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To my beloved mother and in her memory,
All my books were written in the light of her love and 
faith in me.



Family trees/main characters

Gavriel family
Joseph – the father
Esther – the mother
Amos – the son and Rachel’s childhood friend
Shlomit – the daughter and childhood friend of Yair
Seth – Shlomit’s husband
Rishi – Shlomit’s son

Avram – Yair’s father and Esther’s lover
Amira – Yair’s mother
Yair – Shlomit’s childhood friend

Shmueli family (from Kochi)
Hannah – the mother
Mordecai – the son
Rachel – the daughter

Noga – Yair’s spouse
Amalia – Noga’s mother
Isaac – Yair’s uncle and Amira’s brother
Ramiel – Isaac’s son and Rachel’s husband
Mrs. Simone – Holocaust survivor, Amira and Esther’s 
neighbor
David – the synagogue caretaker
The nun – Mrs. Simone’s friend
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Chapter One

Shlomit knew how Amira had killed herself. After all, wasn’t 
it she who would tell Amira, “this is how you should do 
it; it’s the quickest death, slit your wrists.”

This was her advice ever since Amira’s son, Yair, was sent 
away to boarding school, and her husband, Avram, was 
smashed to pieces in the train wreck.

“We always talk about my Uncle Benjamin, and how he 
died. You should die the same way,” Shlomit had told Amira, 
“although I never knew him since he killed himself before 
I was born, maybe even before my parents immigrated 
to Israel.”

Her mother and all the aunts would reminisce about 
him when they met and would recall how he had died 
instantly from the blood being squeezed from his body 
like juice from a tomato.

“So use the veins Amira, the veins are best,” she repeated, 
and Amira, even though she didn’t like her and her talk of 
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death, she continued to listen to her because Amira was 
nosy. Amira always wanted to know what they were talking 
about at Shlomit’s house, but it came from hatred. When 
you hate someone, you need to hear them talk to know 
what’s happening in their heart, and Amira really hated 
Shlomit ever since Shlomit’s mother, Esther, brought her 
home from the hospital thirteen years ago and presented 
her to Amira, as though she were some precious jewel.

But finally Amira grew sick of it, and she told Shlomit that 
she was stupid and mean. “And you should know that 
death is like an epidemic; when it does arrive, it’ll just as 
easily slip up one floor and knock on your window too,” 
Amira said and hurried into her apartment.

That was the last that time that Shlomit saw her alive. 
Later, she saw Amira’s blood flowing down the stairs, and 
after that, her dead body on the undertaker’s gurney. But 
she wasn’t afraid of Amira’s curse. She’d been hearing 
Amira’s curses for thirteen years now, and never once had 
they come true.

Ever since Amira had had her son sent away to boarding 
school, Shlomit had sought revenge, firstly on David, 
the lame synagogue caretaker, and secondly on Amira. 
Sometimes she changed the order in her head, and she 
wanted to take Amira down first. And if she wasn’t able to 
hurt the caretaker, at least she would wipe his presence 
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from her body that he had touched, from the inside, where 
ever since she’d felt like she was on fire. She hadn’t told 
anyone. At first, she wanted to tell Rachel, her new friend, 
the daughter of the Indian immigrants from Kochi who 
now lived in their housing project. But the minute she 
started to tell, her private parts would hurt and she had to 
stop. Rachel waited for her to continue the story, because 
Shlomit’s eyes showed that she was hiding something. 
That’s how the secret was buried deep in her body, and 
the vengeance became rooted in her heart.

On the day that Amira sent Yair away, Shlomit moved 
Amira to first place and David, the caretaker, was shoved 
into the pit that had opened in her stomach. 

That morning, as Amira’s blood flowed down the stairs 
from beneath her door, Shlomit stood wide-legged over 
the pooled blood and watched as the liquid dripped down 
the steps, from the second floor to the narrow entrance and 
from there to the paved path and to the dry ground where 
it was rapidly absorbed, because in Ramla, there’s nothing 
thirstier than the ground. But most of all, she was surprised 
by the color of the blood. When Amira would scream 
through the night at Avram and during the day at Yair until 
he hid from her in their hideout under the building, her 
mother would say that Amira screamed because her blood 
was green from hatred, especially toward her husband, 
Avram. Everyone would hear until they stopped hearing; 
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it became like a background noise. Amos, Shlomit’s older 
brother, told her that it was the neighborhood’s soundtrack. 
“While movies have soundtracks, life doesn’t, and that’s 
why life is nothing like a movie,” he used to say.

And even though she didn’t understand what he meant, 
it sounded smart. 

Amos was the smartest kid on the street, maybe in the 
entire neighborhood. He also knew English and how to 
read maps, and he was the only one who knew in what part 
of the world it was raining at any given time, and where 
the earth was drying out. He knew all about the world 
even though he hardly left the neighborhood. One day, 
he took her and Yair to the beach in Tel Aviv. The second 
time they went, they felt brave enough to bring along 
her friend, Rachel from Kochi, so that she would believe 
them when they told her that there was a sea in Israel and 
not just in Kochi. Since then, Amos became interested 
in India, and Rachel taught him all she knew. When the 
Kochi immigrants arrived in Ramla, Rachel’s family got 
an apartment in the project, and that made Amos happy, 
since all the other ethnicities were represented, and only 
the Indians had been missing. They were so quiet that no 
one knew what was going on in their home. There was 
never a sound from their apartment, so much so that 
people thought that they were always sleeping.

The scariest screams would come from Amira and Avram’s 
bedroom and from Joseph and Esther’s bedroom, Shlomit’s 
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parents who lived above them. Like a bunk bed, one 
apartment on top of the other, balcony over balcony, 
identical blue blinds and walls that were painted layer 
atop layer, year after year, and still the paint would always 
peel and drop like harsh words falling on your head, like 
rocks. When Shlomit asked her mother why Amira was 
forever yelling, Esther shrugged her shoulders and said 
that she was crazy. But Joseph, her father, turned off the 
radio and yelled from the other room, “she’s lying to you. 
It’s her fault. When your mother laughs, the whole street 
hears it, but only Avram, Amira’s husband, knows why 
she’s laughing, why her mouth opens like a curtain and 
her teeth peep out like an open pack of white candy.” 

Shlomit didn’t understand what was wrong with her 
mother’s laughter and what Avram knew. She loved her 
mother’s clear peals of laughter that sounded like the 
joyous cries you hear when children are playing. And 
when she was little, the next-door neighbor told her that 
she had a mouth like her mother’s, and the same lips, and 
that when her milk teeth fell, she’d probably grow teeth 
as white as snow. Shlomit liked the compliment even 
though she’d never seen snow. She didn’t understand 
why her mother’s laughter made Amira scream and why 
her father would sometimes call her mother a whore, 
especially after she laughed.

The first time she’d heard that word it was from David, 
the synagogue caretaker, who touched her underneath her 
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panties; ever since then, she’d felt a burning sensation, like 
your throat burns after eating spicy food. But she didn’t 
tell anyone because he’s the synagogue caretaker and 
wears a yarmulke, and besides, no one would believe her. 
So if Esther is a whore like her daddy says after he smacks 
her around a little, then probably her private parts burn 
all the time too.

But the truth is that Amira used to scream at Avram 
because he would look at Esther, who had been giving 
him the eye ever since they lived in the transit camp. 
(*Transit camps were refugee absorption camps in Israel 
in the 1950s, meant to provide accommodation for the 
large influx of Jewish refugees and new Jewish immigrants 
arriving to the newly independent State of Israel.) Then 
Joseph arrived and claimed her. And Joseph had been 
beating her ever since. 

Because she’s pretty, because she has teeth like candy, she 
had a laugh that could be heard all the way to their hiding 
place under the building, deep down where she, Amos 
and Yair had dug a hole in which to hide the treasures 
that they’d found in the field and scaffoldings.

She’d loved her mother’s laughter, but since it irritated 
her father, she started hating it too; so when she found 
herself laughing like that, she would cover her mouth with 
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her hand and turn it into a cough, but then she would be 
making weird snorting sounds, and Amos said that she 
might as well just laugh and be done with it.

Amos knew everything. Once he told her, “one day you’ll 
hear that people are walking on the moon.” 

“My Amos is a smart kid,” Esther would say. She felt him 
strongly ever since he was born, even though he was more 
Joseph’s son. And Amira, who envied everything, envied 
Esther her firstborn. Esther had had a child while Amira 
had nothing. She’d miscarried them all during the third 
or fourth months, and every Saturday morning she would 
say to Avram, “look at her, she took it all, all my luck and 
your heart too.” 

“Avram, listen to the crazy woman, listen; he hits her 
and she laughs. She’ll keep on laughing ‘til you hear her 
and run to her like you used to, but she was laughing at 
you then and threw you over when Joseph arrived at the 
transit camp and she picked him,” she continued.

They say that Shlomit looks like her mother, “as pretty as 
her mother.” She has thick black hair like hers that spills 
and spreads on her back, and twists and rolls when she 
moves. Shlomit likes that they have the same hair, and both 
have flashing green eyes, and teeth like candy. No one’s 
heard Shlomit’s laughter since she went into the synagogue 
that last time and then fled; she’d stopped laughing. Also, 
she was afraid that Yair would be sent away to boarding 
school and she would be left alone with her mother’s 



14 | Tsipi Sharoor

laughter and her father’s rage, who’d burn another one 
of her mother’s dresses every time. The minute she saw 
him enter the kitchen to get the matches, Shlomit would 
run and hide in her hideout under the building, so that 
he wouldn’t take his jealousy out on her too.

Yair told her that every time her father would burn another 
one of her mother’s dresses, his father, Avram, would go 
into the storage room and cry quietly.

Only during his shifts as a driver of the train from Ramla 
to Jerusalem and back would he allow himself to think of 
Esther and miss her; that was the only time when Amira 
couldn’t nag at him, and tell him that she knew who he 
was thinking about right now. He always missed Esther, 
the prettiest girl in the transit camp, the prettiest on the 
street, the prettiest in Ramla, and the prettiest of all the 
women that he’d seen in all the train stations. But even 
in the storage room, he would hear her laughter and then 
her quiet crying, after the burnings, the breakage and 
the blows. Avram heard it all and continued to sit in the 
storage room, ashamed that he couldn’t help Esther; in 
her room, Amira would sew a button on an old shirt and 
smile, and Shlomit and Yair would plug their ears in their 
hideout and wait until everything was over. Only Amos 
wasn’t there. He’d always be roaming through the shopping 
center, checking and re-checking the illuminated globe 
in the window of the stationery store, praying that one 
day that globe would be his. 
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After that, Avram also tried to escape; he would drive 
the train back and forth and would take over other drivers’ 
shifts. When that too didn’t help, and Amira would pester 
him more and more, he started to work day and night. 

Israel Railways said that he was their best employee. 
After the accident, they said that it happened because he 
worked so hard that one night he just couldn’t see anything 
anymore. He overturned the train and was killed, along 
with many passengers and many injured from Ramla, and 
that’s why the whole city hates Amira and is cursing Yair.

Following the accident, her mother would laugh again, 
but only sometimes, and quietly. Joseph didn’t understand 
how she’d still be laughing, even though Avram was buried 
deep in the ground. So he’d hit her to make her cry, but 
she continued to laugh, and in her quiet laughter, he’d 
hear a thread of contempt coming from her, and he’d 
think to himself how was it that he hadn’t felt her hatred 
before. Once Shlomit heard her father tell her mother 
that he sometimes thought that Avram was Shlomit’s real 
father and that she had flirted and slept with him behind 
Amira’s back.

When he heard Shlomit cry Yair, Yair, while she slept, 
he demanded, “how is it that my daughter, in my house, 
is calling to Avram’s son!” 

And Esther replied, “did you see Joseph, how our girl 
is missing that boy, they are almost like a couple, like 
husband and wife.” That would scare him, so he quickly 
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erased those thoughts and called her, like her mother 
always did, ‘Shlomiti.’

The truth is that sometimes she didn’t know who her 
father was. Joseph would always say that she was born of 
Esther’s infidelities; he never said, “Shlomit, my daughter.”

And wasn’t it Avram who’d patted her head once and 
called her, with an affection that she had never before 
experienced, Shlomiti’le, and divided sweets evenly 
between herself and Yair, as though they were siblings? 
But that still didn’t mean anything, she thought to herself 
fearfully. In their hideout under the building, Yair and she 
would always say that once they were grown they’d get 
married and build a house so far away from here, by the 
sea, because the sea will never reach Ramla, and Ramla 
will remain sad, like the old summer chrysanthemums 
growing in between the buildings. And she feared that 
maybe her father was right and maybe she was Avram’s 
daughter, until she would hear her mother beg him to stop 
and swear to him in the name of all the saints and rabbis 
and anyone else that both her children were his as well.

“Can’t you see how much she looks like you?” She’d hear 
her mother beg and cry, but she’d still feel her mother’s 
laughter hidden in-between the black folds of tears. Then 
Shlomit would want her to burst into laughter again, even if 
it did irritate her father and cause him to break something 
else, or maybe even burn her party dress. Afterward, she 
would climb on a tall chair in the bathroom and look 
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in the peeling mirror that would also peel a little of her 
reflection, and look for signs.

“Her nose is just like Joseph’s,” the neighbors would 
say. “See Esther’s narrow nostrils and eyebrows. There’s no 
denying that they look drawn, like they were retouched 
by a photographer.” 

She couldn’t find any resemblance to Yair or Avram, 
and would happily get off the chair, leave the bathroom 
and slam the door shut loudly so that they’d hear her, be 
quiet and go to sleep. Maybe tonight they’d make another 
child who’d only resemble Joseph, like Amos.

“Even Amos’s walk is like Joseph’s,” her aunts would say, 
“and his fingernails are unmistakable. Whereas Shlomit 
has Joseph’s aroma,” they would say, and she wouldn’t 
understand what they meant. Amos said that aroma’s a 
word that you say about something with an exotic smell 
and taste, even if it isn’t a spice. Shlomit didn’t always 
understand all of Amos’s new words, but she didn’t care; 
the most important thing is that Esther’s features are 
copied on her face, even if her front tooth is a little crooked. 
Shlomit loved these little signs that everyone but Joseph 
could see; he wouldn’t forgive Esther her life in the transit 
camp before they’d met.

“Everything’s nonsense,” she would hear her mother 
tell him over and over, “it’s all in your head.”

Yes, it’s all in his head, Shlomit mumbled to herself. But 
that day, when she was finally able to escape the hands of 



18 | Tsipi Sharoor

the synagogue caretaker after she’d tried to check again 
whether God had a face and body, and perhaps she’d hear a 
voice from the big ark like in the temples of India that her 
friend Rachel told her about, that day when she ran out of 
there and took a shortcut through the chrysanthemum 
and thorn field that scratched her legs, she thought she 
heard sounds coming from the roots of the thorns and 
dry flowers of the middle of summer. And the whispers 
turned into words that she swore to forget in that very 
moment; on that day that the summer sun burned the 
groundsels, there was a man and a woman there, and the 
voices were clear and the words sort of warm and raunchy, 
and through them the laughter that she recognized, her 
mother’s laughter, and Avram’s coughing voice riding 
on top of it. Shlomit couldn’t see them, but she could 
hear them, and Avram’s breaths and her mother’s sweet 
laughter, that wasn’t so sweet anymore, because she didn’t 
want to hear it any longer. 

It’s been twelve years; Shlomit isn’t sure anymore if 
what she heard was her mother and Avram or possibly 
Joseph’s sordid fantasies deceiving her as well.

But she remembered hearing laughter and hot breaths 
that blew away the white summer groundsels when she ran 
through the field, yellow with fear, hearing the synagogue 
caretaker moaning in her ear, and maybe also running 
after her. Everything hurt, and her insides burned, and her 
panties were wet, dripping, she couldn’t understand why; 
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she was trying so hard to hold it in, even when she was 
screaming into the hand with the sharp smell of tobacco 
and begging and calling for her mother, and crying between 
the velvet curtain of the ark and the big book, between 
the silent bells and the empty wooden benches. And the 
world disappeared into another place, and she swore she 
could feel her mind leave her body, draw away from her 
and escape the synagogue. But on her way home, when 
she heard the familiar laughter coming from the field of 
groundsels, she wanted to die.
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Chapter Two

Mrs. Simone told her mother, “Amira was afraid that 
someone would switch or steal her baby, so she marked 
him.” She tasted the quince jam and asked, “what do you 
put into this jam that makes it so good?”

“Cinnamon, cloves and a cup of sugar,” she told her, 
and Mrs. Simone sat down to lick the plate. But everyone 
knew that she really came over to “pour her heart out 
to Amira,” like her mother used to say, because for years 
they’d lived across from each other. Ever since Avram 
died, she’d sit with her three times a day. Yair said that 
Mrs. Simone had to talk from morning until she went to 
sleep, so she wouldn’t think. And now that Amira was dead, 
she’d come over to their house and talk. On the day that 
Esther made quince jam with cloves, cinnamon and a lot 
of sugar, she told her, “Esther, ma cherie, it was all a big 
lie. The thing that Yair has on his back isn’t a birthmark, 
he wasn’t born with it, there is no such birthmark; it’s a 
carving, it’s a knife, it’s fire. Esther, it’s Nazis!” said Mrs. 
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Simone, who was the only one in the neighborhood that 
was called “Mrs.” Because she came from the Holocaust, 
even though she was born in France and returned there, 
and immigrated to Israel from there, and Amos would 
visit her all the time because she would teach him words 
in French and give him the stamps from the letters that 
she received.

“Tell me Esther, cherie, would you do a thing like that to 
Amos?” She’d ask with her French ‘R’ when pronouncing 
‘Esther’ that would mix in her mouth with the quince jam.

That’s how Shlomit found out the truth about the mark 
on Yair’s back, the one that she’d stroke for him in their 
hideout, under the building, that wasn’t even a birthmark; 
it was a carving that his mother made on him. Every time 
that the scar that was left from the carving would burn 
him under his shirt, he’d ask her to caress it, touch it and 
she would touch and stroke it until the pain went away. 
Now that she heard, she didn’t move from the wall that 
divided the kitchen from the porch because she wanted 
to hear it all. 

