower seeds and sesame oil.
“Yes, hello,” I said.
“This is a very bad situation with a missing American,” she said. “A diplomat’s son. Let us not mention anything about the photograph and the policeman, all right, darling? You must take care of your mother, yes?”
I glanced into the distance. My mother’s group was dispersing, an airport official removing the yellow sign.
“Terrible,” Doda Esther said. “But you know we will not talk of our brother Elizar either. Your mother has told you, yes mawtek? Any discussion of Elizar is not to be. We will however go to the ceremony at the President’s house for the heroes.”
I dragged the valise as Doda Esther showed me all the way outside, to the parking lot.
“Esther!” My mother shouted from the opened door of a large, black taxi, her voice turned aggressive and tough just in the time that had passed since we arrived.
My sister was collapsed against the fender, smoking one of her Chesterfields.
“Ma kah rah?” My mother rasped with the strength drawn in from the old air of her childhood.
“Kloom, kloom,” Doda Esther said. She helped the driver hoist and fasten all our baggage on the top of his cab, spitting out small bursts of the incomprehensibly guttural Hebrew.
She and my mother slid into the front seat with the driver. Ivy and I climbed into the back. We pulled the three bucket seats in the center of the floor, mounted our legs on them. The taxi pulled out of the airport lot, and Ivy cleaned off a spot on her passenger window with her palm.
Soon, the sand dunes on the edges of Rehovot appeared outside with the gray waves of the Mediterranean. I watched my mother’s profile against the naked hills. She put on an old straw hat my aunt had brought out from her oversized purse to protect her. Doda Esther was cranking down the window on the taxi door. Then she leaned over the front seat and tested our door locks and door handles. She rolled down Ivy’s and my window too.
Outside on the shoulders of the raw tar highway, I saw lines and lines of young hitchhiking soldiers. They stood under the scanty shade of the pine and cypress trees with their thumbs out, heavy machine
guns slung across their backs.
“I remember everything now,” my mother said.
In a few minutes, the taxi stopped in front of the sandbags of a roadblock. A young guard, distracted by the heat, and wind, walked up to the side of the front passenger seat where my aunt had begun fanning herself with her bare hand. He knocked absentmindedly on my aunt’s cheek with his knuckle, tapping at it.
“Ma zeh? Ma zeh?” Doda Esther’s cry was enraged beyond what I would have expected.
“Giveret . . .” The boy tried to calm her, leaning into the window slot.
“Lo yafeh, yeled!” My aunt shouted and batted away his hands. I felt the dusty air at my nerves, as if it had crawled through my skin.
Meanwhile, my mother opened her purse to show more officials advancing on our taxi our passports.
An officer handed my mother’s papers back to her and bowed to Doda Esther. “Sorry, sorry,” he said. He spat out something ungraspable to the embarrassed young soldier, and then the taxi driver put his large black shoe on the gas pedal and we passed through our first military checkpoint.
For a long twenty minutes, the sherut followed a torturous, worn road that twisted and wound itself around endless limestone rifts and bald, sunscalded hills. An erratic vista of newly paved tar roads and rough hills and moving convoys of loaded kibbutz trucks and army jeeps, honking at our sherut as they passed.
“Yoffee, achshav. Wonderful now. We have come upon them,” my aunt said in English for our benefit. “You see the old Israeli tanks in the shrubs here, Ivy and Liana? We used these tanks in the War of Independence. We leave them in the bushes here to always remind us. They are shrines to us. I am not afraid of a few border incidents over water. Our family has been in Israel for four generations. And your mother and I, we had our role, too.”
“Esther, really,” my mother said. “The girls just got here. What do you want from them?” She laughed, it was not a haha laugh, but a sad, little laugh.
“Okay, Adaleh. Of course, I don’t want the children to worry about this water problem,” Doda Esther laughed. “But on the radio they will tell us soon if the talks with Jordan have made any progress.”
“Good, good,” my mother said. She was different already, giving an opinion in somber tones on a piece of news she didn’t even know existed an hour ago on the airplane. Ivy and I exchanged eyefuls of what was meant to be our mutual resentment for having to be here. Then I put my face out the window, looking up. The sky was clear, unflecked, like a rolled out canopy of sunny lavender and rose. Off the narrow, dusty road 1940s army vehicles rusted in heaps under desiccated shrubs and pine branches. The air smelled like dried blood.