“Amira, used her fingernail you know, it was her knife, 
she’d even open cans with it,” Mrs. Simone told her mother. 
Shlomit swore to herself that she’d never tell Yair what she 
heard from Mrs. Simone, so that he’d continue to think 
that he was born with the star-shaped mark, and that he 
was special, and not because his mother marked him, like 
the Nazis marked Mrs. Simone. And that he’d believe his 
uncle from the moshav (a type of settlement unique to 
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Israel that binds a group of residents, usually farmers, in 
a cooperative economic framework) who fetched him for 
the funeral from the school, that his mother died of grief 
for Avram, even though he’d heard her screams and curses, 
and saw how Avram would always run away from home. 
Because of the quince jam that filled Mrs. Simone’s French 
mouth with spit and a strong ‘R,’ she and her mother knew 
that she was going to tell how Amira made Yair’s scar.

Sitting close to the balcony wall was putting pressure on 
Shlomit’s knees, and her whole body ached; she was so 
curious that she even stopped breathing a few times, but 
when Mrs. Simone started talking about Yair’s birthmark, 
the boy that Shlomit loved most in the world, she didn’t 
care about anything else. In the middle of the story Mrs. 
Simone choked up a bit since she had asthma, which is 
what she called her cough when it choked her, especially 
when she’d show her arm to herself, Amos and Yair, or 
to anyone standing next to her. She would turn her arm 
around and say, “come on kids, count!” And they would 
count, and she would pretend to give them math exercises, 
divide by five and then there’d be a long pause like she was 
swallowing something, and she’d say, “that’s it kids. I had 
three: Immanuel, Alice and Rosie.” And then she’d pull 
down her sleeve and go. Before she’d reach the building, 
she’d turn her head and call for Amos to follow her because 
new stamps have arrived, and she’d say that he “was like 
her eldest.”
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He’d run after her without a word, but Shlomit knew 
her brother and knew how happy he was in his heart for 
every stamp he received.

“Amira’s babies died,” Mrs. Simone told her mother, like 
she didn’t know, like everyone in Ramla didn’t know that 
Amira’s body was like a baby cemetery.

“So after she miscarried over and over, finally she had 
this baby,” she said.

“Nine hundred grams is not a baby,” said her mother, 
and her small laugh slid out of her throat even though 
she didn’t actually mean to laugh when talking about 
Yair and Amira.

Mrs. Simone ignored it and said that the doctors here 
don’t have the right conditions. “This isn’t Europe, cherie,” 
and no one thought that the premature baby would survive. 

“I saw him, the poor preemie…” and for the first time 
Shlomit found out that someone visited Amira in the 
hospital except for Avram. 

“Mon Dieu, Esther, chicks are bigger than he was…” she 
sighed and tasted the jam again and her ‘R’ summersaulted 
in her throat like for an old cat. “They put him in an 
incubator,” she remembered. He looked like a tiny parcel 
that was forgotten there. 

“But when she brought him home, he was so sweet,” 
her mother said. Even as a preemie, you could see clear 
facial features, and the fingers…
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 “What fingers… matchsticks!” Mrs. Simone cut her off. 
She had to talk. “That department had a lot of preemies,” 
she said. “Never in my life have I seen anything like that.” 
They all looked like they came off a conveyor belt.

“That’s babies for you,” her mother said and mixed the 
curry-smelling rice that she’d started cooking. “That’s 
exactly what spooked Amira,” said Mrs. Simone, and her 
mother remembered the night that Avram came back from 
the hospital after seeing the preemie. That same night, he 
went up to their apartment, and how her mother made 
him tea even though Joseph couldn’t stand him, he was 
nice to him that night, because Avram was crying, “have 
you seen the baby? He won’t survive. How can you keep 
a baby like that alive?”

Before, when he said that to Amira, she got upset and told 
him to shut up, not to talk like that; of course, the baby 
would survive, and he left. Instead of going home, he 
went to the woman that he’d always loved, and she made 
him tea and a small dinner. He didn’t touch the food, and 
instead of thanking her, he just looked into her eyes; and 
Joseph saw, but this time didn’t become upset, because 
it was a special night, when Avram cried for his boy who 
might die. So Joseph lit up two cigarettes and gave him 
one to smoke even though he’d never smoked before. He 
smoked with her father and drank from the arak (liquor) 
that Joseph poured to calm him down, and he didn’t know 
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how to thank him, because Joseph had never been kind 
to him before.

Simone broke off Esther’s whirling thoughts and recalled 
the baby’s nametag. Even the “bracelet,” as she called the 
babies’ nametags that adorned their feet, didn’t calm her 
down.

“My baby can still be switched,” Amira said.
“Look at them, they’re all alike…” and her hands shook 

as she forcefully clutched him to her giant breasts, “and I 
thought that she’d strangle him in a minute.” 

“Tien,” I asked, “Amira, cherie, let me hold him for a 
little bit.” And she replied, “Mrs. Simone, it isn’t good for 
him,” and looked at the number on my arm like it came 
from a disease instead of a war… Mrs. Simone lowered 
her voice and concluded, “and don’t think that Amira was 
alone; bad things always have a partner…”

“What do you mean?” asked Shlomit’s mother, at the 
other side of the wall. Shlomit thanked her for asking the 
question. It started unfolding in her mind like a suspense 
story. 

“A very white woman stood next to her, someone 
they’d call an Albino, and her baby was so white that she 
was almost transparent, and the woman had scary eyes, 
frightened eyes, I couldn’t look at her. She heard Amira 
and also saw my number and told me, come on lady, you 
can hold my baby, but I left; who needs babies?”

Her voice was choking. She drank some water and again 
tasted from the jams, and Esther asked her to continue 
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because this was the first that she’d heard of this woman. 
So she continued to talk for maybe another hour, until 
Amos returned from school and said, “Mrs. Simone, I’ve 
seen some new letters from France in your mailbox, should 
I get them?”

And by the time that Amos returned with the letters 
and the key to the mailbox and carefully removed the 
stamps from the envelopes that came from France and 
ran to his room to organize them by country, she had 
said quite a bit about Yair, Amira and the scar that now 
we were all sure was actually a carving. She said it caused 
great suffering for the boy.

And behind the wall, between the porch and the kitchen, 
where she sat, her heart squeezed with longing. And she 
thought to herself, how she wished she could stroke the 
scar that Amira had made on him, even though she now 
knew that it wasn’t a birthmark, but she’d be able to calm 
his pain like she used to do in their hideout, before Amira 
had sent him off to boarding school and before Avram 
died, before Amira had slit her wrists like I told her to, 
‘cause that’s the best way to die. But she’d never tell Yair 
any of this…

All afternoon of that day, Mrs. Simone talked and talked 
and continued to tell her mother things that she didn’t 
know at all, because after Amira died and the apartment 
stayed empty, Mrs. Simone wanted to get everything she 
had left off her chest, like you remove furniture when you 
leave an apartment.
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“The nurse on duty at the neo-natal intensive care unit 
fell asleep,” she said. “Oh Esther, Esther, oh, merde, merde 
(like she would say when something would drive her 
crazy), and Amira sat there and looked at her half-pint 
child afraid he’d be stolen. She had one thousand eyes 
open, and she guarded him like an animal; she didn’t eat 
or drink. She was full of demons, and they ate at her brain. 
Don’t think for a minute, Esther, that I didn’t guard my 
kids just like that, but they were taken from my arms, I 
yelled, I screamed to high heaven, oh mon dieu! But no 
one there was listening.” 

And her mother calmed her down with a little more 
jam and asked her to continue the story of Amira, because 
everyone in the building already knew Mrs. Simone’s story. 
And Yair would say that even if he was awakened in the 
middle of the night he’d be able to recite the very short 
life stories of Mrs. Simone’s dead children.

“All preemies look the same,” her mother said in order 
to bring her back to the story of the hospital’s neo-natal 
unit. And Mrs. Simone ate a sweet slice of quince and 
returned to the story of the neo-natal unit, even though 
she would have preferred to talk about her children, those 
that she left behind; she didn’t want Esther to think that 
she wasn’t guarding them.

“Amira was afraid that her baby would get mixed with 
the other preemies and babies, Esther, tu sais (you know), 
they all look alike, like little ants coming out of the ground,” 
and if he gets mixed with the other preemies, how will she 
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know which one’s her son? His anklet with his name on 
it kept falling off, and what a foot he had, like a fledgling 
that fell off a tree. So she held him in her arms all the time, 
even though he should’ve been in the incubator in order 
to grow; she pushed him in between her breasts and kept 
feeding and feeding him, even though he wasn’t supposed 
to be breast fed, he was supposed to be bottle fed, through 
a rubber nipple, but she wanted him to grow fast, afraid 
that he’d die, so she kept trying to push her breast into his 
mouth. And Avram, whenever he came to visit, wanted to 
leave right away; he’d lie to her, like he always did about 
having shifts and being on duty on a train. But one time 
she caught Avram’s shirt with one hand, and with the other 
hand she held the baby very tightly and screamed until all 
the babies there started to cry, “Don’t leave Avram! Take 
him! Hold him! That’s your boy, that’s Yair, that’s what I 
named him, Yair, like your father.”

And Avram remained silent, like he has been for all these 
years, and before he left, he said, “leave me alone, that’s not 
my boy…” and I saw the fear in his eyes, he didn’t want a 
kid like that after all the babies that had died prematurely 
in Amira’s belly. He wanted a real baby, like your Amos, 
when you brought him home from the Maternity Ward, 
handsome, large and with those red cheeks… and I wanted 
to say to them, “give him to me, why fight, I used to have 
three…”

“And Avram left?” Her mother asked and her voice 
trembled, when she said his name, the balcony was 
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suddenly full of the smell of dry groundsels, and Shlomit’s 
whole body felt like it was burning from the inside, and 
she hoped that her mother wouldn’t inadvertently release 
a small laugh out of her throat – even though she knew 
that she was trembling.

Before Avram left, he told her, “tomorrow Amira, I’m on 
duty today.” And he escaped from her and from his half-
pint child. I didn’t have the heart to go with him and leave 
her, so I stayed there a little bit and looked at her poor 
baby, who didn’t really look like a baby or even a puppy. 
He was like a piece of skin, maybe skin made to look like 
a human. Amira hugged him and said, “Mrs. Simone I’ve 
won, just like my mother and grandmother that even 
though they had only half a womb each; they were able 
to give birth, and now, I did it too.” And the woman with 
the transparent preemie stood next to us the whole time 
and listened.

“Tell me Esther, how can God allow such babies to live, a 
bit of body, a bit of soul and they breath and eat and grow 
and stay alive, and there, strong people and healthy kids 
that survived all kinds of illnesses, died like flies?”

“And the woman?” her mother ignored what Mrs. Simone 
was saying and insisted on going back to the neo-natal 
intensive care unit; and Shlomit, behind the wall, again 
silently thanked her.
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“That woman stood there and held her baby girl, white like 
china, with no milk to give, merde, she had no breasts… 
not like Amira’s, do you remember? She had mountains 
there. So Amira says to her, give her to me, I’ll feed her. 
I’ve got a lot, my chick can’t eat it all, give her over to me, 
don’t be afraid, she’ll eat and I won’t have all this pressure 
of the milk. But the woman was afraid. Between you and 
me, Ester, we all were a little bit afraid of her too.”

And her mother finally gave her little laugh, even though 
they were talking about Amira, may she rest in peace, and 
Avram, may he rest in peace, like her mother would say 
when dead people were mentioned.

“And then the nurse came and said that visitors must leave. 
I left and Amira remained, as did the white woman. The 
nurse just left them there and said that she didn’t have 
the personnel, which is what they call the workers, and 
because both Amira and the white woman are persons, 
they’ll stay for another night.”

Mrs. Simone suddenly stopped talking, and her mother 
was talking when Amos entered with the album to show 
Mrs. Simone the stamps that he’d been putting in order 
in the French pages, and asked where his sister was. Her 
mother said that she was at Rachel’s house, and removed 
the lid from the pot on the gas range, and the smell of garlic 
with tomato sauce erupted. She gave Amos a plate with 
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meatballs, green beans and yellow rice, and Mrs. Simone 
probably watched him eat because he was hungry. Shlomit 
wanted Yair to be there with her, especially after what she’d 
heard. They could go together to their hideout under the 
building, right next to their treasure chest; she’d tell Yair 
for the first time that she too had a carving in her body, 
and maybe something else that she didn’t know because 
her mind had escaped her body. And she wanted Yair now, 
now more than ever, knowing that both of them felt they 
were burning and in pain.

Sitting by the wall twisting her body, but she couldn’t 
feel anything anymore; she wasn’t even hungry despite the 
smell of the green beans in tomato sauce that had burst 
from the kitchen and onto the balcony. She hoped that 
Mrs. Simone wouldn’t go and would continue to sit with 
her mother in the kitchen until Amos finished eating. 
Maybe he’d go visit the globe in the neighborhood shop 
window today and maybe her mother would offer Mrs. 
Simone some meatballs. 

She waited a little, and then it happened, but Mrs. 
Simone, who is a well-mannered woman from France 
said, “Let’s wait for Shlomit, maybe she’ll eat with us,” and 
she heard Amos chewing loudly and asking for seconds. 
Her mother gave him some from Joseph’s dish, “because 
Amos,” she told Mrs. Simone, “is at that age when his body 
needs a lot of food.” And Mrs. Simone remembered her 
husband, Jacques, and told them about the French food 
that she would make him. But he preferred his mother’s 
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Moroccan food, and all their talk about food didn’t interest 
Shlomit at all, and even annoyed her a little. And the cold 
floor had frozen her entire body, but she wouldn’t move 
until Amos finished eating, until they finished giving 
each other the recipes for the dishes that Mrs. Simone’s 
husband liked. Then they continued to talk about Amira, 
because her mother remembered that Amira loved her 
meat and potato pastel pie, the recipe for which she was 
giving Mrs. Simone who was writing down everything 
in French. She heard Amos’s chair grind and move back, 
and she knew that he’d finished eating and then he said, 
“Mrs. Simone, thanks for the stamps,” and she had a slip 
of the tongue and said, “avec plaisir, cher Immanuel.” 
Suddenly the kitchen was silent and Amos, who was used 
to her confusing them, said goodbye as if nothing had 
happened, and left.

Her mother and Mrs. Simone were silent. Mrs. Simone 
knew that Esther didn’t like it when she called Amos by 
her dead son’s name, even by mistake, so she quickly said 
to her, “tien Esther, cherie, did I tell you that Amira also 
marked the transparent baby girl of the white woman?”

If the balcony wall was made of cardboard, it would 
have definitely torn right then and there since she pushed 
her ear right into it so as not to miss a word, and her ear 
was open like an empty pot before her mother would fill 
it with her Saturday dishes. And that’s how she took in all 
the words that came out of Mrs. Simone’s mouth, even the 
French ones that she didn’t understand, even the pauses 
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that she would take to breathe through her asthma, and 
imagined how she was now pulling her sleeve, where the 
number that divides into five turns into three dead kids. 
That day she knew everything! And when Mrs. Simone 
talked about the transparent girl from the preemie unit, 
she understood why Yair sometimes felt like a white baby 
was riding his back.

All that night, Amira sat with the white woman and 
waited for Yair to gain weight. And the white woman 
waited as well, until the two became friends; Mrs. Simone 
continued to pour out all she knew.

“And Avram? Did he come back?” her mother asked, 
and again Shlomit felt like her voice was trembling when 
she said his name.

“No, Avram didn’t return. He was afraid of his baby, 
afraid to love him and then he’d suddenly die. I went in 
to bring him food and saw him sitting alone at home 
waiting for Amira.”

“I have no energy, Mrs. Simone,” he said to me. “You 
loved your kids, Mrs. Simone, you still do after seeing them 
grow up and laugh and sing, and only after that did you 
see them die. I don’t know this baby, and if he suddenly 
dies, so he dies, what can I do, at least I never heard him 
call me daddy.”

“I told him to go anyway, for Amira’s sake. But he’d made 
up his mind. Maybe, if he’d gone to Amira, she wouldn’t 
have carved their baby that night. When his name anklet 
fell off, Amira saw it and her eyes and heart turned. Merde! 
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She was all nerves. You know what she’s like, when she’s 
afraid, it’s like an earthquake, a war, oh mon-dieu Esther, 
do you know what she did?”

“Did she make a scene?”
“No. actually she was as quiet as a lamb, because she 

had a plan. And when Amira has a plan, she gets as quiet 
as a rock.”

Like the day that she’d slit her wrists, no one heard her in 
the days before she did it, and the next thing you knew, 
her blood was making a puddle on the stairs.

“So what did she do?” asked her mother again, and dragged 
her chair right up to Mrs. Simone’s mouth.

“First, she picked up the name anklet and threw it away, 
and then she took Yair out of his crib and placed him on 
her shoulder, took out her huge breasts and fed him, fed 
the poor mite out of both her breasts until he almost 
choked. You know, hardly a preemie, barely any lips, but 
he had the energy to suckle. How did she do it? I’ll never 
know. And her white neighbor just looked and was jealous 
about all the milk that was spilling from all sides. And 
Amira, who felt a little sorry for the transparent baby, told 
her, ‘bring her to me.’ She put Yair back in his crib, took 
the girl preemie and started feeding her, passing her from 
breast to breast. Do you remember what breasts Amira 
had? Putting her in between her breasts and feeding her 
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too, and she a preemie… but the baby actually smiled. 
And the woman said that it was a miracle; that it was the 
first time since her Noga (that’s her name) was born, that 
she was calm and full. She put her in her incubator and 
without a word, because of the duty nurse that may have 
nodded off, Amira took off her baby’s clothes, diapers and 
his little singlet, and his back was soft and white like fresh 
meat at the butcher’s. And like a butcher! Like a kapo!” 
(A prisoner in a Nazi concentration camp appointed 
by the SS to supervise other prisoners in exchange for 
privileges.) Mrs. Simone yelled, forgetting that she was 
now in Esther’s kitchen. 

And then she told the little preemie’s mother that from 
now on, no one would be able to take her boy and no one 
would confuse him with another baby, and she brandished 
her finger, the one with the sharp long nail that she used to 
open cans. In the little light that was in the ward, she put 
the nail in the soft flesh and took it out, in and out, and, 
like with hot iron, she painted a symbol on his back, and 
then cleaned the blood with a diaper and hid it in her bag. 
And her baby, I don’t know how, he didn’t cry – just made 
a small bleat like a lamb and fell asleep. And the woman 
stood there and saw it all, and Amira told her, “you do this 
to your baby too so that they don’t steal her from you.” 

And the woman, merde, she already had her own 
craziness, because like Amira, she too had lost previous 
babies, born dead, as if God didn’t love them. She gave 
her girl to Amira and told her, “do the same thing to 
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mine,” because she didn’t even have long fingernails; she 
used to chew hers to the quick; and also she didn’t have 
Amira’s cruelty. But she had a great fear, just like Amira. 
Amira told her to bring the girl and quickly took off her 
singlet, before the night nurse woke up, and it was almost 
morning, and soon she said there would be new nurses; 
so she quickly chose a corner of the baby’s back, the same 
place that she’d carved Yair, and then she put her large, 
sharp nail into the transparent flesh that was soft like 
white snow in the middle of Paris, and the star shaped 
symbol was clearly visible strong and deep, and the baby, 
whose back was smaller and weaker than Yair’s, didn’t 
even have the strength to make a noise, and fell asleep 
right away. They quickly cleaned the blood with a diaper 
and hid it too in Amira’s bag, and the two mothers, who 
before were afraid that the name anklets would fall off, 
took a look in the morning at the scars on their babies, 
shaped like stars, and calmed down. Now no one could 
exchange their babies, but I’m sure Esther, that anyone 
who looked in their eyes in the morning, could see that 
during the night, they were possessed by demons.



Calypso | 37 

Chapter Three

The first time she went to check out God at the synagogue 
was with Yair after Rachel had come to their neighborhood 
from Kochi. Rachel had brought pictures and little statues 
of Indian goddesses to their hideout under the building 
and had told them stories about them in her Jewish 
Hebrew School, along with what little she had managed 
to learn in school in Ramla. If she didn’t know how to 
say it in Hebrew, she’d say it in English, and Amos would 
translate and also add details from the encyclopedia that 
Joseph had bought him. Twelve volumes were bought, 
and, ever since, Joseph would remind them that because 
of the twenty payments that he owed the agent who had 
convinced Amos to buy the encyclopedia, they wouldn’t 
be eating meat for a whole year. And so it was, because 
Amos and his future, Joseph would say, they were his eyes…

But, because of the pictures and statues of the Indian 
goddesses, that were colorful and pretty and made from 
all kinds of materials that Shlomit knew from craft classes, 
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she asked Yair to go to the big synagogue in old Ramla 
with her, behind the groundsels field and the market 
where her mother would buy spices – even though she 
knew that she shouldn’t go there. Her father said that 
only hoodlums hung out around there because of the 
discotheques that were there. Amos told them that he 
had heard that the Calypso – the one everyone was talking 
about everywhere in town and was even being written up 
in the papers, was the most famous discotheque in Israel 
because a lot of singers and bands, before they became 
famous, would start singing and playing there – the songs 
that she, Amos and Yair would hear in their small hideout, 
the same songs that Amos would play for them from Radio 
Ramallah, because only he was able to tune Joseph’s radio 
down in their hideout and receive a signal. He would bring 
the transistor down while Joseph rested, after the news 
broadcast, as her mother used to say in-between peals of 
laughter; but she knew in her heart that it wasn’t funny, 
and that nothing funny would happen to them if Joseph 
was to wake up without his transistor radio. He would go 
crazy and break something in order to calm his nerves, 
like she heard Esther say once to Mrs. Simone. He never hit 
Amos, and she sometimes envied him that but continued 
to love him. Because her mother was right, it looked like 
God had given her brother an angel’s soul, that’s why 
everyone loved him.

So they would listen a little, say two songs, and then 
Amos would hurry to return the radio to its place in the 
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kitchen to avoid upsetting Joseph too much. Amos said 
that the Beatles that sang on Radio Ramallah were sure 
to become the Gods of music. And God chose Ramla first, 
since it was a fact that all the singers came all the way to 
Ramla and to the Calypso in the bad neighborhood in 
order to sing their songs. Also “I want to hold your hand” 
and “Lucy in the sky” were ones that they heard on Radio 
Ramallah. And so the Beatles also taught her and Yair a 
little English, Amos already knew English and even a little 
French that he’d learned from Mrs. Simone. After that, 
Rachel taught him some Indian words. Amos had to learn 
everything, all the time.

Twice a year, during Passover and Hanukah, they liked 
to go with Avram to Moshav Shoresh, to visit Yair’s uncle, 
but really to be a little with Ramiel, his son, who was 
Amos’s age. Amira would tell Avram, “take the boy over 
there, it’s good for him.” But Yair asked that she and Amos 
would come as well and ever since Rachel moved to the 
neighborhood, she would be included too. Amira would 
insist that Yair go alone, and Avram would answer her, and 
they’d hear this from the open window, “why not Amira, 
Yair is happy with them…” and they’d hear Amira prepare 
her reply, “he has Ramiel there, my brother’s son.”

Ramiel also liked their visits, because he was there all 
alone all the time with the chicken and the cows, with 
no friends, and when they arrived to Moshav Shoresh, 
Shlomit could see how excited he got. Yair didn’t give up; 
he knew that if he continued to insist, he’d eventually get 
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his way, and that they’d all go by train like they’d done in 
the previous year, and be treated like royalty, with Avram 
driving the engine, and they’d wave their hands from 
the window to all the far-away people. They liked going 
to Ramiel’s moshav, Amos particularly, because then he 
would also drive with Ramiel to the fields and Ramiel, 
who already drove a tractor, taught him to drive as well, 
and also showed him how to operate his father’s machines 
in the fields, and Amos would quietly listen to him and 
learn quickly. At that time, Shlomit would go with Yair and 
Rachel to the orchard and the grove to help the workers 
pick oranges and apples; at night, they’d sit on the big 
white terrace that was open to the fields because Ramiel’s 
house was the last one, right at the end of the moshav, 
and Ramiel would bring a small radio, and Amos would 
easily tune it to Radio Ramallah and they’d listen to all 
their favorite songs and sing all the words until Ramiel’s 
mother would tell them to go to bed because they’d have 
to get up early to feed the chickens and cows. Three or 
four days would pass quickly like that, and when they 
came home from the moshav, even though it didn’t have 
a beach, it did have clean air and a nice coolness to it, her 
mother would tell Joseph, “we’re lucky that Amira agreed; 
look, look at Amos’s eyes and Shlomit’s pink cheeks, and 
she also gained a little weight, it’s the air there, Joseph, 
it’s good for the kids.”

But he would answer her in a resentful voice, reserved 
forever to speaking about Avram, “you probably think 
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that he’s taking them there for Shlomit’s cheeks or Amos’s 
eyes… it’s for you, Esther, so that you laugh for him, so that 
you do for him… like in the transit camp…”

But her mother would cut him off quickly so that we 
couldn’t hear what he was saying, “enough Joseph,” she’d 
say, and her laughter would taper off. 

“The kids like it there, they don’t have much to enjoy 
here, and the oranges they bring back from there, look, and 
the apples. When have we ever bought them such big red 
apples?” Joseph would look at the apples and turn on his 
radio, and that was the sign that the discussion was over.

So that day, they told no one that after school they 
were going to look for God in the beautiful and large 
synagogue. At first they reached the “Gods of Music,” that 
is the hoodlums’ Calypso discotheque, and from there 
they went to the Jews’ God. Yair told them that he went 
there once with his father at Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish 
New Year) and saw a large scroll in a hidden cabinet, all 
covered in golden velvet and decorated with silver bells, 
and that in there you could see God. Shlomit got excited 
because it reminded her a little of the stories that Amos 
would tell her. When they got there, they were happy to 
find the door open, even though during the noon hour 
there were no worshipers there. They entered quietly. It 
reminded her a little of the quiet of the English cemetery 
where she once took Rachel to pick large red and pink 
carnations, real flowers that she saw only there. She saw 
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similar flower in Mrs. Simone’s living room, but when she 
touched them, they were plastic.

Yair approached the door, and she went behind him. 
The door squeaked a little, and that scared her, but Yair 
told here that there was nothing to worry about, anyone 
could enter a synagogue, it was God’s house. He climbed 
three stairs that were in the center of the hall, and she was 
right behind him. And then Yair approached the holy place 
and opened the Holy Ark. And they saw it, round and big, 
covered on all sides in a shiny bright velvet fabric; above 
it, there were silver bells and gold decorations. 

“Let’s open it,” she whispered excitedly and they both 
tried to open a lock that wasn’t really a lock, just a small tab 
that was threaded into a ring, and as they opened it. Yair 
said, “Hold it here and I’ll hold it there and we’ll open it 
together because it’s heavy.” Yair laughed and said, “I don’t 
understand how our God doesn’t choke inside,” and just 
when she wanted to reply that he wouldn’t be choking, 
because he’s the all-powerful God that they learned about 
in Bible class, they heard the door open and slam shut. 
They panicked and dropped the Torah scroll. 

Yair yelled, “Shlomit run!” and she ran even though she 
didn’t see anyone chasing her. And they started to run, 
but when they reached the end of the street, where the 
sewage flowed free and fetid, they turned around and saw 
the man that had entered the synagogue after them, and 
Yair said that he was the caretaker of the synagogue, old 
and also lame, and they didn’t really have to run. But they 
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ran away from there anyway. She didn’t understand why 
they had to escape, they didn’t do anything wrong, but 
when Yair told her run, she ran, because he felt everything.

They stood at the end of the street at looked at the 
caretaker. “Look at him,” Yair said and pointed at the 
caretaker. “Did you notice his face?” 

She looked but didn’t see anything special, an old man 
stood at the entrance of the synagogue. Just a man, he 
didn’t scare her and he even called out to them nicely, 
“come over here, cute kids,” with the voice of a good guy. 
“Come here and I’ll show you everything, I’ll show you 
what you wanted to see, come over here pretty kids, I’ve 
got honey drops.”

She actually wanted to go back, to see what was in the 
big book, and after running she was also thirsty and the 
honey candy he offered… well, she liked honey candy 
above everything.

“He’s a good guy,” she told Yair. Yair was silent and finally 
said, “Come on, Shlomit, let’s go back!” 

But she continued to stand and look at the caretaker 
who also continued to stand and talk to them from the 
entrance, as if he were God coming out of the big book, and 
saying in such a lovely voice, “I’m David, this synagogue’s 
caretaker, I’m glad you came to visit me, come in, don’t be 
afraid, I’ll show you everything, the Torah book and the 
bells that ring.” And when he said that, he suddenly put 
his hands deep into his pocket, and his pants quivered as 
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if he were showing them how to ring those bells that he 
mentioned, and they laughed.

It was funny to see an old lame guy rocking his body 
through his pockets. He was like a synagogue clown, who 
made them laugh, nicely calling out to them, and he also 
wanted to give them honey candy, which she loved.

“I’m gonna get the candy,” she said, but Yair held her 
hand and pulled her away, “Come on Shlomiti, it’s late,” he 
said and started walking. She stood there another minute, 
looked at David and waved to him. 

The caretaker raised his voice and shouted to her, “Oh 
well, too bad, I’ll give the candy to other kids who’ll come 
visit me,” and then he said in a different voice that she 
also liked, “My sweet children, come another time, God 
is always here. He never moves away, he loves David,” he 
laughed and it seemed to her that she heard something 
else in his voice, but Yair was moving farther away, and 
she ran to catch up to him.

They crossed the street and then the Arab market, and 
behind the alleyways they heard the songs that Amos would 
play for them from Ramallah Radio, and Yair said that it 
was probably music from the hoodlum discotheque, like 
his mother called the place that had opened in the Old 
City, where most of the Arabs were thrown out during 
the war, like her teacher had told them in the lesson 
before Independence Day. They stood by the sign that 
said “Calypso” and listened. 
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“I want to hold your hand…” that was the song… It was 
the first time that she heard a real person singing the song 
and not just the radio, she didn’t want to move away, until 
they sang “Lucy in the sky.” Yair said that the band was 
probably rehearsing since it was midday. She was sorry 
that Amos hadn’t come with them; he would have sung 
all the words quietly with them without going off-key. On 
their way home, Yair bought them both lemon popsicles 
from the allowance that Avram gave him. She never got 
any money from Joseph, and she only learned the word 
“allowance” thanks to Yair. They licked their allowance 
popsicles all the way home, and she prayed that the taste 
would last forever. And so, with the taste of the lemon 
popsicle and the honey candy that she almost got from 
the caretaker, and God that she’d almost seen, she thought 
that she’d go to the synagogue again, by herself, without 
Yair. And only after she’d go and ring all the bells, she’d tell 
Yair, Amos and Rachel what she’d seen. She thought about 
it until they arrived, but instead of going up home, she 
went with Yair to their little hideout under the building. 
Amos and Rachel were already there speaking English, 
with Rachel correcting Amos’s mistakes. Yair told them 
that they went to old Ramla, even though they weren’t 
allowed to, and told how they heard the Beatles from the 
Calypso discotheque. Now he was certain that it was the 
Calypso that was all the rage, he saw the sign. And with 
Amos saying that it was dangerous for kids to go all the way 
out there, they didn’t tell him about David the caretaker. 
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They sat in their little hideout around the iron chest that 
they’d found a long time ago one spring in the field of 
groundsels when they were in bloom, and everything 
was yellow with spots of red anemones that someone 
had forgotten to pick. Shlomit and Yair brought the chest 
to the hideout, cleaned it under the small faucet in the 
bushes behind the building, where the large trash cans 
were. They dug a small hole under the building and put 
it inside, and it was there ever since. They put everything 
in it, and so did Amos, and since Rachel’s arrival, she too 
participated. Rachel put the pictures and small statues 
that she brought with her as souvenirs from Kochi, all 
their little goddesses, but Amos corrected them and said 
that they were Gods, and she also brought from her drawer 
buttons that shone like diamonds. Yair brought a small jar 
with dead butterflies that he’d collected, and also sticks 
that he’d prepared to make kites and his card collection 
of the most famous football players, Ginsburg, Hodorov, 
and Shia. Amos put in the chest the book that he read to 
them from, and showed them the Equator and the world 
maps that he’d collected. He even put in the lyrics to the 
Beatles’ songs that he’d cut from the music chart in the 
newspaper, and everything was piled together. But Rachel 
loved it when everything was in order in the box, so she 
organized it and admired it silently.

The day that they came back from David the caretaker’s 
synagogue, instead of going home, they entered their 
little hideout in order to preserve the taste of their lemon 
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popsicles in their mouths and hands for a little bit longer, 
and to put in their box some shiny green pieces of glass 
that they’d found on the way, and also because it was the 
beginning of autumn, with a little of the smell of winter 
that she liked smelling.

But the rain didn’t really like to fall on Ramla, or like 
Amos used to say, “Ramla might be the capital of the 
interior lowlands, but rains falling in Ramla always turned 
into puddles of mosquitoes.” And then he’d read to them 
from his books, and they’d listen; they loved Amos, loved 
when he’d talk of rain and water. Because the ground 
in Ramla was usually dry, the air yellow and that’s why 
everyone called it “the Yellow City.” They also had blue 
stickers in the chest that Amos had brought from school 
that said “every drop counts” – some they kept in the box, 
others they stuck – at first, over the little faucet behind 
the building, next to their hideout, where the residents 
washed the trash cans; after that, they put them over the 
taps at school, and the rest they handed out to kids in the 
neighborhood and told them to stick them anywhere 
there was a public faucet, and even at home.

Amos was always talking about the Kinneret (the Sea of 
Galilee). He said that it was like a bathtub that never filled 
up, and that’s why there was no water. Sometimes, at night, 
before they fell asleep, they prayed for the Kinneret that 
it would fill up, but more than anything they prayed for 
Ramla. They knew that the sea would never reach it. And 
the small amount of rain that fell grew the groundsels and 
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the poppies in the fields near the neighborhood. Once in 
a long while, they even saw some tulips on the little hill 
next to school, but all the kids would pick them clean 
immediately, like locusts, as Amos would say.

When the summer was over and autumn too was winding 
down quickly, they knew that the winter would start here 
and all over the country soon; but it never reached Ramla 
on time, it was always stuck somewhere else. Yair would 
say that it was by the sea and the Galilee, so again they’d 
stick the “every drop counts” sticker, and Amos would tell 
them about the giant ovens in the high mountains that 
would warm the clouds, like getting the clouds hugely 
pregnant and quickening the rain to fall with silver iodide, 
and said that those were the generators mentioned in 
Joseph’s news.

At night, she dreamed about a rain cloud that came from 
the mountains to Ramla and blew to the market, and 
passed the market and stopped over the synagogue and 
waited for David the caretaker. It was a huge rain cloud 
that could drown an entire town, but David didn’t leave, 
and the cloud waited and waited and then returned to 
the mountain and that’s why the winter never arrived. 
If David was to leave the synagogue, Ramla would be 
mentioned in the weather forecast portion of the news. In 
the morning, she hurried to leave and entered their small 
hideout in the back yard, in order to get the dream out of 
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her head. Luckily, Rachel and Yair were already there. She 
asked Rachel to show her again the picture of the beautiful 
palace in Kochi that she’d seen from the window of her old 
house there, because that palace made her immediately 
happy. If only she was lucky enough to see a real palace, 
like Rachel, if only she were a princess in a palace with 
guards… and Rachel took out the pictures of Shiva and 
Kali too. Yair looked at them but wasn’t impressed. He said 
that he didn’t believe that they were real; they were only a 
story, and Rachel shrugged and said that that was the way 
of Gods in India, but Shlomit only wanted to know about 
the palace and asked whether princesses lived there, and 
Rachel said, “now it’s more like a museum.” And then the 
usual screaming started and they knew that Yair’s father 
was back home from his night shift. Then came the yells, 
“Yair, come home! Yair, home…!” and the swearing. Amira 
cursed Amos and cursed Shlomit, especially Shlomit, 
because Yair was there under the building only because of 
her, that’s what she’d tell him. And as usual, they pretended 
they didn’t hear, and then she’d open the window facing 
the yard and started screaming louder, “Yair, come up! Yair, 
come up!” And again she cursed, and she didn’t care that 
they could hear her cursing, and she’d say, “you’re there 
again, again with that bad girl, again all of you, again with 
that girl, a whore like her mother, again with the stupid 
brother? Don’t you have a home, don’t you have parents? 
Again at the little hole with the street girls?” 
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So Shlomit would curse Amira inside, and even silently 
wished her dead, so that Yair wouldn’t suffer and his father 
wouldn’t run away. Again Yair plugged his ears with both 
hands and shut his eyes, like he’d always do when Amira 
would curse at Shlomit and Amos. They waited a little, 
because at the end Amira would always return to the room 
and slam the window shut, but they’d still hear her yelling 
at Avram. When it grew quiet, Mrs. Simone would open 
the window across and yell out, “oh Madam, leave ze boy,” 
and they’d imitate her French accent, “oh madam, leave ze 
boy…” and laugh. It didn’t help, Amira continued to yell, 
Mrs. Simone continued to open and close her window, 
and Avram continued to hold his tongue. Until he died…
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Chapter Four

Shlomit didn’t love Joseph, definitely not like Amos loved 
him, but one day when he came home from work with the 
big bag that he always took to the factory with him, she 
heard him tell her mother that it was now his turn, that 
he was fired like a lot of workers had been fired, and that 
nothing would be the same. And she heard how from the 
middle of the sentence he started to cry, and how he, the 
strongest and scariest person she knew, became weak, 
like Avram, and he, the tallest man she knew, suddenly 
shrank. For a minute, she thought that maybe she loved 
him a little after all, and if she was used to hugging, she 
would have hugged him, but Joseph never hugged her, 
never kissed her, so she gave up the idea and entered her 
and Amos’s room and told him, “dad is crying, you should 
go to him.” 