“These roadblocks are terrible,” Doda Esther leaned into my mother’s shoulder to explain,“ but never mind please.” She suddenly remembered Ivy, and me. “We are glad that you are all here. We will not discuss politics.”
The black plastic of the seat was hot against my thighs. Already, I understood there would be a list of things not to mention; that Elizar, the roadblocks, the photograph of the missing diplomat’s son, the fight over water was part of some vast scheme and rules I would now have to learn.
“We can go into Masada on Sunday, by the sea,” Doda Esther said. “There I know a family. Very nice. From Bethlehem. Near the monastery there. They are Muslim, of course. But, the older boy might go into our army.” Esther tried to put her slipping bra straps back on her shoulders under her sleeveless sundress. “Masada is where I will bring them. They can be Israelis for one afternoon, it won’t hurt them, Ada. I will tell them the stories the way I did for my own children, Yaron and Nurit. All the children love my stories. It is a crime your daughters know nothing about Masada. I will soon become hoarse from having to tell them all the stories because you won’t, Ada.”
My mother rolled her eyes, as if towards the clouds that were drifting in from the lavendertinted peaks in the distance. “I will bring the girls from America to Jerusalem again,” she said to Esther. “A few more times.”
“They will forget,” Doda Esther said. “I will bring them back next summer.”
“It isn’t enough, Ada.”
Doda Esther made a sour face with her lips that were small and doused in cold cream.
“Never mind, Esther, I tell you,” my mother said. “You are worse than the army.”
“Your mother must be with her first family again to get over such an awful tragedy, don’t you believe so?” Doda Esther turned around, to me. “I am so sorry about your father. For him to die in an accident like this . . .” Even though she was trying to be tender, the harsh Hebrew sounded as if she were pulling taffy out from the back of the throat. Then Doda Esther took her large sunglasses off her face and stared into our faces with her naked eyes. “She belongs here now. Do you not think so?”
“Let’s not talk so much,” my mother said.
“No, we never talk about things like this, “Doda Esther said. “We have been through a lot, haven’t we, Ada?”
“Quite a lot.”
“But now you are home again.”
“Yes,” my mother said. “On what day will they have ‘The Ceremony of the Graves?’”
Doda Esther’s hand touched my mother’s shoulders, and I saw in her fingers that were thinner and more primed than my mother’s own stubby ones, a protection offered, and that they had somehow reached back to my mother’s childhood and their past. “You will see that the house has not changed a bit,” she said to my mother. “And everyone, they still do everything the same as if the world outside Metaduleh Street were exactly as you left it. There will be a party at the King David. Your old friends you will see again there, I believe, Ada. Then a few days after this we will go to the President’s House for the ceremony.” She turned and looked at Ivy and me.“ You will love the house, girls,” she said. “You know your grandmother is called Savta in Hebrew. You must know some Hebrew words. We have our ways; you will see. But do not look so nervous. You are goodlooking girls, I think.”
My mother pushed one of her hands under the hat on her head, flattening down her sweaty curls. Then she cupped her fingers over Doda Esther’s hand, still on her shoulder, and Ivy and I were barred from entering the delicate places of understanding and alliance between the two women.
“Of course, Ada,” Esther said. “I have put the girl’s upstairs in your old bedroom with you. I will explain to them about taking siesta in the afternoon. I will explain to them everything.” Esther turned around again and looked at us. “Do you sing, Ivy and Liana? I don’t know; the radio seems out of good songs. I am delighted you have come to stay in your mother’s country at long last. Look on the sides of the road and see whether you find any rabbits. They are famous for turning up in the hills here. Watch for them, yes, girls?”
My mother did not take out her chocolate bar on the way to her old home. She passed us two of the “Wash and Dri” packets that she had taken from the lavatory in the airplane instead. Doda Esther fanned herself with her hand as the sherut drove through the endless hills and my sister watched the road for rabbits.
“Yes, here is where I once hiked with my friends,” my mother said after a while. “I do not remember any rabbits. There are lizards as big as rabbits in these hills, though. Perhaps these are what you saw, Esther.”
I put my arm out the window. I leaned into the hot wind as far as I could. I recited the names of all the bridges of Paris, but my mother’s first life was flowing into me, momentarily illuminated and strange, like the land had an enchantment on it. No one said a word more.
As we got closer to Jerusalem, the sky became brighter, the light of the blazing sun had grown so strong, it gave the barren hills an ochre sheen that was flashing, incandescent. And when the sherut finally reached the end of the long route through and around the Judean mountainside, there was a burst of paved streets. Sudden clusters of newly erected, pearlgray buildings. We had entered the city.
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ran out of my grandmother’s house onto Metadulah Street, rushing up the limestone walk. “Hurry up!” My mother shouted from a bus stop up the street. I
had been in Jerusalem a week. “Where were you, Liana? I made the bus driver wait. Everyone is angry with you!” My mother said. “Don’t sit next to me, asshole,” Ivy said, jumping up the steps ahead of me. I followed her, dressed in coarse, khaki shorts. Doda Esther had ordered me to wear them if I went outside, onto the dangerous streets.
Israeli “grush” coins made a tinkling noise, swirling inside the change tank as the doors closed, and the bus took off towards Ben Yehuda Street, the new city’s shopping district.
I inched myself down the rickety wood aisle, grasping onto metal hoops from the ceiling. The bus walls were pockedmarked with bullet holes and cigarette burns. The aisle was a rotting wood, like a prison galley’s in biblical children’s books.
University students and tourists took up the front seats. In the back, Arabic women in long dresses sat with their groceries; sacks full of jutting loaves of bread, tomatoes, oranges, and onions. The windows looked out on a monotonous stretch of pinkishwhite limestone apartment houses and their courtyards.
My mother was already sitting in one of the worn wooden seats by a window, brushing off her sundress with a Kleenex, and pulling up her washed stockings.
Ivy had settled into a seat in the back. She liked to pretend in public places that she didn’t know my mother and me. That she was a housewife, or a university student traveling alone. She was wearing her denim bluejean skirt and American gingham blouse.
“I hope you weren’t upsetting your grandmother,” my mother said to me. “I hope you didn’t tell her Doda Esther, and I were fighting this morning. We weren’t fighting anyway. This is just the way we talk.”
“Mom—” I started.
“Pssst . . .” One of the Arabic women said, pointing to me.
“Liana, quiet! They are staring at you,” my mother said.
The bus passed the tailor shop, and the pharmacy. I watched the decline of the sun out the bus windows. It was sixtwenty p.m. I read the time from my mother’s wristwatch.
I held onto the rim of the seat in front of me as the bus swerved, making its way around the paved hills.
“Now they are rebuilding everything,” my mother said after a while, turning back to me. “I cannot pass here without becoming upset.” She spit into her fingers and cleaned a spot on the dusty window. “We are not going to the shopping district on Ben Yehuda I have decided, Liana. Elizar is everywhere. Do you think he is trying to speak to me again after all these years?”
I tried not to look away from her.
“Do you think I’m crazy, Liana?” She asked.
The Arabic women, hearing my mother talk to me like this, laughed. They took out shelled and salted hardboiled eggs, eating them from cloth napkins spread on their laps.
Ivy was staring out the window in the back, at the promise of the new city from the distance. Ivy’s eyes, contemptuous and cold when they gazed at my mother, now grew peaceful, turned away from us, as if from some horrible swamp.
She was happier on the bus, pretending she was not with my mother and me. “Don’t look back at me,” she mouthed at me. Then she put her right hand over her lips.
I turned back to my mother.
“No, Mom, I don’t think you’re crazy,” I answered my mother’s question. But, my mother no longer remembered asking it, her eyes wide and distracted.
The rattling vehicle took us through an area where the dry dirt, shrubs, and wild fields on both sides of the road were partitioned and there were no military stations or high walls forming the jagged border between Jordan and Israel: metal wires had been hung, tacked up between tall posts like hosiery lines. There were places in the fields where large family houses were cut in two with the wires, one half in Israel and one half in Jordan. I studied the fragile borders of the turbulent, divided land.
“Liana, it has been many years since I saw this place.” My mother looked uncomfortable, as if she’d rather get out, walk in the fields. She tugged at the sleeves of her light sweater, then ran her fingers through the damp nylon of her stockings. She shook out her legs and fluffed out her sundress—a bright orange with iridescent circles. I looked at my mother, who had no respect for boundaries. She was straining to understand the unfamiliar, recently erected modern buildings in the distance, the borderlines between the paved and pearllike Jewish State and Jordan’s scrambled outskirts.