But Amos did what he always did when he couldn’t do 
something – he paged through his silent maps and tried to 
guess which country was colored all green. She continued 
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to stand and asked him what was going to happen, and 
he said that they would go through what a lot of people 
went through, that’s how it is before wars. And she guessed 
that he’d read that in one of the thick volumes of the 
encyclopedia, 12 volumes that Joseph, who loved him 
so much, bought for him in installments. Now, when he 
wasn’t working, she thought that maybe the agent would 
come and take them, and her heart shrank with sorrow 
for Amos who continued to be quiet, but his face turned 
green, like that silent country that he was searching for 
in his maps.

She didn’t understand how Joseph’s unemployment 
was connected to the war. And even before she could ask, 
Amos left the room, took Joseph’s transistor radio from the 
kitchen and went downstairs. Afterward, she heard him call 
Rachel and tell her that he was going to the hideout, and 
she should come. And so she was left alone at home with 
her father’s tears, and she was afraid that he’d suddenly 
erupt and start yelling again, and now maybe even more 
because he was in this unemployment. Finally, it happened 
– her mother maybe smiled, or possibly laughed, maybe 
it was a hiccup. She didn’t notice but Joseph thought that 
she was mocking him and then his crying turned to anger 
and the anger to yells. 

For a few days now, her body was aching on the inside. 
Her mother said that it was because her body was growing 
and she pointed at her nipples that had become swollen 
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lately and were painful when touched. Soon, her mother 
said, she’d get her period, since she was a big girl now.

“Period.” She hated that word, and, more than that, she 
hated the thought that it would come out of her body. If 
only it never came, if only it skipped her, and her body 
would remain closed, like a baby’s that’s never been 
touched. She didn’t ask about the period because she was 
afraid. She was afraid of her thoughts and the words that 
would come out of her mouth, and especially she was 
afraid that someone would ask her. So she pushed the 
questions and answers into her body, together with David 
the caretaker, until he appeared again in her dreams. If 
Amos hadn’t awakened from her cries and awakened her, 
she wouldn’t have known that she’d dreamed. Amos was 
right, in all the radio stations and in all the news broadcasts 
they were talking about layoffs and people not having 
enough to eat. Her mother said that they had a little bit put 
away. She didn’t understand what that was, but it sounded 
good to her. Yair was already away at boarding school, so 
she couldn’t ask him, and Amos had begun taking his 
matriculation tests, so you couldn’t talk to him at all, but 
their “reserves” apparently weren’t much, because after a 
while her mother started to wake up early in the morning 
to clean the houses of people who had larger “reserves,” 
and, since then, she and Amos didn’t have lunch ready 
on the table when they got home from school anymore, 
and they would fry their own eggs and sometimes take 
a half loaf of bread, empty it out, and spread margarine 
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in it, cover it with a lot of sugar for sweetness and go out 
to their hideout. They’d always find Joseph home in bed 
with his transistor radio, listening to yet another news 
broadcast, “hoping that they would say that the recession 
was over, and maybe hoping for a war, but we’re strong.” 

Amos would tell her and Rachel, we have the IDF (Israel 
Defense Forces), the strongest army in the Middle East. And 
they’d be moved, together with him. But you couldn’t feel 
the strong Israel Defense Forces in their house, because 
her mother continued to leave early in the morning to 
clean houses and came home at night, “exhausted,” as she 
put it. And Joseph was ashamed and would shut himself 
in his room, but at night when he thought that she and 
Amos were asleep, he’d curse at her mother with really 
nasty words and in the same breath he’d curse the Prime 
Minister and the Finance Minister and say that they were 
responsible and guilty for the layoffs, and that people 
like him were sitting at home now and sending out their 
wives to clean. Such times were when she most wanted 
to be with Yair at Nahalat Israel, the boarding school 
that Amira had sent him to. Her mother yelled that only 
orphans went to boarding schools, and that she was not 
like Amira, she didn’t send children away. And Joseph 
would hear and tell her to sit down quietly or he’d slap 
her, but she continued; she didn’t mind getting slapped, 
if it would get her to Yair’s side, because they both had a 
secret, and they both had a carving on the inside, even 
though it had been a while. 



Calypso | 55 

And she’d think only of Yair who continued to write to 
her letters in his small hand writing, begging her to come 
be with him at Nahalat Israel, and he told her about the 
sea. “Shlomiti, the sea is right at the entrance, at the gate 
of the school, huge, like we’ve always dreamed we’d have 
in Ramla, but the sea isn’t stupid, it likes windy colorful 
places. So I want you to come and bring the treasure 
chest with everything that we’ve collected, and come… 
I miss you and the groundsels, and the kites…” she read 
his last letter over and over again. She took a deep breath 
and whispered to herself again and again that now it was 
life and death, so she went into the kitchen. Her father 
was sitting there still wearing his pajamas, his face full 
of stubble that was starting to look like a small beard. 
He was searching for lost stations on his transistor radio 
when she started talking fast, so that she didn’t regret it 
and so that he wouldn’t tell her to come back later.

“Go to your room, don’t interrupt me, the news will 
begin shortly.” 

And with a high sure voice, that seemed to be coming 
from the throat of another girl, she announced, “I want 
to go to Yair’s school, I won’t continue my schooling here. 
In two months, the new school year will begin, and I want 
to go to Nahalat Israel, with Yair.”

Joseph raised his eyes, and they were hard. He looked 
at her, and she was silent and she felt like a stranger in 
her father’s life, who must feed and clothe her; as if she 
weren’t his daughter.
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And he said, “you’re like your mother, dangerous. And 
now go to your room.”

But for the first time, she didn’t go and stayed standing 
in front of him. For the first time, she felt a little strong, 
even though suddenly her body started aching inside and 
out, even though his eyes burned with anger toward her 
but also toward all the people from the news.

She didn’t mind dying of hunger, she didn’t care about 
the news or the minister talking to her father from all 
those radio stations, and she didn’t care that they didn’t 
have any reserves left and that the rich people that her 
mother cleaned for had plenty, and she didn’t care that 
Amira was happy that Yair didn’t meet her under the 
building any more, and she didn’t care that her mother 
would suffer when she went away and Amos would be 
sorry and Racheli would have one less friend. She’d go to 
Yair, she’d go to the sea, she’d go far away from here, from 
the groundsels that grow so old so quickly, from Joseph 
who was angry at life, from Amira who continued to yell 
even though she had no one left to yell at. 

She was strong. She continued to stand in front of him, 
even when he threw her out, and she said in a soft voice, 
“Dad!” It was the first time that she’d called him that in 
all her years. He was just “Joseph,” until the day that she 
begged him to sign the papers that Yair had sent from the 
school and said bravely, “Dad, it’s by the sea that you’re 
always talking about… with Amos… with the news…” and 
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pointed at the radio that he continued to hold in hand 
out of habit.

“Remember, dad, how you’d always talk about it, 
remember? I never forget, dad,” she called him again 
“dad,” and he actually listened to her. For the first time, 
she noticed that Joseph was actually listening, he’d even 
set the radio down on the table.

“When I was little, you’d tell me that it was good for 
people to live very close to the sea, the sea heals sad people, 
and you said that people who didn’t have the sea or even 
a river would always walk around bent over.” 

He didn’t answer, he let her talk and she saw his eyes and 
his eyebrows connect in thought, and tried to remember 
if he’d ever really said that to her or that she’d read it in 
a book that Amos brought from the library.

“This is it, dad, I’m not a little girl anymore, I can make 
choices and I can be on my own, so I want to go to Nahalat 
Israel.” 

He remained silent, and looked around at the kitchen 
as if he’d never seen it before. He told her, “you’ve said 
enough… now go to your room.” He didn’t raise his 
voice and didn’t yell at her like she thought he would, it 
cheered her up.

“Yair says you get three meals a day, and at lunch there’s 
fish and meat and soup… everything free, and the books 
are free too, everything.” 

He laid his hand on the radio as if he wanted to repeat, 
that’s it, now go to your room, or maybe he wanted to 
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say, you’ve talked too much for a girl who I don’t love, 
but no. He’d listened to her, maybe because of his long 
unemployment, maybe because her mother was getting 
sick from all her hard work every day in strangers’ houses 
and maybe because of the hollow bread with margarine 
that she and Amos would cover with sugar. He put down 
the radio which he never in life parted with, and then said 
what she wanted so much to hear, “Bring me the forms.” 
And his voice was choked, like he was hiding something 
in it, like her mother, when she tried to choke down her 
laughter, but he wasn’t choking laughter. Only tears, and 
the words came wrinkled out of his mouth, but she really 
didn’t care how they came out when he said, “I’ll sign the 
papers, stop crying, you’re not a baby.” 

And she didn’t even feel that her face was wet the whole 
time and that her nose was stuffed with tears. Joseph signed 
all the papers, here and here and also here; she showed 
him and was standing so close to him, as close as she had 
ever stood next to him, and she wanted to thank him, and 
she wanted to kiss her father, whom she’d never kissed, 
and he too had never kissed her. Maybe when she was a 
baby, she didn’t remember. Now it seemed to her that they 
were reconciled, or at the very least, there was no anger 
between them. Even though she’d never understood what 
made him angry, she was always sure that he was angry 
with her; now she didn’t care, her heart was jumping with 
joy. She’d put all the forms in an envelope and send them 
to Yair and he’ll pass them along to the right people at 
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Nahalat Israel, he’d know. And they would be together 
again, without the cursing and the nightmares. 

And when the summer holiday was over she’d pack the 
empty suitcase that her mother had pushed under the 
bed, and go away to the sea, to the westerly winds, like the 
weatherman in Joseph’s news said, that’s how she always 
knew the weather forecast. Even at Nahalat Israel that’s 
located in the coastal plain, and she even knew the wave 
height, since Yair left to go there, she would listen to the 
weather forecast every day just like Joseph would listen 
to the news. 

She continued to stand in front of him and felt like 
she’d soon approach him and say, “thank you dad, I love 
you…” but he asked, “anything else?” and she was silent 
and continued to stand there, and no words came out. 

And then her body started to talk to her from the inside 
as if it had a mouth and thoughts, and the words that 
wanted to come out and wanted to tell him everything, 
even the secret that she’d been keeping about David, who 
was lame and couldn’t run after her. She wanted to tell 
her dad everything on that day to return the favor, even 
about the sound of her mother’s laughter coming from the 
groundsels when Shlomit was crossing the field from the 
synagogue and the Arab market, and she almost told him 
about Avram’s weak voice that came out of the flowers and 
said to her mother, who is Joseph’s wife, hot dirty words, 
that she couldn’t repeat. She came a little closer to him, 
almost touching him, and suddenly he asked her, for the 
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first time in her life, he was interested in her lessons and 
grades, were they high enough to get into this school, and 
Joseph’s interest warmed her heart, and her whole body 
that had been talking on the inside before as if from inside 
a machine that could not be stopped, softened and quieted 
and wanted to go to sleep, and she too felt like shutting 
her eyes, and she forgot that Joseph had been yelling and 
breaking things for all these years, because she had this 
one sweet moment. She had a dad.

But then Joseph asked, “anything else?” 
She didn’t answer and he asked again, “anything else, 

Shlomit?” and this time, impatiently, because the news 
was about to begin and he had to listen it. Maybe there 
would be something new, maybe he would hear through 
the radio a call to return to work at the factory and the 
regular announcer of the Voice of Israel Radio Network 
from Jerusalem would call all the workers to immediately 
return to their factories because the recession was over and 
the war was starting. Surely, things like that also happen.

Finally, he arose and walked slowly to his room. He’d 
listen to the good tidings there. And then he sort of 
remembered her, turned to her, but didn’t look at her at 
all and said, “go to the store and buy bread and eggs and 
tell them to write it down.” 

Her heart that had lightened, jump started her feet and 
she hurried to put the signed forms in the envelope and 
stuck the stamp that Yair had sent her with the forms. On 
her way to the store, she’d drop off the envelope into the 
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mailbox. When she got to the door, Joseph yelled for her 
to bring him cigarettes too. She ran and skipped down 
the stairs, but when she reached the second floor she saw 
the blood seeping under the door, getting absorbed in the 
doormat and trickling down the stairs.

That day when Joseph signed the forms that he agreed 
and was willing and ready that she study at the school and 
live there in two months, right after summer vacation, 
that same morning, when for the first time in her life she 
wanted her father to love her and that she’d approach 
him and kiss him on his rough cheek, because ever since 
he stopped working he’d also stopped shaving, that very 
morning when it seemed that everything was going to 
be so good and maybe they’d even say on the next news 
broadcast that the workers were being recalled to the 
factories, and that the recession, like Amos was calling 
the situation, was over, that morning – Amira died.
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Chapter Five

“It’s not my fault, it’s not my fault, it’s not my fault,” she 
ran into the groundsel field that had started to dry out. 
“It’s not my fault, it’s not…” she crushed the flowers that 
didn’t have a chance to drift away in the hot wind of the 
beginning of summer. She screamed in the field, where 
no one heard her, no one knew what she had told Amira – 
“Kill yourself Amira! Kill yourself!” because of what she’d 
done to Avram, because she’d sent Yair away to a boarding 
school, because Amira hated her mother, because she called 
her a street girl, because she wouldn’t let Yair play with 
her and when he did anyway, it made her even angrier. 

So she’d say to her, when Amira would yell from her 
window at Yair, “kill yourself Amira, kill yourself, like 
my uncle, slit your wrists, that’s the best way to die, the 
fastest,” because that was what she knew about death. 
“It’s my fault… my fault…” If she hadn’t told her… but 
why would she listen to her? She didn’t actually mean it, 
she whispered into the branches and the tiny leaves that 
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covered the sun. If only she had kept her peace, shut her 
mouth and not told her how her Uncle Benjamin did 
it, and that was so long ago, before she was born, then 
Amira wouldn’t have slit her wrists and all the blood 
that she saw would have been left in her body. Now Yair 
won’t come home for holidays from the school any more, 
and what would she tell him? I killed your mother! No, 
she wouldn’t tell, she wouldn’t tell him, she would keep 
this secret to herself as well, because no one else would 
believe this either.

I’m bad, I’m bad, she screamed into the groundsels 
that were getting older and older. Everything around 
her suddenly became old and ugly. She hated the old dry 
groundsels; she wanted them to be yellow and beautiful, 
blooming like in the autumn and the winter when Yair 
and she would make long chains out of them. If only time 
would roll back, if only life was like in books that she would 
borrow from the library. How stupid was Amira. Why did 
she listen to me and what’s going to happen to Yair? A 
comforting thought came to her, I’ll be his mother, and, 
for a moment, it was as if her despair was gone, but when 
she looked at the hated summer groundsels again, the 
taste of death returned and grew stronger and stronger; 
she could smell the smell of her blood from the stairway 
all the way to the field, strong like kerosene, choking like 
vinegar and garlic, and she couldn’t come up with even 
one good thought.
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She sat among the flowers and thorns until noon when 
the sun was strong, she lay down on the dry branches and 
trampled them all along her body, but the sun got harder 
and she became thirsty; her throat burned, and her head 
felt heavy and distant on the ground, and her stomach 
ached – maybe from hunger, maybe from all the sorrow 
– and her insides on that day didn’t burn at all, only her 
heart. She shut her eyes and when she wanted to open 
them, she couldn’t, as if someone was standing there 
together with the sun and pouring glue on her face. She 
tried to rise, but her body was heavy; she lay stuck to the 
hard ground as though someone from above was burying 
her into it, forcing her to lay there.

Later, she found herself in her bed, dripping mud and 
sand with a sharp smell of dead groundsels coming from 
her hands. She couldn’t tell if it was morning or evening. 
She raised her head, it was heavy. Amos’s bed was empty; 
his school bag wasn’t in its usual place, leaning on the leg 
of the table. The moisture underneath her bothered her. 
The bed was completely wet. She rose, but her legs were 
tied, and her arms were weighted, her head hurt and her 
face burned, Mom! Mom! She tried to cry, but her throat 
was scorched like meat on a flaming skillet, her tongue was 
stuck to her palate, her teeth chattered, and she couldn’t 
make a sound, and then she understood something – she 
remembered the groundsels’ field, remembered that the 
sun burned her face, remembered that she was thirsty 
and her tongue was stuck, remembered a big fire, the sun 
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looking like a Lag B’omer bonfire (a holiday celebrated with 
the lighting of bonfires), and that was all. She shut her eyes. 
The memory came back like an unstoppable train, even 
when the driver sees her on the rails, and she’s yelling, her 
tongue loosens up, her throat opens and she yells for him 
to stop, just let her cross the rails, but he only returns her 
memory and he doesn’t care that it isn’t really her fault. 
All she did was say to Amira, “cut! cut! That’s the quickest 
way to die. Cut… cut…” 

The door opened. Maybe the train door, maybe the driver 
came to move her. It was Avram, he came back to save 
Amira, he’ll put her blood back into her body, and her 
mother will wipe the stairs and tell her that it was all 
right, Shlomiti, everything is all right. Mother’s here. She 
opened her eyes, her mother was sitting next to her and 
putting an icy cloth to her forehead and petting her, but 
her hand was too heavy, like the sun that came upon her 
in the field. She wet her lips and kissed her and from the 
door she heard Amos say, “Shlomit, it’s not your fault, one 
does not die because of another person.” Her mother said, 
“Amira died because of her craziness, because of Avram.” 