The bus moved faster, coursing up a steep hill. Soon, I could hear the muffled chanting marking the closing of the day. The men I pictured from the Muslim shops and streets were bowing in a mosque behind a large limestone wall, as the tall minarets of gold and silver behind the Gates of the closedoff ancient city bounced into view. As the bus neared Mandelbaum Gate, the Arabic women in black chiffon tarhas with silverthreaded shawls around their shoulders formed a line at the door. I rubbed my nose at the salty sweat smells of their thick,
embroidered habaras, their heavy black stockings.
The bus slowed down to let the Arabic women off at the entrance gate.
Suddenly, my mother got up from her seat, as if she saw someone waving to her from on top of the incomprehensible stones that were forbidden to us.
“Look,” she said, nudging me. “See the Gate? It used to be that we could go into the old city, before the War of Independence. My father’s store is in there, but they bombed it now.”
“Leshevet, behvakashah, sit down please,” the bus driver said, glaring at my mother from his rearview mirror.
“Shama, zeh Beit Meshuggeem? Over there, is that ‘The House For The Crazy’?” My mother asked him, sweetly. Then she walked forward and tapped him on the shoulder.
“Behvakashah, please,” she said, pointing to Mandelbaum Gate, and to a cluster of goats and beggars below us. “Po. Here. I go, too. With my daughter.”
She looked back at Ivy as I stood up. My sister was brushing her long hair.
“Ivy, you go ahead, darling,” my mother shouted to her. “Liana and I, we will get off here and meet you back at the house.”
Looking up from the dried, desolate soil after going down the steps with my mother. I could see the back of my sister’s head, her long hair inside the autobus as it took off again.
My mother pulled at my hand. “Now, only be still, Liana. Be quiet and walk with me,” she said. “Talk to no one and then we will be safe. My dress is American, and your face, my Liana, is American enough for both of us. Liana. This way . . . .” We kept walking towards the guarded Mandelbaum Gate. Sucking in our bellies, making ourselves small, we stopped and stood on the dangerous strip of border.
“Raga ahod—Wait a minute. Wait.” One Arab guard pulled a machine gun up his shoulder. His hand went out, in the queue between the last Arabic woman and my mother. “You. Wait,” he said.
“May I help you?” My mother said to him. “Is this Israel I am in? But, I want to be in Jordan.”
“Americanit?” He asked
“Of course,” my mother said. She opened her purse and took out a tourist map and a tiny brownie camera she had bought for our trip to Masada next week.
Was it the brownie camera? My mother’s smile? The American sundress? It was a full cycle of excitement that my mother and I lived in for ten or fifteen minutes as we held on to each other oblivious of any other passage of time that might forbid us our happiness. We got by the guards. Crossing onto a busy quarter on the other side of the border.
The blood rushed through my head. Buoyant with light and color, the market street throbbed, the swell of bursting activity and fruitfilled aromas mesmerizing. Outside tents and stalls, fabrics hung on clotheslines. Donkeys and goats were tied to stone posts. Inside the rows of stalls there were beautiful things: brooches, necklaces, and earrings made of tarnished silver; purple and black smock dresses; strips of satin and lamb’s wool, and olive wood religious artifacts.
Could I describe it? Stone and semen, a smell of bowels and body that was sweet. Here was a place nothing mattered but the senses. I was swept into a numbing paradise of things, standing with my mother. I forgot what we had done to get there: the Arabic guard station, the bus ride. I forgot that we had left Ivy alone on a bus, and even that Doda Esther was waiting for us, preparing our Friday night meal.
“Yes, yes,” my mother said, wanting to take a taste of the many sweet Arabic cakes and to buy some of the tarnished jewelry and bring it back home with us, or some of the embroidered cloths. What war? Her eyes seemed to ask. “Let us stand here and look,” she said. “Quiet, though darling, all right?”
“Yes,” I said.
We walked further into the center of the city, down the smooth stone ladders. My mother had my hand, and the air was scents: fried fish, figs, Turkish candy rolls, roasting seeds and lemon juice.
“Tov,” my mother said. “Everything I will buy for you, Liana, like before. And what else will we have this evening, Madam?” She took out a Kleenex and began dabbing at her lips, trying to spread her lipstick on them because its color had faded.
There was a dignity to my mother I didn’t see in the heavy hours at One Metadulah Street. She was young again and walking through the past, Wolf Silberfeld’s daughter with the gifts in her room from all the different parts of Europe my grandfather had business affairs in, who inhaled the fragrancesaturated air and smiled with her big lips and teased.
She grabbed at the fingers and held my hand tightly. She pulled me along by her side, and we squeezed past four or five other Arabic guards, drinking water from their metal canteens in a dirty vestibule, a “suq” that continued winding around some limestone columns where the smell of rose water drifted on the air, and the smoke of roasting seeds around a bend.
Shelves and pantries inside old shops held glass storage jars full of colored spices and honey, eggplant slices in jars of thick olive oil and whole red peppers. I watched the cleansing of the Arabic houses in the distance, rugs beat outside painted wooden balconies by large women holding straw brooms that looked like rackets.
“I hear there is war?” My mother called to a turbaned merchant standing in front of a stall of hanging silks and satins. “How foolish for us. I used to get these when I was a little girl.” The man nodded at my flirting mother. Her brown eyes coyly blinked. “Here, now, Liana. You will be all right,” She said. “But of course you are uncomfortable here. We will find you a habara to wear. I am certain. Now you are good. Very well. But, gradually she took off again. I followed her close behind, pushing through wildflowers and cacti that sprouted between slabs of corroded cobblestones in an expanse of vacant courtyards.
“This section here is like before the war,” my mother said. “Now it’s deserted. I am not afraid to come into these sections. That house over there must have been built by architects from Amman. Your grandfather took in commissions for them. They were in business together.”
I watched her fingers as she tossed the loose curls of her hair. It was calming. I was giving into her as she talked knowingly about the strange places we walked.
The stained stone walkway stretched under a vaulted ceiling and my mother, and I walked through on the cobblestone. Thin eucalyptus trees growing up through the walk broke up the sundown. Bits of light scattered in. The cobbled walkway took us through an ancient hall of columns, and when we came out, we had arrived at a group living quarters where there were ritual public bathhouses and tombs. Two small nuns in black bowed in front of some ruins, and a priest with a scarletred Russian turban was smoking a cigarette beside a church door. He saw us and crossed the vestibule.
“I am American. Christian. Does it matter?” My mother began, and he waved us along, away from him.
Turning another corner, we walked under an arch outside the church walls and I kept my head low and was quiet.
Some more Jordanian soldiers were chainsmoking by squalid piles of tossed garbage and metal scraps.
We quickened our pace, entering a walled quarter with wide arches of rosy stone and flat, singlestory rooftops that looked older than the Roman columns. Men in white turbans, all staring at us, padded barefoot through the courtyard gardens full of marigolds and tamarind trees. We soon drifted into vaulted souks below the Ottoman towers, towards blaring taped Arabic music which sounded like a swarm of bees.
A crowd was at the next bazaar, and I came to move more confidently, next to my mother, believing my appearance not to be so foreign anymore. And it was fun. Had become, or was becoming fun. But, I didn’t know exactly why, treading through the thick seductive air, I felt this way.
“You don’t have to think so hard,” my mother said to me. “We’ll eat something soon. We’ll drink ginger ale maybe.”
Early evening had made the air cool. Kerosene lamps were burning by doorways. There were even a few electric lamps under the tents of vegetables and nuts. Where the moon rose over the limestone ruins, the borders, and boundaries were almost invisible.
Shoppers were gathered around wheelbarrows filled with crates of fruits and vegetables, exchanging lira, currency from the Israeli banks.
We walked past more Arabic guards, and my mother smiled at them with her big lips. The dense air was filled with the unrelieved perspiration of the men. Their army posts were made of rocks and sandbags. Far in the distant hills, crumbling Arabic houses blurred into a maze of sacred domes and mosques. I could still see the surrounding mounds and hills.
Then my mother took a wrong turn. We walked into a blind alley, impassible. There were glazed blue doorways tucked into corners, lining darker, denser passages. I smelled the latrines near the holy sites, toilet holes.