And even though she was burning up, she felt her 
mother’s voice tremble when she said his name, and the 
room filled with the smell of new groundsels. She wanted 
to get up, run to the field and make a long chains of flowers, 
it would be so long, she whispered to her mother who was 
leaning over her, that it would reach Nahalat Israel and 
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Yair. Her mother cried silently and took off her clothes 
and wiped her off with a hot wet towel, and daubed her 
burned arms and face with ointment, and Amos wet her 
lips with one hand and petted her head with the other 
and said to her, “Amira wanted to die all her life, he who 
wants to die, dies.”

“Why would it be your fault?” her mother said and 
continued to wash her with cold cloths and filed the dirt 
off her nails. But Shlomit kept crying, and her mother 
begged, “Shlomit, talk to me, what’s wrong with you? What 
is it Shlomiti? It must be something. I’ve had a feeling for 
a while, a mother knows… what’s in your heart?” 

And Amos sat next to her and kept talking to her like he 
hadn’t in a long time, since they were younger, since Rachel 
moved to the neighborhood from Kochi and entered his 
life, and repeated lovingly, “it’s not your fault, it’s not your 
fault that she’d dead.”

“Amira had always wanted to die,” her mother said. 
“Avram would say that no one could kill Amira, only she 
could…”

The envelope… she remembered the forms that Joseph 
had signed, she ran to the field and lost it there among 
the thorns, it blew away, and she called her mother to 
help her find it, but her mother didn’t hear her, and she 
lost consciousness and the envelope with the forms that 
would take her away from here with the Westerly wind that 
would come straight from the weather forecast, and take 
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her away from Joseph’s anger, Esther’s laughter, Amira’s 
blood, when her head would become a doll’s head, it 
would detach and escape… and she wanted to run to the 
sea and fly in the wind, with Yair.
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Chapter Six

“The train overturned.”
A familiar, and, at the same time, terrible voice filtered 

down from Amira’s window into their hideout while she 
was organizing their finds in their metal chest, and then 
they heard Amira crying and shrieking strangely, like 
an animal being slaughtered. Never in her life had she 
heard such crying. Neither had Yair. She then went to the 
window and called to Yair, and her voice was already like 
a slaughtered animal with a little bit of breath left over, 

“They killed dad, Yair, they killed your father… they 
killed Avram… Israel Railways has killed… they notified 
me,” but Yair, instead of getting up and running home, 
suddenly started to scratch and yell in pain and she thought 
that Yair was also going crazy, like Amira. He rubbed his 
back on the building’s support pillar, and then took off 
his shirt and rubbed harder on the pillar, and his crying 
started to sound like Amira’s, and then he turned around 
and showed her his back with the birth mark like she’d 
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never seen it, because the birthmark became a huge red 
sore with white sores surrounding it like blisters. She 
approached him and wanted to help him, maybe hug him 
so that he would stop crying, but he thrust her away and 
twisted on the sand, and the birthmark on his back grew 
larger and was so red that she thought that a fire would 
burst out of his body at any moment. She wanted to run 
and get Amos or her mother, but Yair asked her not to leave 
him alone, and begged, “Shlomit, scratch me, scratch… 
scratch me… scratch…” he cried into the quiet that had 
suddenly enveloped the building. 

“Yes, like that… yes, yes… Shlomit, but just around it, 
not in the middle, that hurts… that burns… Shlomit… 
Shlomit…” she scratched and rubbed once roughly and 
once gently, like he asked, according to how he felt every 
time she neared the sores. She scratched the red circles 
surrounding the birthmark that was starting to look like 
a disease, a big swollen red sore that she couldn’t bring 
herself to look at. Her body ached as well, and she cried 
with Yair.

“Shlomit, blow on my back,” he asked, and she blew 
again and again into the birthmark that was like a coal 
in a bonfire, and she was afraid that her blowing on it 
would cause it to spark. He cried, and Amira’s crying 
could be heard from the window which now sounded like 
the cry of an animal that’s about to die. At that moment, 
she understood that it was real, Avram was really dead 
and Yair no longer had a father and then they heard Mrs. 
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Simone’s voice talking to her and then her mother’s voice, 
and both of them were talking with her more gently than 
they’d ever spoken before. Then she heard the voices of 
the neighbors from the first floor, those who weren’t on 
speaking terms with Amira because of the trouble she 
had given them, and who only used to speak with Avram. 
Even they were there and spoke comforting words, and 
it looked even more real that Avram, Yair’s dad, the best 
person she knew after Amos, was dead. The good man 
who gave her candy too, who took them to Ramiel, Yair’s 
cousin in Moshav Shoresh to pick apples and drive the 
tractors, because they also needed clean air, and because 
Yair begged Amira to let them join him at the moshav so 
that he wouldn’t be with only Ramiel, who loved it when 
they came over and would learn their city games, and loved 
Amos above everyone, and he taught him something new 
every time he came. Now, with Avram dead, they wouldn’t 
go to the moshav anymore. She thought about Joseph, if 
he were dead… but she was sadder about Avram.

“Let’s go home,” she said, “Maybe I’ll rub you with some 
of the ointments that my mother buys at market.” Yair 
stayed sitting where he was and yelled, “I never want to 
see her… I don’t want to see her anyone…”

But Amira burst out of the window facing the courtyard 
again and gave a sharp cry: “Yair, our father is dead, Y A I R!”

Yair shut his eyes and spoke, and his voice was far away, 
like it wasn’t coming from him, “a transparent baby is 
sitting on my birthmark, take her off… tell her she’s hurting 
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me.” He spoke slowly and quietly, “a white transparent 
baby girl is on me. Take her off, off…” she stood over him 
and looked all over his body for a transparent baby and 
couldn’t find her. After a little while, they heard Amos and 
Rachel’s steps in the back yard as they entered their little 
hideout and took them home, and her mother rubbed 
pungent ointments on Yair’s back, mixing a little bit of this 
and a little bit of that that she’d bought. And that night 
Yair stayed to sleep over. Amos even gave him his bed and 
slept on a mattress that her mother had spread for him.

And so, Yair stayed alone with Amira, and they didn’t go 
to visit Ramiel at the moshav anymore. Sometimes Ramiel 
would come to visit with his father, but Amira would get 
even crazier, like her mother said, and that’s why everyone 
stopped visiting her. 

For Yair and her, it didn’t feel the same, like before 
Avram died, and she noticed that he was suddenly too 
embarrassed to look her in the eye, and he didn’t come to 
their little hideout anymore, only on Saturdays, sometimes. 
But maybe it was because Amos started shaving the little 
moustache that he’d grown and now wanted to be alone 
with Rachel in the little hideout. And no one would speak of 
Avram anymore, after they buried him next to the English 
cemetery, where they’d planted the prettiest flowers that 
they’d picked in their lives. In the neighborhood, they 
were talking about institutionalizing Amira, even though 
Amira didn’t look sick to her, but she heard Mrs. Simone 
and her mother talking about a place for people in her 
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condition, maybe an insane asylum, but no one ever really 
said those words because if Amira heard them, she’d go 
nuts, and Yair would escape to their house and hide in her 
and Amos’s room until his mother was visited by a doctor 
that Mrs. Simone would call, because she was the only one 
with a telephone. And then Amira would sleep for three 
days and Yair would sleep over and his birthmark, that 
they suspected wasn’t really a birthmark, but some kind 
of witchcraft, didn’t hurt and didn’t burn any more. And 
she knew that they both had something in their bodies 
that they couldn’t talk about, and so she never asked him 
who was the transparent baby girl who rode on his back 
every time the birthmark became swollen and covered 
with white sores that masked its star shape.

And then spring came, and the groundsels in the field 
were like a yellow carpet with red dots of poppies, and 
they went back to making garlands and chains of flowers 
that they picked off their stems and they’d string them 
into a long stem and tie it off. And once Yair put one of 
those garlands on her head. He looked at her and was 
quiet, and she asked him if something was wrong. His eyes 
shone and he told her in a voice that she’d never heard 
from him before, “the yellow flowers on your black hair 
look like the sky and stars at night.” And when his voice 
shook, her body hurt and he asked why she shrank into 
herself like that, and whether she was ill and she said a 
little, maybe… and it seemed to her that she could hear a 
ringing sound from the flowers, maybe a peal of laughter 
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flying in the wind, hiding amongst the flowers that had 
suddenly gone black, in the middle of the spring, and she 
said to Yair, “come on, let’s go!” and throughout the rest of 
the spring they didn’t go back to the field to string together 
groundsels into chains. During the summer, that came so 
quickly, like it always did in Ramla, the flowers wilted and 
dried out in the sun, some turned white and blew off in 
the warm wind, and instead of hanging out in the yellow 
streets, amongst the scaffolding and the field that turned 
black from summer fires, they went up to the third floor 
and found her mother, who came in early from cleaning 
houses after buying meat with that day’s paycheck. She 
ground it up until it was very thinly sliced together with 
the herbs that she’d bought at the Arab market and made 
small pies out of thick slices of potato; in the middle she 
put the ground meat that smelled like a green garden, and 
she deep fried it all. They could smell her mother’s fried 
pies, which she called pastels, from the street and at the 
kitchen table they were eaten rapidly, one after the other, 
and their eyes teared with happiness that the taste brought 
them, and Esther asked if something had happened, but 
they just shook their heads, since their mouths were full, 
and the taste of the meat was intoxicating.

She couldn’t remember the last time she ate meat 
in that kitchen, maybe since Joseph bought Amos his 
encyclopedia, maybe since the minister who spoke with 
Joseph from the radio started talking about the recession 
and Joseph sat in the room and just changed stations on his 
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transistor. But when she started to bite into her fifth pie, 
she remembered the sores that she saw on Yair’s back, and 
put the pie in Yair’s plate who ate it too, and remembered 
how Yair looked at her in the spring and crowned her hair 
with a groundsels garland and what he said to her, and 
her body started to burn. The caretaker ran behind her 
through the yellow flowers and laughed, and her mother 
asked, “Shlomit, what’s wrong?” but, instead of answering, 
she ran to the bathroom and threw up the pies. 

Yair didn’t stay long in Ramla; Mrs. Simone already 
guessed it during Avram’s shiva (seven days of mourning), 
but no one paid attention to anything she said nor to 
the number on her arm, the one she would show during 
other people’s calamities. Because everyone talked about 
the train accident that happened between Ramla and 
Jerusalem. Because of it, cursed Amira and Yair, ten people 
had died and so many were injured, all because of one 
engine driver was so tired that he didn’t notice the traffic 
sign, and had he survived the crash, they probably would 
have killed him.

That’s why Mrs. Simone said that Amira was sick of being 
alive, because she would often talk about her death. But 
even before that, she said that she’d send Yair away to a 
boarding school.

After that, David the caretaker would appear to her even 
during the day, and Amos would say again that she was 
screaming in her sleep and talking in her dreams, and 
the teacher told her mother that she was deteriorating in 
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school. And she thought that if Yair really left, that she’d 
go with him. She hated school anyway, and she said as 
much to Joseph. She wasn’t afraid of him anymore, and 
she didn’t care if he hit her. She didn’t care about anything 
anymore and told Rachel that even the Mattancherry 
Palace in Kochi didn’t interest her anymore, she didn’t 
believe it really existed, it was an Indian invention. She 
didn’t want to go with Rachel and Amos anymore to see 
the blue globe that the salesman would light up from the 
inside and then you could clearly see the continents and 
the oceans. They had already stopped going to the moshav 
and when Ramiel would arrive with his father to Ramla, 
he’d sit with them in their little hideout like he did when 
he was little and look at them enviously because they 
were always together and he was always alone. So Amos 
would also take him to see the blue lighted globe and 
taught him a few things and Ramiel invited him back to 
the moshav and was proud to be able to offer something 
to Amos, and he’d say, “when you come by, I’ll teach you 
to drive my father’s van.” 

Amos, who loved knowing everything, told her this 
excitedly, and for the first time, she wasn’t excited and 
wasn’t happy for Amos.

If Yair were to leave, she’d be alone, with her secret and 
with her night terrors and with Joseph who, when he was 
angry, would tell her mother that she wasn’t his daughter. 
With her mother, who’d go every day to clean houses, and 
ever since Avram died, she’d stopped laughing, and there 
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was a kind of grief hovering over the neighborhood, as if 
he had been everyone’s father even though he barely spoke 
with his neighbors. In the faraway neighborhoods, people 
started hating the Mano family and to point at them, and 
that was another reason that Amira had stopped leaving 
her house and continued to swear through the window 
as soon as she got out of bed, all tousled and disheveled. 
And one day, when her brother arrived from the moshav 
and she told him, “take Yair to a boarding school, I can’t 
raise him, I can’t without Avram. I want to die.”

Mrs. Simone told her mother and she heard everything, 
but no one believed Amira but her. It was then, when 
Amira put her unkempt head out the window and looked 
through her as if she was invisible, that for the first time 
she noticed that even though Amira looked at her, she 
didn’t actually see her and didn’t hate her and wasn’t 
calling her a street girl and wasn’t saying that she was 
a little whore like Esther when she was picking small 
chrysanthemums in the yard that were growing between 
the stones. She couldn’t understand how they would grow 
there without water. Amos said that it was because of the 
leaks in the sewage. She picked them before the Ramla 
summer could wrinkle and burn them. And dried them 
in a special notebook of “Israel flowers” and put it under 
the heavy encyclopedia volumes so that they flatten out 
and dry nicely. But before she walked up home with the 
chrysanthemums, Amira yelled into the yard in a voice 
that sounded nothing like her regular voice, it sounded 
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like it was coming from beneath the ground, “Tomorrow 
I’ll die! Just tomorrow and that’s it!”

The talk of another new death scared her. She froze where 
she was and looked at her. And Amira talked a little to her 
and a little to the bushes and asked, “what’s the best way 
to die?” She didn’t answer and wanted to run away from 
there because you could already see Amira’s craziness and 
her eyes were little holes with nothing inside them, “So 
what’s better?” she continued, “with a blade? gasoline? 
maybe a fire? maybe all these pills?” and she waved a bag 
at her. “Maybe your mother has poison for me? Yes, yes, 
she’d surely give me some.” And she burst out laughing 
and the hair that she hadn’t combed for maybe a month, 
stuck to her neck and forehead, she coughed and chortled 
with the laughter that she wasn’t used to. 

Shlomit continued to stand there and hated Amira since 
it was her fault that Yair was going away, and she’d be 
left alone with a secret and thoughts and no friends. She 
thought of Avram whom she wouldn’t see anymore, who 
had loved Yair, who had loved her as well, who had loved 
her mother, and, maybe he because he was thinking of 
her, he didn’t see the traffic signal. 

“So what’s the best way to die?” she asked over and over. 
And instead of leaving the yard, she told Amira, death by 
blade was best. “Slit your wrists with Avram’s razor… it 
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would be best if you cut your veins… that’s how my Uncle 
Benjamin died, it’s the quickest way that I know of.”

The next day, the van from the moshav arrived at their 
building. Ramiel’s father got out and quietly entered 
Amira’s apartment, and after an hour, he left with Yair. He 
was holding his suitcase in one hand and Yair’s shoulder 
with the other. She waited for him by the van with Amos 
and Rachel. Amira didn’t go out and didn’t see him off 
from the balcony like the neighbors were doing, and then 
Mrs. Simone came out to them, and then her mother came 
with a bag of cookies stuffed with dates that Yair liked to 
eat at her house, and her mother told him to take it. “Take 
it with you, eat when you’re sad.”

And only then did she see that Yair’s shirt was shaking, as 
if he had a spring of warm sparkling water underneath, 
like her teacher would say. She knew that the sores on 
the birthmark had reappeared for him again, and that 
he was scratching desperately. When he saw her looking 
at him, he lowered his head and his pretty brown hair 
shone in the light of the morning. She looked at Yair and 
knew that a transparent baby girl was now riding on his 
back. Her body hurt. She wanted to yell like she did in 
her dreams. She wanted to yell, “Yair don’t go, Yair run 
away!” She remembered when he told her to run at the 
synagogue, next to the scroll of Torah when the caretaker 
arrived, but she was silent like everyone else, as if they 
were going to Yair’s funeral. In the end, only Amos spoke 
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and gave him a book and told him to read it whenever 
he felt like flying far away. It was the book of travels that 
Amos used to read to them in their little hideout. Yair 
held the book tightly, and in his other hand, he held her 
mother’s cookies. Amos hugged him, as did Rachel and 
Mrs. Simone and her mother. Only she didn’t, and she 
didn’t give him a going away present. He looked at her, 
and his eyes tightened. So she ran away from there, crossed 
the sidewalk, the path, and went into the building’s back 
yard, bumped into the bushes, kicked at a stone that 
hurt her big toe. But she didn’t feel a thing; her body was 
empty, and her heart was on fire. For the first time, she 
felt something warm flow through her body, burst and 
overflow from between her thighs, and a strange smell 
passed through her body, a familiar scent like the smell 
that her mother gave off sometimes. She bent her head, 
entered the little hideout and waited for Yair to go away, 
and when she heard the kick of the van’s engine on the 
old road moving away, she lifted her skirt and saw that 
blood was flowing between her thighs.
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Chapter Seven

“From the moment I saw the two crazy mothers together 
in the Maternity Ward, I knew that nothing good would 
come of this. Tu sais, Esther, cherie, two women together 
scared that someone would steal their bebe, that their 
bebe would be switched with another, tous les bebes le 
meme choses, all babies are the same, that’s what they said, 
those two. They become crazy. Crazy and like animals. I’ve 
never seen Amira comme ca, even though I’ve known her 
since I came here, but since Yair was born, her madness 
grew, I think that the birth made her crazier. There was 
also cette femme, that woman that I’ve been telling you 
about the mother of that baby girl, Amalia. So she and 
our Amira became friends. A quelles friends! Friends 
in madness! But eventually they became, what you call 
here like blood sisters. Blood I tell you, blood. Oh Esther, 
cherie, so much of those poor bebes blood was spilled, I’ve 
already told you, but eventually it became like destiny, 
like a subscription for life, as if those babies’ souls and 
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bodies came together forever, even though they didn’t 
know, they won’t meet. And our Yair who’s comme mon 
fils, like my child, is carrying a white baby girl on his back, 
and she too, la pauvre, poor kid. I’m telling you cherie, I 
heard of things like this de la religieuse, from the nun.”

“Nun?” asked her mother in puzzlement, and Shlomit 
thanked her silently for asking all the questions and thus 
not leaving her to rack the brain afterward all day as to 
what Mrs. Simone meant.

“Patience! I haven’t reached that part yet, Esther, you 
don’t have patience for storytelling, you want everything 
vite-vite,” said Mrs. Simone. Her mother folded her arms 
and listened.