Slowly, we came into an open square. Trash had been left to blow into shreds by the evening breezes.
“It was good that you were quiet,” my mother said. The refuse didn’t bother her, or the squalid stone. “No, we won’t be going down where there is no light again. Here there is more light.”
I had not seen the band of boys approaching us, six of them, darkskinned teenagers.
“Lira, please, missus! No speak!” One barefoot Arab boy ran up to me. He opened his left hand, flashing a box of brooches and some stones. “Look, missus, stones from the Holy Land,” he said. My mother grabbed for my hand. “You must be extremely careful here, Liana,” she said. “You must do exactly as I say, do you hear me?”
The stench of donkey urine fumed up the alleyway. I looked down and saw what the first Arab boy had been carrying in his other hand— a few plain stones that were wet and crumbly, like old hardened clay.
Then three other boys circled my mother and me.
“Very beautiful stones,” the first boy said to me. “I sell to you only. Souvenir.”
On the top of the Arab boy’s shaved head there were scabs, flies were stuck to his streetdusted nose. The boy coughed. His lungs sounded bad. Clumps of Nescafe powder had stained under his fingernails and hardened on his bad teeth. In the alley, their shredded sleeping cots and broken bicycles lay on the cobbled street.
Beyond us, further up on the Jordanian hills I saw tourist hotels with water sprinklers and carefully gardened flower beds. “Buy, yaldah, girl,” the first boy said to me. “Please, please.”
“Stop!” My mother said. “We are not tourists. I was born here. I am Sabra, yeled. Stop this!”
“These stones maybe from where you were born,” the first boy said.
“Little miss,” the boy said to me, coming closer. “Buy, buy.” His eyes seductively fastened on me, the same dark brown as the espresso in the Arabic cafes. He showed me the ordinary stones in his hand. “Oooahh—” he said, as though he was offering me gold. “Souvenir, missus. Please buy.”
The other Arab boys stepped away now and waited for him to finish selling.
“How much is it?” I asked the boy.
My mother yanked at my hand. “Liana, sheckit. For God’s sake, Liana.” She turned to the boy. “She doesn’t know anything,” she said to him. “You are not to come near her, do you understand?”
“Lama? Why?” He asked. He pointed his dirty fingers at my khaki shorts. “Yaldah shel’ach, AC/DC? Your girl is AC/DC?”
The other boys laughed, circling us again, their hands reaching for my mother’s pocketbook. “AC/DC,” they shouted. “Lo, yaldah! Not a girl! Lo, yaldah! Not a girl!”
“That’s not nice,” my mother said.
“I can have the daughter, missus, even if she’s AC/DC. Look, look!” The first boy shouted, and he started to unzip his shorts.
“Shoo!” My mother shouted to all the boys. “Yallah! Go! You will not touch her! Do you hear me?” My mother lifted me up and began running very fast down the alleyway. She ran through the stone carrying me under her arm, my legs kicking and I felt the sphincters in my stomach loosen as if I were going to heave out and then dissolve, but when she put me down on the ground again, it felt hard and I was dizzy, standing on it.
“Liana . . .” My mother put out her hand to steady me. It felt like a tiny tree that was clasping onto me. “Don’t fight me, Liana,” she commanded. “You don’t understand.”
“What do you mean!” The pain in my ribs from her hold was subsiding, which brought me only the fact that we were in a hole full of moldering garbage and stone.
“One more minute, please.” My mother wiped her finger across my face.
“In my eyes,” I said to her, “the dust. Get it out.”
She felt for my eyes with those fingers. Her left forefinger pushed itself into the moist whites, the unsuspecting ball and retina. When she withdrew it, I blinked, stung. She pressed up against my side. In the dark, her breathing was loud, and soft, and, in my confusion, I looked up at the early moon. I saw some lavender clouds through the crumbling turrets, a swell of moistures, and night. The air brought to me a sense of nausea, even disgust, and repulsion, then all shifted into a tingle, immersion, excitement, and thrill.
“You want some mineral water?” My mother asked me after a few moments.
She bent, kneeling down on the stone.
I put my foot flat. Still bent down, she adjusted my sandal buckles. When she stood up, she took hold of my elbow.
“I hate these shorts,” I said. “Why did you and Esther make me wear these shorts?”
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