“So I’m telling you, this carving, it’s for life,” continued 
Mrs. Simone, until even she couldn’t stand it anymore, 
“because ever since they became comme deux enfants, 
like two kids, that a part of their heart was taken from 
them, and they’ll look for it all the time, all their lives, 
until they meet, and then…”

“And then what?” she burst out, and the book that she 
pretended to read flew to the other end of the kitchen. 
They looked at her, and by the pointed, sly gaze that Mrs. 
Simone gave her and moved it over her entire body, she 
understood. Mrs. Simone would have to tell everything 
and not omit any details, even though she was sitting in 
between them in the kitchen, listening and shivering.

So then Mrs. Simone told her and her mother the real 
story like she’d heard it for the first time from Amira. She 
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didn’t omit any details, and on that day they understood 
that Mrs. Simone, who wasn’t always listened to because 
she couldn’t stop talking, knew more than they’d thought, 
and if Amos were there, he would have interrogated her 
in depth and gotten even more out of her. But Amos was 
already in the army, and didn’t have time off on account 
of the war that was talked about on the radio and written 
about in all the newspapers, and you could even feel it 
coming in school because of the drafts and the long wait 
and that Rachel came over three times a day to find out 
if Amos was there yet, and would show Shlomit over and 
over the letters that he’d sent her.

Her mother wanted to sweeten Mrs. Simone’s tongue, 
so that the “real story” as she called the incident with 
the religieuse, the nun, would slide out easily, and she 
placed sweet jams and almonds on the table, because her 
father, since the wait for the war, had returned to work at 
the factory, and her mother had stopped cleaning other 
people’s houses and gone back to making jams from the 
quince and oranges and the little juicy pies and chicken 
and spinach meat balls with nuts and pinenuts inside 
that only her mother knew how to make. And when she 
offered refreshments to Mrs. Simone, her eyes shone and 
her mother asked, “Mrs. Simone, are you okay?”

But that one was babbling in French in her excitement, and 
then her mother burst into a small laugh that reminded 
her of her mother’s laughter from before Avram died, 
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and she said to Mrs. Simone, “If only poor Yair was here 
and eating, he loved these meatballs…” and they were 
silenced by her.

She started to shake, and her body hurt, and that pain 
that she’d known for a few years spread from her stomach 
and down to her crotch, and there it stopped. She doubled 
over in the chair and shut her eyes and waited for the pain 
to pass. And in her heart, she thanked the flavors and spices 
that fascinated Mrs. Simone who was complementing her 
mother, so that neither noticed her. After Mrs. Simone 
finished tasting everything, she willingly and energetically 
continued to tell about the preemies and the transparent 
baby who wasn’t really transparent, but was very light 
skinned so that you could see her veins and even the 
tiniest capillaries.

“They were like two bewitched children connected by 
their mixed blood, they became like one body. Tu sais, 
Esther, cherie,” she marveled, “what happened to this 
baby is happening to our Yair. The sores sur le dos, on his 
back that burn like a flame thrower, oh mon dieu, Esther, 
and the carving that was shaped like a star, un etoile. Even 
the baby girl who has the exact same thing, tout effet le 
meme chose! Tell me it isn’t a miracle?” 

Her mother only nodded so as not to disrupt Mrs. 
Simone from getting to the “real story,” as she called her 
story. Even she couldn’t hide her curiosity any more. She 
sat next to Mrs. Simone and swallowed her questions, and 
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her mother, who once would have told to go to her room 
to do her homework, said nothing.

And then her mother couldn’t hold back anymore and 
asked, “what kind of witchcraft was it?” and Mrs. Simone, 
uncharacteristically wasn’t quick to answer. Shlomit felt 
that their neighbor was on the verge of revealing a secret 
that she’d been sworn never to tell, but Mrs. Simone 
couldn’t stop herself and maybe she thought that there 
wasn’t anything left to hide with Amira dead, Avram dead 
and Yair not coming back. And the nun? They knew nothing 
about her until she told them about her as well and said 
that she too had already died of old age. And she – what 
did she have? Two neighbors who invited her over and 
were sometimes willing to hear about her children, “who 
were taken away there…” and there was nothing left to 
hold in her heart, which will also end one day.

And she told them everything. “Esther, do you remember 
that when Yair was born, and before Shlomit was born 
that I started to go to Moshav Nir Zvi?”

“Of course I remember,” answered her mother. “You 
found some relatives in the moshav who came back from 
there.”

“No relatives. Everyone was burned, everyone.”
“So who did you visit there?” she heard herself ask 

instead of her mother.
“Amalia!” 
“Amalia?”
“The white baby’s mother. I used to go to the hospital 
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quite often, sit there with Amira, she was so alone. Avram, 
you remember, he couldn’t stand to look at him, he was 
the weight of a chick, and so Amalia used to also sit with 
us and talk to me, but most of the time she was silent. 
Truthfully, Esther? At first she also seemed to me to be une 
fou, crazy, even more than Amira. They say that that’s how 
it is, that every woman, when she becomes a mother, goes 
a little crazy, but after a few times there I saw that she was 
crazy, how do you say here? Certifiable. She used to go in 
and out of institutions, and once when she was out, she 
got pregnant. Moi, je ne sais pas, I don’t know how they 
let her have the baby. But what a beautiful baby, I’ve never 
seen anything like it, curls d’or, of gold, big eyes like the 
sky, nonetheless, still tout a fait white, like European snow; 
I’ve never seen a girl like that one.”

“So you continued to see her,” her mother encouraged 
Mrs. Simone to continue. 

“Alors, I’ve told you, Amalia used to go in and out of 
institutions and sometimes she’d be in for a while, so 
her husband would bring over her sister to take care of 
the baby.”

“And the baby?” asked Shlomit who couldn’t keep 
up with Mrs. Simone’s slow telling and wanted to know 
everything and run and tell Rachel so that together they 
could write to Amos and tell him all about it.

But Mrs. Simone just smiled to her and said, “Shlomit, 
ma chere, always wants to know everything,” and laughed 
and her mother gave Mrs. Simone a glass of tea. And she 



86 | Tsipi Sharoor

continued to tell how she’d go there, and how whenever 
Amalia was institutionalized, the baby became sick.

“What did she have?” she couldn’t resist asking, and 
was sorry because Mrs. Simone wanted to tell the story 
at her own pace and didn’t like getting interrupted. She 
remembered how her mother and Mrs. Simone used to 
talk and whisper together in this same kitchen, and, when 
she’d enter, her mother would quickly quiet Mrs. Simone 
and say, “not in front of the child,” and she, who’d hear 
them whispering together would get excited that maybe 
they also had secrets.

Now that she was already fourteen years old, Mrs. Simone 
would speak with her like she spoke with adults. Her 
stomach knotted but she held it in, she didn’t want to 
miss anything…

“Once, they didn’t put Amalia away in time, and she 
threw the furniture, the dishes and the baby out the 
window. After a while, when her husband got home he 
found her crawling outside between the furniture and 
dishes, cette une miracle, really lucky that the houses 
in the moshav are only one story high and she had only 
scratches. And so it continued, every time that Amlalia 
would have an episode, the child would suffer, and the 
sores, sur le dos on her back would be full of pus so that 
you couldn’t see the star shape, oh mon dieu Esther, how 
that poor girl would suffer, yell and scream that someone 
scratch her there, rub hard, but it wasn’t possible, there 



Calypso | 87 

were sores all over.” said Mrs. Simone and sipped her tea 
that had cooled off. 

She felt her stomach float, she wanted to throw up, 
she wanted to pee, she wanted to wash her body in cold 
water, everything was burning and it ALL came back to 
her, as though years hadn’t passed since it happened. She 
sat bent over, almost touching Mrs. Simone who sat up 
straight and spoke with them loudly and with large hand 
gestures and continued to tell the story like an actress in 
theater, enjoying the attention her mother was paying to 
every word that came out of her mouth. They were both 
riled up, and Simone was queen.

“That’s when I first noticed that Noga, Amalia’s baby, 
and Yair had the same ‘disease’ from the carvings that the 
nun had made.”

“The nun? You said that Amira and Amalia had scarred 
their babies themselves…”

But Mrs. Simone, uncharacteristically fell silent, got up 
and started to pace the small kitchen as if she was caught 
red-handed and now didn’t know what to say…

“What happened there?” she got up and stood between 
her and her mother.

And even her mother didn’t care anymore that Mrs. 
Simone wouldn’t feel like a queen because she had a 
secret in hand, and got up as well and held Mrs. Simon’s 
shoulders, who was squat.

“What nun is this?”
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Mrs. Simone became a little alarmed and realized that 
she was stretching it out too much, so she sat down and 
waved her arms like she always did with the number 
on her arm, so that Shlomit who’d known the number 
since she was a little girl, thought it looked like all the 
numbers would mix and divide by five so that the result 
was three, “…I had three kids” she would tell the kids in 
the neighborhood, and Amos wrote down the number in 
his diary and promised Mrs. Simone that he’d remember 
it for her after she died. And her as well. And maybe that’s 
why she loved him best. 

So she continued the story, but without ceremony and 
without tea and jam, “Amira was alone,” she justified 
herself, “elle etait peur, afraid all the time, remember 
Esther? Afraid that they’d take him, exchange him, they’re 
alike she’d say, so she told me that she wanted to steal away 
her baby and run home with him. I said to her, ‘Amira, if 
you steal him and go, he’ll die on the way. He needs to be 
here in this incubator, it’s what’s keeping him alive so that 
he can grow up.’ ‘And if someone takes him,’ she said, ‘and 
if they switch him?’ she didn’t believe in anybody, not in 
the names they had on their ankles, not in the doctors, 
and Amalia next to her with her transparent baby, heard 
everything, she’d been sitting with us until we got used to 
her, but not to her eyes, she had very scary eyes, comme big 
saucers, they never moved and never closed. Oh je te jure 
Esther, cherie, I’d sit with those two crazies, sometimes 
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afraid and telling myself maybe I’m crazy too if I’m there, 
maybe they’re normal, guarding their children comme les 
betes, like animals, maybe that’s the only way to safeguard 
children, with a bit of crazy in your head, because without 
the crazy they’ll take away your kids, and maybe I wasn’t 
crazy enough to throw myself in place of my kids, maybe 
I should have said to the Polish officer, take my body… tu 
sais Esther, how pretty I was, tout a fait belle, all the men 
wanted me, but I only wanted my Robert, my poor man, 
they took him first, straight to the work camp, he was 
strong like a lion, but he was the first one to die, that’s 
what I was told.” And they didn’t stop her, because when 
Mrs. Simone spoke of her three kids, they’d let her talk it 
out until she got tired.

She straightened up a little, the pain in her body and the 
nausea started to go away. And, like always, her memory 
came and went, but never completely faded. She was quiet 
and waited for Mrs. Simone.

“Only craziness can you protect children like that… 
and they were lucky that God made them crazy like that.”

Esther put her hand on Mrs. Simone’s tattooed arm and 
patted her. Mrs. Simone took another taste of the orange 
jam on the table and chewed loudly.

“So I brought them the nun from the church next to 
the market and the big synagogue.”

And Shlomit’s body felt pinched and she jumped up. 
The two looked at her, and Esther asked her quietly if it 
was before her period, and she said that yes it was, even 
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though that was a lie. And Mrs. Simone said, “that’s what 
it does, it ruins a body’s balance until it becomes regular; 
it’ll be okay, Shlomit, don’t worry, it’s like this for everyone, 
ma cherie, you’ve become a woman…”

And before she got carried away and reminisced about 
her childhood in Paris, her mother asked, “why did you 
need to bring a nun, they were Jewish?”

“For the protection – for their peace of mind. She, she has 
powers, and she has séances. I used to go to her church to 
see my kids, and she’d bring them back to me in a séance.”

“What’s a séance?” Esther asked.
“She talks to angels, and they come back to me. They 

bring back my children, and I see them and hear their sweet 
voices, petite Rosie, petite Alice, mon cher Immanuel… I’d 
go to the church once a week, and there, in front of their 
Jesus, I’d see them, healthy and happy and they’d call me 
from the heavens with the voices of angels, mamma… 
mamma… come to us… come mamma… come get us… 
I’d go every week until she passed away from old age…”

Her mother leaned back and shut her eyes. She didn’t 
continue to pressure Mrs. Simone to keep talking about 
Amira and the crazy woman. Shlomit did want her to 
continue the story, but Mrs. Simon was with her dead 
children now. Her mother gave her a handkerchief and 
she wiped her nose, but she let the tears wash down her 
face and neck. Her mother cried as well with Mrs. Simon, 
and she sat on the chair and watched them cry. After a 
while, they stopped crying, and Mrs. Simone wiped her 
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tears and smiled at them as if nothing happened, and 
continued from where she had left off.

“When the nun passed away, they gave her a queen’s 
funeral. She was so pretty at her funeral in the church, a 
queen. They buried her with flowers and a shiny coffin, 
beautiful. She was the mother of the nuns there. One 
day I brought her with me to the hospital. At first Amira 
thought that she’d come to take her baby,” continued 
Mrs. Simone, as if her memories hadn’t taken her away 
a minute ago, “but I told her, Amira, I brought you this 
woman to help you. She’s a saint, she talks to angels, it’s 
true, elle n’est pas une Juif, she’s not Jewish, so what?! Do 
you know how many nuns like her saved Jews there? A 
woman like her, a nun from the monastery by the camp 
saved me and thanks to her I’m here now. She’s a strong 
woman. She talks to good angels, every week she helps 
me see my kids, she has powers, she’ll remove your fear 
so that no one will ever steal your baby, and then Amalia, 
who heard it all, brought her baby, and said that she also 
wanted a miracle, and always when she’s scared she calls 
angels, but they never come. Alors, the old nun stood 
there, it was night and the duty nurse had maybe fallen 
asleep under the little light, and she told them in French, 
and I translated everything, exactly what to do to get rid 
of the fear, and so she spoke and I translated, and she’s 
telling them to take off the babies’ clothes and lay them 
on their stomachs, and the nun who has a fingernail like a 
sharp knife, sharper even than Amira’s fingernail, prayed 
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to heaven and called upon the angels, crossed herself 
and put her nail into Yair’s body and he fell asleep right 
away like a little angel, and Amalia wanted angels for her 
daughter too, and said that if someone stole her baby 
she’d burn the place down, babies and all, so the nun 
prayed to Jesus for her too and carved with her nail also 
on the girl’s tiny back and she fell asleep tout suit, like a 
little angel, and now that she’s growing up, mon dieu, I’ve 
never seen such beauty,” Mrs. Simone carried on, tasted 
from the jam and rested on the chair as if she herself had 
finished the nun’s work.

Her mother was quiet. She was all wet from the tears 
she hadn’t wiped, and she didn’t even notice that she was 
standing the whole time because her body hurt so much 
from the inside, was pressing on her back. 

And then her mother spoke like waking up from a long 
dream and said, “that’s not the story that you told me a 
few months ago.”

Now Mrs. Simone was quiet, and she rubbed the number 
on her arm.

She approached Mrs. Simone and looked into her eyes, 
and for the first time in her life, she saw something there 
that scared her. She moved away from her and her mother 
who saw everything said to her, “Shlomit, go to your room.”

She looked out the window, the sun had set, the red sky 
burned, and one cloud that came up suddenly covered 
the sky and made her heart ache and she thought about 
the transparent baby. She would be Yair’s age now; she 
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imagined the two star shaped scars that the nun had carved 
with her fingernail or with something sharp, maybe a 
small cross that she used to carve stars on babies to guard 
them from being stolen or switched.

Mrs. Simone was already standing by the door and her 
mother asked, “and the girl’s mother?”

“Amalia… she slit her wrists in the nut house.”
“And her little girl?”
“Noga… she stayed with the aunt and with her father… 

eventually they married.”
“And you still continued to go there?”
“Yes… but after the wedding I stopped.”
“You stopped?”
She felt that her voice was like a bonfire that had gone 

out.
They told the girl that she must forget her mother. That 

now she had a new mother. What a girl… what a girl… 
every time that Amalia would be hospitalized, her back 
was like a flamethrower, poor girl, screaming as if she was 
possessed, “daddy… daddy… get him off me… take that 
baby off my back…”
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Chapter Eight

During the last spring in Ramla, all the news broadcasts 
that Joseph listened to spoke about the expulsion of the 
UN force from the border, the closure of the Straits of Tiran, 
and Aqaba and Israel preparing for war, and they also said, 
that the Soviets had stepped up their weapon supply to 
Arab countries. But on the day that they announced that 
the King of Jordan was going to join the war, they returned 
Joseph to work at the factory. For the first time in her life, 
Shlomit was proud of Joseph. At school, teachers who 
weren’t drafted told them that the recession was over. At 
night, she heard Joseph tell her mother that there was 
going to be a war and that the factory would now need 
many workers, and from now on he told her, “you’ll stop 
cleaning strangers’ houses and go back to cooking like 
before…” Her mother quieted for a minute, and it seemed 
that it was the right moment for her to break up in peals 
of laughter, even a small peal, a sudden one, like when 
Avram was alive, and in the morning he’d see her in the 
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kitchen humming the song on the radio, planning what 
to cook today, and also handing out food to the neighbors 
like before. 

But no laughter came from their room, just the same 
oppressive quiet that had permeated their home since 
Avram crashed with his passengers, as if the meaning 
of their lives was dependent on the floor below, and for 
both of them that was the place from which they got their 
zest for life. Before, she would hear Joseph moan and her 
mother laugh and in the morning he’d yell and she’d calm 
him, and after he left for work, she’d go into her kitchen 
and enjoy cooking. Since the crash, nothing! But after a 
while, when Yair left to go to his school and Joseph went 
back to work, her mother started to cook her delicacies 
again and hand them out to the neighbors who’d wait 
outside the door with their hands out, except for Amira. 
They’d ask for recipes again and again as if she hadn’t 
told them before how she prepared the meatballs from 
the meat and chicken left over from Saturday, that she’d 
ground and mixed with cumin and nutmeg and a bit of 
Bharat and little peppers that she’d ground herself. She 
would teach them and also fill their plates generously 
and spread crumbled peanuts and raisins on top and 
give some also to Rachel’s mother. She’d go downstairs 
and through the other entrance and up to the first floor 
and bring them some food to “taste,” as she’d say, from 
the fish in sauce and the jam that Rachel liked and also 
for Mordecai, her big brother, who’d just come home on 
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leave from the army. And Sarah, Rachel’s mother, would 
come over the next day and bring back the plate – this 
time full of Indian delicacies. And a new scent would 
permeate their house, a strong scent of curry, that same 
familiar smell that would sometimes waft from Rachel’s 
dress. And her mother didn’t leave Amira out either, even 
though she hadn’t opened her door since Avram’s death 
and Yair went away, Esther continued to bring her a plate 
full of fried cauliflower and thin slices of meat swimming 
in soft green beans in the spicy sauce that she liked, and 
she’d cover it in a white plate and put it by the door and 
yell, “Amira, I put the green beans that you like by the 
door… so you don’t starve to death.” Late at night, she’d 
hear the second floor door open and close; in the morning, 
the plates were there, empty. 

And she started to hope that with all the good things 
now happening at their house, maybe she’d find interest 
again in school, especially since Joseph and her mother had 
agreed a while ago that she could go visit Yair at his school 
next week, even before the school year ended, because 
since Yair had left, she couldn’t even feign interest in her 
schoolwork. And he, who’d waited and waited for her, had 
sent her new forms to fill instead of the ones that flew 
away in the groundsels field. She imagined her mother’s 
peals of laughter like before and Joseph reminding her 
that the laugher came from Avram. And he would turn on 
the big radio; on Friday nights, she’d hear him moan and 
on Saturday mornings, when Yair would descend to their 
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little hideout, Amira would call him from the window. 
In the afternoons, they’d go with Amos and Rachel to 
see the blue glowing globe in the shop window, and her 
body would be closed and happy both inside and out, 
and she’d finish her Israel history homework soon and 
go down to their little hideout to check on their treasure 
chest, and see if Amos and Rachel had found something 
“precious” to put in. 

Instead, Amos was drafted into the army. She was afraid 
that something would happen to him, but Joseph said that 
he wasn’t worried at all even though the radio kept talking 
about war and saying that it was “imminent!” Because 
Amos would write letters that came from “somewhere” – 
saying not to worry, that he wasn’t even in a combat unit, 
and he’d written Rachel that he was in the Signal Corps. 
As they spoke more and more about war, her mother 
stared to worry as well. Joseph said that she caught it 
from Rachel’s mother, whose son, Mordecai, was part of 
tank crew. Like Joseph, back when he was unemployed, 
her mother started going everywhere with his transistor 
radio glued to her ear. One day Isaac, Ramiel’s father and 
Amira’s brother, came to the building with two other 
people. Her father said that one of them was a realtor 
who he knew, and the other was probably interested in 
the property. They entered the apartment and closed 
the door. She went down a floor and stood by the door to 
listen like she used to do in her childhood, listening to 
what was happening in Yair’s house, but now she didn’t 
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hear the familiar voices that she’d wanted to hear, even if 
they were Amira’s curses and Avram’s quiet whispering 
voice. She would have even been happy to bring back Yair 
and Amira’s fights but with the sweet feeling that she had 
felt in the body that she used to have, before she thought 
of her mistake and even after she hadn’t listened to Yair 
who on her first visit to the synagogue yelled to her to 
run away, run away. Probably the scar on his back gave 
him warning; it felt things, and maybe his yell to “run” 
was a bigger warning. That’s what she thought when she 
stood by the orphaned door and listened to two strangers 
who’d come in with Isaac. She heard one of them, maybe 
the realtor, telling Isaac to sign here, and here and here 
below as well and then saying, all right now, shake hands, 
and there was quiet. Afterward, like at a wedding, they said 
mazal tov (good luck) three times, once this guy, then that 
guy and finally the third. 

And Yair’s uncle said, I need to go… who knows when 
the war might start and if it’s tonight… I won’t be able 
to make it back home ‘cause they’ll probably close all 
the roads around Latrun. And the man who bought the 
apartment laughed and said, stop it, it’s going to be a while. 
The realtor said, they’re waiting to see who blinks first; 
and they laughed in there and the echo of the laughter 
was strong because the apartment was completely empty. 
The man who’d bought the apartment said he’d transfer 
the rest of the money to the bank on Sunday, and then 
there were heavy steps towards the door. She hid behind 
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the stairwell wall and peered at them. She looked at 
the buyer and thought how this stranger was going to 
move into an apartment that was also hers and sit on the 
same balcony. Another woman, maybe his wife, would 
stand at the window and call her child who’d be playing 
in the backyard, and she wouldn’t know the child who 
would burst into the stairwell like she used to, and Avram 
wouldn’t be coming home tired from his shifts at Israel 
Railways, and another man would lift his head to peer 
at her mother, who might be standing on the balcony, 
watching him wistfully with the longings she still had 
for him, maybe giving him a smile, maybe a laugh, but 
nothing of all of this would remain. And the realtor, who 
made the deal, smiled, pleased. And the buyer also thought 
that he’d made a good deal. Only Isaac, Amira’s brother, 
left the house with a face of someone who had just buried 
his sister again. After they left, Isaac lifted his head and saw 
her peeking at him. He smiled at her, and for a moment, 
it looked like Yair was smiling at her. Something about 
his uncle and his hidden smile gave her Yair back to her 
but just up to the last step where she sat to listen to the 
buyer of Yair’s life and everything that had stuck to the 
walls and ceilings together with Avram’s silent laughter 
and Amira’s screams, and Yair flying another kite from 
the balcony all the way up and calling to her – Shlomit, 
Shlomit, catch the tail…

Now that Yair was gone and the apartment sold, it was 
another sign that he wasn’t going to come back, ever, so 
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she too would go away, and nothing any more would cause 
her insides to cramp. 

After Shavuot (Jewish holiday), her mother took out the 
old suitcase that had been under her and Joseph’s bed for 
years and dusted it off, and when her tears escaped and 
dripped into the suitcase and on their clothes she told her, 
“I’m only packing your summer clothes, Shlomiti; maybe 
by winter, you’ll change your mind and come back.” 

Her mother talked into the suitcase, and her tears were 
absorbed by the summer tanks and fancy dresses that she’d 
made her out of her own dress fabric scraps. She folded 
everything nice and tight, like she folded the clothes in her 
closet, and packed everything tightly so there’d be room 
left for the sweet and savory cookies that she’d baked for 
Yair and for her, as well as for the small jars of orange and 
quince jams that she’d made. 

Throughout this whole thing, she cried like a baby 
and said, “I don’t understand how I agreed to let you go, 
Shlomiti” – and this after all the days that they’d been 
preparing together for her trip. Even though she’d prepared 
a ticket and a reserved seat for her in the bus by the driver 
and the window so that she could ask him where to get off, 
and she could see the way from the window and learn it 
for the next times, she suddenly saw that her mother was 
regretting it, begging her to give up on the school, on this 
“nonsense,” as she kept saying, and promising that she’d 
let her visit Yair at the school often. But she wouldn’t hear 
of it, she was already there, running on the open beach 
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close to the school as Yair would describe it in the many 
letters that he’d sent her, and between the small houses, 
the flower gardens and the wide grass lawns; she was 
already there with Yair. 

And her mother cried saying, “when we started talking 
about the school and that you too would go there, it seemed 
so far in the future, unreal, but time, my Shlomit, there’s 
nothing more cruel.” She left the suitcase and hugged her 
and promised her the moon if only she’d stay with her. She 
stood in the middle of the house and didn’t know what to 
say to her mother, who was talking to her like that, with 
so many words of love, and her mother hugged again and 
kissed her face and hands and head. And then she said what 
Shlomit had never in her life wanted to hear, “Shlomiti, 
Amos is already in the army. Don’t leave me here alone 
with him. What kind of a life will I have… at least if… it 
was…” she said emotionally and bit her lower lip.

Shlomit continued her mother’s thoughts in her 
heart… if only Avram were alive and she knew that he 
was downstairs, close to her, even if not actually with her… 
her mother’s peals of laughter in her ears… yellow bells. 

She sagged and died again like the chrysanthemums 
that grew in the backyard right out of the paving stones 
and died the moment they were picked. And she heard 
her mother ask her, as she did every time that she’d felt 
dead inside, “Shlomiti, what’s wrong again? Aren’t you 
feeling well?” 
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And she answered like always, “just a bit mom,” and her 
mother would put her hand on her forehead again and 
say, “you’re just missing him, Shlomiti.” 

Because her mother knew better than anyone what 
longing was. And she said that she’d pack her books 
herself, and her mother went into the kitchen to cry into 
the pots. And she asked herself if her mother was crying 
over parting with her or crying for him… because ever 
since Avram died, she believed that all her tears, both 
visible and hidden, were just for him, because he was the 
reason for all the laughter and dresses that she’d sewn, 
every dish she cooked, and every jam she made. And she 
knew that this was what Joseph meant when he said that 
her mother refused him; she could hear everything from 
her room, and every one of her tears since the wreck was 
for Avram, tears that she didn’t dare shed openly even 
when she heard the people from Israel Rail come bearing 
the sad tidings.

But at his funeral, her mother cried like Shlomit had 
never heard before. She shyly watched the people standing 
around Avram’s grave that was already covered by dirt, and 
saw that they felt that her weeping was the most romantic 
that they’d ever heard. 

Everything was already packed – the suitcase with clothes, 
books, cookies, jams, and she said to her, “mom, I’m ready.” 

And her mother replied, “not now, Shlomiti, in a little 
bit, give me a little more of you.” That’s what she said, and 
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she didn’t know why deep in her heart she felt that even 
now her mother was still talking to Avram and not to her. 

So she told her, “okay, mom, I’m still here… I’m here… 
and coming right back.”

She’d go down to the street, to the path that led to the 
back yard, around the trash cans, past the small faucet 
that was already nearly hidden under the Lantana camara 
bushes that had grown wild in the yard, and the smell of 
the flowers was as always – strong, sharp and it caused her 
nose to tingle. She stood there for a moment, smelling 
the smell that has been familiar to her for all her life, 
she stooped to the faucet and pressed on the “every drop 
counts” sticker over the side pipe, the sticker that Amos 
had stuck there once, as he’d stuck a sticker on all the 
faucets in the neighborhood and at school, and entered 
her little hideout. She lifted the old blanket that they used 
to cover the pit that she and Yair had dug many years ago, 
removed the chest, opened it and pulled out the little 
objects that it contained, some of the treasures were a 
constant surprise to her, and some she’d lost interest 
in over time, but she couldn’t relinquish a single one of 
them, not the rusty nail, nor the smooth stone that had 
once brought her to tears… she left everything in the chest 
with Amos’s notebooks and mute maps, Yair’s sharpened 
sticks, the old coins and eroded medals that they’d found 
in the field, embedded in the mud. Everything was still 
there. She carefully closed the chest and tightened it with 
thick rubber bands, it was very full and she was afraid that 
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it would open on the way, and she placed it in the cloth 
bag that her mother had once sewn for her. She put it on 
her shoulder and looked into the empty pit, just like her 
mother stared at the hole before they interned Avram 
in it. Before leaving the little hideout, she touched the 
supporting cement column and felt herself parting with 
all her years there, and left.

Rachel came at midday and asked to escort her to the 
school, but she refused her as she’d refused her mother 
and said that she wanted to arrive there alone, and enter 
alone through the main gate of her new life, because Yair 
was awaiting her there. But her mother again begged to 
go with her, at least to the gate. She flatly refused and told 
her to come visit, maybe even with Joseph. She knew that 
she was hard on her mother. I want to meet Yair alone, she 
kept telling her. What she didn’t say was that she didn’t 
want to hear her crying in her new place, she didn’t want 
the flowers in the new place to also hear her mother’s 
weeping that both moved and revolted her.

 
In the afternoon, they came with her to the bus station, 
she got on the bus alone, sat as close as possible to the 
driver, counted stations and thought to herself that she’d 
been cruel to her mother. Now that she too was gone, her 
mother would sit all day and wait for a letter from her 
too. She felt sorry for her, but when the bus drove into 
the coastal plain and she smelled the sea and felt the 
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breeze that came from it, that was firm in her memory 
and yearnings, she forgot her sorrow and regrets. She got 
off the bus with her mother’s old suitcase and the metal 
chest hanging in the bag on her shoulder, the air was 
warm, but she felt the breeze from the sea. She stood by 
the sign that showed the direction to Nahalat Israel and 
knew that Yair was waiting for her by the gate. She was 
happy again. Her body was whole and clean and closed, 
her feet floated over the sandstone path that Yair had once 
described in a letter; she flew! And the chest bounced on 
her shoulder with all its riches, the yellow dress with the 
little pink flowers that she wore fluttered around her. And 
Yair was waiting by the gate, just like he said he would, 
“I’ll be there by the main gate.” 

And the driver had also told her, go this way, not that 
way. That’s the back gate to the school, that’s the sea. Go 
up the path. And so she did, and she didn’t care about the 
heavy suitcase, the chest, the heat and the humidity. Now 
it’ll be Yair, the sea and herself the way they’d dreamed with 
Amos and Rachel. She walked slowly and bowed her head 
letting the wind caress her like her mother’s nice warm 
hand, and her feet led her to Nahalat Israel, to the life that 
she wanted with Yair. Like before, when together they’d 
take the train, not in a regular car like everyone else, they 
sat in the engine with Avram, like royalty, she and Yair and 
Amos, before Rachel moved into the neighborhood from 
Kochi. When she arrived in Ramla, they became four, and 
Avram would show them how he would set in motion all 
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the cars of the train until they arrived and Avram would 
stop as close to the moshav as he could, despite the fact 
that there was no station there, or even a traffic sign that 
allowed him to stop, because Avram was the king of the 
train and they were its princes. And they’d get off slowly, 
so that everyone on the train could see them from their 
windows. And on the other side, Isaac would stand in the 
field, Yair’s uncle, with Ramiel, waiting from them by their 
van. She remembered the happy walk from the engine to 
the field, to the van to the moshav. While striding on the 
sandstone path, the suitcase weighed her down a little, but 
her breathing was light and excited. That’s how they used 
to walk there even dragging sandstones with their shoes, 
but her feet were smaller then, her hands empty and her 
body happy, and as they ran, the mountain wind wiped 
out the yellow heat that they’d brought with them from 
Ramla, and the taste in their mouths was still sweet from 
the candy that Avram handed them before they’d left the 
engine. They ran towards Ramiel, who left his father by 
the van and also ran toward them; he loved them so much. 
And then Rachel arrived from Kochi, and she used to join 
them to go to Shoresh and kids watching them would see 
four princes descending alone from the engine door with 
their shirts and dresses fluttering in the wind and Amos 
said, “it’s the wind from the Jerusalem mountains that’s 
blowing on us…”

Now it was the sea breeze that was making her ponytail 
flutter and her yellow dress flap around her thighs like a 
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dancer, and all her happiness carried on her shoulder, in 
the cloth bag, in the chest, and Yair at the end of the path. 
She saw him, she waved to him with one hand, he waved 
with both his hands, and his beautiful hair fluttered in 
the sea breeze that he’d mentioned to her so many times 
in his letters that now she felt it everywhere on her body 
and tongue. He ran toward her, she widened her steps as 
much as she could, they were together, the whole world 
twirled around her, the path ended, her suitcase on the 
asphalt, the chest put down, Yair approaching, looking 
at her and saying, “that same yellow dress, that I like its 
flowers.” 

And she blushed, and he looked at her and at her body. 
And she became flustered thinking he was checking if 
she’d gotten taller, because they always used to measure 
who got taller, but it was always him, and his shoulders; 
she didn’t recognize them, she hadn’t seen him in months, 
since Amira’s funeral, but the eyes were the same shiny 
brown-yellow eyes and his hair, no longer cut to the 
quick as Amira used to style it, it was growing wild, to his 
shoulders, like in the pictures in the magazines that she’d 
browse at the newsstand. 

And he said to her, “I’ve waited for you so long,” and 
she replied, “I know, you see Yairi? In the end I got here.”

He hugged her carefully, distancing his body a little 
and his eyes loved her like when they were kids, but 
there was something in them that was scaring her. She 
hurriedly diverted her gaze, and he took her suitcase. 
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But she continued to hold the cloth bag with the treasure 
chest; she hadn’t yet told him that she’d brought it with 
all its treasures that they’d collected over the years inside 
it, even Amos and Rachel’s stuff, because Amos was in the 
army and Rachel told her, “take it all, I’m too old for this, 
and when Amos finishes the army, we’ll get married.” 

She always felt that Rachel participated in the treasure 
chest and filled it with her treasures only because it was 
another path to Amos’s heart, so she gave it up easily, 
especially since Amos came home on leave so rarely, and 
since the “long wait,” as the period prior to the war was 
called, he only came home once. They entered through 
the main gate that had a large iron sign on it, Nahalat 
Israel. They passed through it, and that was it… she was 
in a different world, one step and she was in, a step back 
and she’d be back there…

They walked along the school’s paved pathways, that 
were bordered by wide grass lawns, so green, and the 
houses around were small and low with tiled roofs and 
flowers growing in-between, and the strong scent of sweet 
peas overpowering the scents of the roses and carnations, 
the kind that she and Rachel would pick from between 
the tombstones in the British cemetery. She widened her 
nostrils. She was drunk. The sea scent was strong. They 
approached it and crossed through the school. And Yair 
said, “there’s the sea; right on the other side of the school 
there’s a gate, the sea, and the waves can almost touch it, 
come see,” he said. Like before, when they hurried to the 
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groundsels field, he pulled her arm toward the gate and 
then she saw it… tall waves… like they said on Joseph’s 
weather forecasts… a westerly wind is blowing… and the 
waves’ height… She was here with Yair, like they’d always 
dreamed during their years in their little hideout, in the 
field, by the scaffolding, and in the yellow streets that 
they used to roam, searching for “treasure” to put in their 
chest. She breathed in the wind, and the sweet and salty 
scent reached her, and her body felt so clean and pure and 
closed; no none’s touched her, she hasn’t sinned, she’s 
done nothing wrong, it wasn’t her. 

And Esther is laughing, and Amira is yelling, and Avram 
is riding between Ramla and Jerusalem, and Amos and 
Rachel are whispering to each other in the little hideout, 
and she’s here with Yair, and the blue sea that she feels 
like taking a piece from and putting into their treasure 
chest, she’s reminded of it and takes it off her shoulder. 
She opens the cloth bag and removes the lid from the 
chest under Yair’s surprised gaze and says, “I brought it,” 
and he looked into the cloth bag and got emotional and 
said to her, “lucky thing you remembered.” He extracted 
it quickly and said, “let’s find a new spot for it.” He pulled 
her hand again and took her to the lifeguard hut and said, 
“Shlomiti, this will be our place,” and he bent under the 
hut and said, “this is the best place.” 

And she agreed, because this was the only place that she’d 
seen here so far. “This will be our hideout,” he repeated 
enthusiastically and started digging in the sand, and she 
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helped him, and they dug with four hands and deepened 
the hole. When they were done, they slowly lowered the 
chest in, majestically, and that made her imagine them 
again as two princes in the Mattancherry Palace in Kochi, 
the only palace that she’d ever heard of in all her life.

Then he said, like he was reading her thoughts, “it’s the 
scar.” And she thought, Amos always said that his scar 
could feel. “Remember, Shlomit, the stories that Amos 
would read to us from one of his books about the life of 
princesses and princes in a faraway kingdom, that they 
would die instantly if separated?”

She remembered that story, one of the many stories that 
Amos would tell them when they sat in the small hideout 
around their treasure chest that they were now transferring 
from Ramla, the yellow city to the beach of the coastal 
plain, under the lifeguard hut, and no one passing would 
know that a treasure chest was hidden there. A feeling of 
confidence filled her with soft warmth. She was overjoyed 
and burst into laughter, and he, who loved her laughter, 
laughed with her, not like Avram who never laughed, not 
to himself and not to Amira, but her mother’s laughter 
would move him and cause him to smile to himself. That’s 
what Amira would tell him, and from their little hideout 
in the back yard, they would hear it all.

Yair interrupted the thoughts that kept running through 
her head and spoke about those princes, who couldn’t take 
the separation from each other and would die. She put 
her hand on his mouth and said, “let’s not talk about it so 
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it doesn’t happen to us too.” She knew that talk of death 
and dying hurt him, and that’s why he stopped visiting 
Ramla even though Amos and she were still there. That 
was why, in all the letters that he wrote to her, he begged 
her to come to his school and spoke on her behalf at the 
school office, and wrote to her and sent her the forms twice.

Nevertheless, she noticed that, despite the talk of death, 
he was happy here, and she thought that probably he was 
no longer being ridden by a “white baby.” He tightened the 
pile of sand above the hole and together they smoothed 
over the mound so it didn’t protrude. 

He said, “come on, I’ll take you to the office and they’ll 
show you the girls’ quarters, and they’ll introduce you to 
the girls who you’ll be sharing a room with”. He looked 
into her eyes and told her that her eyes were greener and 
her hair so long. He pulled off the elastic band and her hair 
flew in the wind, and Yair gave her such a look as though 
she wasn’t who she was. When they got up, he stood in 
front of her, and suddenly he wasn’t in such a hurry to go, 
and he wasn’t in a hurry to take her to the office and tell 
them, here’s Shlomit. He just stood and looked at her, tall 
and strong, and suddenly she felt weak when those looks 
that she didn’t recognize from him insinuated themselves 
into all the holes that had become unraveled in her body. 

And then he approached and held out his arms that 
had lengthened and hugged her to him strongly and 
gently, but it wasn’t a hug that she recognized, like they’d 
hugged when they were kids in their little hideout and 
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in the groundsels’ field. His arms were now stiff, and she 
felt little muscles digging into her, and his shoulders 
were strong. It was a different Yair, with the same brown-
yellow eyes and cheeks that were already growing thin 
hair and a small trace of a mustache. But it was Yair, the 
same beloved Yair.

Still she moved away from him and he asked, “what 
happened to you? Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

And she shook her head and asked, “where’s the 
bathroom?” He lifted her suitcase, not before he made 
a small mark on the small sand mound, and said, “come 
on, you’re probably tired from the bus ride.” When he 
looked into her eyes again, she saw a different Yair, and 
something snuck into her heart, that maybe because of 
his scar he knew a little of what had happened to her at 
the synagogue between the curtain and the Torah scroll. 
But he spoke easily to her and his voice, that was no longer 
the voice of the boy she knew, made her stomach shiver.

“Come on Shlomiti, lets go in.” She felt her body fill 
with holes again. They left the beach and entered through 
the gate. When they reached the office, a fat and pleasant 
woman held her hand as though she were a child being 
taken to pre-school and said, “come on sweetheart, I want 
to show you your room and introduce you to the nice girls 
who’ll be in there with you.” 

Yair walked on the other side of her, and her body calmed 
and closed, and she too became soft and pleasant like the 
fat woman, and she almost wanted to shut her eyes and 
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sleep. She trusted this woman who told her that she could 
contact her with any problem.

The westerly wind caressed her, and the sea with its tall 
waves was guarding their treasure chest. She was happy, 
like before, when her mother would take her to pre-school 
and Yair would wave his kite at her from his balcony and 
Amira would call, “Yair, enough with the kite, get dressed. 
You’ll be late for school…” and how pleasant it was. And 
that’s all.

Now, she was at Nahalat Israel with Yair, and nothing 
was the same any more. The sea, the school, the girls that 
she’d be living with at the girls’ residence at school, who 
would scream and mumble in their sleep; she couldn’t 
understand what they were saying, sometimes they’d talk 
in different languages, and in the morning, unlike herself, 
they’d tell each other everything even about the dreams 
that they had and she’d listen and remain silent. Gabby, 
the girl who slept in the bed next to hers, said that she’d 
scream so loudly in her sleep that you could hear her all 
the way to the beach.

 “So what do you dream about?” Gabby asked her once. 
But she lowered her eyes, and, at the end of the school 

day, she hurried to the beach to meet Yair, since that’s 
where they’d crouch under the lifeguard hut, like in their 
little hideout at home. They’d take out the iron chest and 
extract their treasures out of it and add new ones, seashells 
and a knife and old coins that they’d find in the sand, and 
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try to decipher the mute maps that Amos had left there. 
Once they even peeked into his diary, but hurriedly put it 
back, keeping faith with Amos, far from Ramla, far from 
him and paying no attention to anything not even to the 
news on the radio that was warning again and again of a 
new war coming. At the school, all the male teachers had 
already been drafted and they only had female teachers 
teaching them. Students were asked to fill sand bags, and 
everyone was filling heavy sand bags and carrying them 
to the school and placing them around the classes and 
residences.

Those first weeks at the school were the happiest of her life. 
The sea was within easy reach, and she’d run to the beach 
and curl up in the sand and the waves and go back to the 
flower beds and the green lawns with Yair, but his rapid 
maturation bothered her. He’d look for her everywhere at 
school and wouldn’t leave her alone; she didn’t understand 
why she’d slip away from him. She would come close 
and then run, she’d want him but turn him away, ask 
for him and dream of him at night and in the morning 
she’d avoid his gaze. Yet she continued – “the important 
thing is that he’s here,” she’d tell herself. Just knowing 
that Yair was here was enough to bring back the taste of 
happiness. The girls who tried to befriend her would talk 
about losing their virginity and about the pain and the 
pleasure. She’d listen to their words spoken softly and 
crudely and loudly, and she’d get up and slip out of the 
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room when their chatter, like hot embers, would burn 
up her stomach from the inside, flowing upward from 
the bottom of her body. She would run to the bathroom, 
bend over the toilet and throw up, and her small piece of 
happiness would crumble away.

Since then, whenever she saw them exchanging 
whispered secrets in the room or on the lawn, a bunch of 
girls in the red sunset at sea, the scent of which she would 
never forget, she’d run to him or look for something else 
to do, but her body would burn and hurt. She had learned 
to disguise the spasm that she would get, but the girls 
who saw her behavior any time one of them talked about 
her first time, about the pain and the blood and the fear 
of pregnancy, told her to go, that she didn’t understand 
these things. A girl from another room said that she was 
threatening, that she might tell the housemother or the 
counselors and they’d be thrown out back to the city and 
from there they’d probably have to start working. The 
rudest was her roommate, whose bed was next to hers, 
who told her that she didn’t understand what Yair was 
doing with her. He was the cutest boy at school, she heard 
them laughing, and her other roommate told them that 
they counted sea shells on the beach and another said 
mockingly, “and we thought that they couldn’t stop doing 
it on the beach, ‘cause what else is there to do there,” they 
laughed. 

And the girl from the next bed said, “and he’s the one 
who brought her here, the Sacred Virgin.” She felt like her 
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body was opening again, and hands were crawling inside 
her and pulling out her intestines, taking from her all the 
virginities and membranes that they would talk about all 
the time as though that was the God of the school. She 
asked the housemother to switch rooms, but in the new 
room, the girls also exchanged whispered secrets, talking 
about her and Yair, and she would hear it all, and they 
didn’t even try to hide it. At first, they said that maybe she 
was Yair’s little sister until they saw them kiss, but they 
also saw her pushing him off and running away every 
time and he’d run after her begging and crying and sorry 
and promising that he wouldn’t do anything if she didn’t 
want him to, so she left that room too. A few months later, 
she found out that she’d gone through all the rooms, and 
finally returned to the first room and stayed there until 
the day that she left completely.

In the meantime, she became immersed in her studies 
and found them to be easier than she expected. She had 
Amos and the encyclopedias that Joseph bought him to 
thank for it, and she loved the trips in the orchards and 
waited for the afternoon walks with Yair on the beach. 
Her life became fuller; not much time was left for her to 
think about the life she’d left in Ramla, and about Joseph 
and Amos and her mother and Rachel. She thought she’d 
forgotten about David the caretaker until he came back 
to her in her dreams. And in the morning the girls in the 
room would look at her, but they didn’t dare to ask because 
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she would not answer and would turn her back on them, 
get her books and notebooks and run to class.

She did have some good days there and it seemed to 
her that the only flaw was Yair’s rapid maturation. He no 
longer was the boy he’d once been, the one she wanted. 
He quickly became an adolescent, passionate, demanding 
and confident, and she was looking for the child from their 
little hideout and found only remnants of him. Sometimes 
she’d encounter the boy, Yair, his open laugh, his dimples, 
the nostalgic look that he’d give her that would contract 
his brown-yellow eyes all of a sudden, maybe with an old 
memory. And he also had a new habit – instead of going 
to class, he’d go to the sea and swim for hours; no one 
could understand how despite this, he was one of the best 
students there. He would credit it to Amos. And when he 
returned from the sea, he’s search for her with his eyes, 
stalking her among her new friends. She was moved from 
the looks searching her out, but when he touched her, 
she’d be overwhelmed and would recoil from his touch.

And when he hugged her and his body clung to hers and 
she felt all his body, from head to toe, he was excited he 
missed her and would speak and ask all the time, what’s 
wrong Shlomit? Why are you like this…? I love you. I 
thought you’d want me as much as I want you…

I love you, she would say, and it was easy and innocent 
like it used to be when they said it to each other when 
they wove groundsels and sharpened sticks for kites. But 
now his eyes were asking for something else. She couldn’t 
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take it anymore and she’d cry, her tears were silent; she no 
longer cried or laughed out loud, and she remembered 
how she’d hear the girls together with the boys on Friday 
nights in the dark room. Yair’s eyes burned her like David 
the caretaker’s hands next to the curtain of the ark and 
the Torah. 

She retreated from him and said, “Yair, the heart is ready 
but the body is not.” He was upset and let her go, and she 
left, and he continued to look at her. She cried at night 
and dreamed. And in the morning, the girls in the room 
told her that she’d screamed in her sleep like a slaughtered 
animal. But as time passed, she was no longer embarrassed 
in front of them, even though they never stopped talking 
in her presence. Nevertheless, she liked the life at school 
although she rarely participated in the social activities at 
the club. She liked the classes and would seldom visit her 
home in Ramla despite the pain caused by her mother’s 
letters and the distance from Amos, and especially her 
mother’s fear of war.

She saw Rachel often. Because of Amos’s few leaves, 
Rachel was free and would visit her and Yair every week. 
She was glad when she came and would talk to her a great 
deal about Yair and her. She never told her about what 
happened in the synagogue. She would speak about the 
girls in her room and the other rooms, about what they 
would talk and whisper about in the showers, exchanging 
bras, underwear, short dresses at night, blowing out each 
other’s hair and inviting the boys over to the room on Friday 
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nights, and she’d hear all the talk and laughter from her 
bed and then there’d be silence and a door would close 
behind them carefully. It was like that every Friday night 
at midnight, the boys would come from their rooms to 
the girls’ quarters after the counselors would disappear 
into their rooms. 

And you see everything? And hear? Rachel would blush 
from these stories and probably think of Amos, for wasn’t 
it what she’d do with Amos in their little hideout and on 
his short leaves of absence, in their room, that was now 
only his.

“So I put the blanket over my head and hear how more 
boys sneak into the nearby rooms.” And the doors would 
slam and she’d be under her blanket suffocating her whole 
body in pain, she’d tell Rachel, but didn’t say how it pained 
and where it burned. 

Rachel would look at her in bewilderment and also a 
little in distress, and in her room, right next to her bed she’d 
hear them so close, whispering, sighing and sometimes 
groaning a little, so she’d cover her face and close her ears, 
but the voices would surround her body; she wanted to 
get up and run away to the sea, or get up and turn on the 
lights and silence the voices of the cheerful girls, that on 
regular week nights were like her, talking in their sleep 
and screaming in their dreams.

“And can you understand what they’re screaming?” 
Rachel asked.
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“Sometimes,” she replied and wouldn’t meet Rachel’s 
black eyes that would almost swallow her face. They’d talk 
about what was done to them at home… mostly beatings…

“All of them?” Rachel wanted to know everything 
and she’d ask and ask, but she couldn’t talk about it… 
elaborate… afraid that while talking about them she’d 
start to talk about herself as well…

“No, not all of them, but many of them.”
Rachel would ask, “Shlomit maybe you should come 

home?”
“Yair’s here,” she’d answer. Rachel would be quiet. Then 

she’d talk about Amos and read to her from the many 
letters he wrote to her. And before returning to Ramla, 
Yair would come by and they’d walk to the beach together, 
because to her the sea was Kochi, the Mattancherry Palace.

Friday was Kabalat Shabbat (the welcoming of the 
Sabbath) and the usual Friday celebration at the club and 
the hora (Israeli folk dance) dancing. She loved these dances, 
especially the circle dance, circling on grass so green, a 
color that she’d only seen before at the British Cemetery, 
and the multi-colored flowers that you were allowed to 
pick and put in a jar on the dresser in your room, and you 
didn’t have to steal them like from the British Cemetery 
when the guard didn’t see her and Rachel enter. 

One Friday evening, after the hora and the songs, when 
everyone had gone to bed, she thought she heard familiar 
breathing, a familiar whisper from another place, a voice 
from here and yet not from here; her body shrank, and the 
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voice was talking, and the talk was slow and quick and the 
words similar even although they were never spoken to her, 
then they were warm and crude, passionate and burning.

It was Yair’s voice, her Yair, his breathing, two steps 
from the bed of her second roommate that was empty 
that Friday night; maybe she’d gone to the beach or the 
orchard with a boy. The boys never dared to ask her; if 
one of them dared approach, she’d stare at him and run 
away. Yair’s voice rose and climbed the walls like little 
animals, it’s him! What’s he doing here? Maybe he was 
coming to see her and found the wrong bed in the dark, 
but he wouldn’t do that to her… any time he tried she 
shrank, but once she let him put his tongue between her 
lips, deep in her mouth and their tongues stuck. She got 
scared, pushed him off and ran away. She hid in the nurse’s 
office that day and told her she was sick, the nurse put her 
on the white bed and told her to rest, but she fell asleep 
there until the morning, when she got back to her room, 
she found him in the doorway, sitting on the floor. He 
got up and said, I was worried about you, where did you 
disappear to? She didn’t answer him, and since then he 
didn’t try, he just sometimes hugged her gently, looked 
into her eyes with the look of the boy she knew from their 
little hideout, but his look held something else that she 
was afraid to interpret. 

On Friday night, after the hora and the songs and lights 
out, she heard his whispers and covered her face in the 
blanket, and tightened it around her ears; she didn’t want 
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to hear, she didn’t want to know that Yair was there, but 
she heard everything. And he had a warm, soft, masculine 
voice, and her roommate’s laugher rang, and the room 
was suddenly full of the smell of dead groundsels that 
penetrated beneath her blanket, opened up her body 
and made holes in it and hands and limbs not her own, 
and David the caretaker stood above her and opened the 
buttons of his pants and forcefully lifted her little red 
skirt with blue flowers that her mother had sewn for her 
from the scraps of the fabric that she had left when she 
finished sewing her new fancy dress. That’s what she’d 
always do – sew dresses and from the scraps sew things 
for Shlomit, and a lunch bag from the fabric scraps that 
she’d used for kitchen towels, and a little cloth napkin 
for the lunch bag. 

After that, she didn’t want to wear that skirt and her 
mother told her that she was stubborn… she didn’t know 
that that skirt was up and the hand that took off her 
underwear, and the body folding, burning from the inside, 
and she heard Yair’s voice, just like Avram’s, hot and crude. 

Why Yair? why, she wanted to shout. She wanted to 
throw up… she wanted to pee, she wanted to do so much 
and was afraid that if she wet the bed there would be a 
smell of urine in the morning. When she got up, the girls 
would see a wet yellow ring on her sheet, mock her, and 
tell everyone in class, at the club at the activity. She’d hold 
it in until he leaves, until… Yair, Yair what are you doing 
to her? Two steps away from her, kids were acting like 
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adults… like Joseph and her mother… like Avram and 
her mother, like… David…

She froze in bed and shut her eyes tightly and then there 
was a silence and afterward a careful shutting of the door, 
and the girl next to her got up and left and then came back 
and got into bed, and then she heard her breathing and 
knew that she’d fallen asleep, and she stayed awake in 
the wet bed. In the morning, she got up before everyone, 
changed the sheet and went to the beach, she sat there 
all Saturday and watched the waves and got back to her 
room in the evening, She saw Yair sitting on the steps, 
she thought that he might guess that she knew that she’d 
seen them… he had a shy familiar look like the boy, and 
the silence of regret. They didn’t speak, he didn’t dare 
touch her, and she actually wanted him to, maybe just a 
comforting loving hug, but she didn’t dare get close. The 
next morning all anyone would talk about was the war 
that broke out before dawn.
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Chapter Nine

“By the end of the war, Rachel’s mother couldn’t stand the 
tension anymore, and she too went crazy. When more and 
more dead and military funeral details were announced 
on the radio and on the streets of Ramla, she’d go out to 
the street and scream that her son was going to be killed 
soon, because tank crewmen, as the kerosene salesman 
had told her, burn the quickest. Her sari hung from her 
shoulder to the floor, and her long braid swung like a 
rope on her back and was disheveled; at that moment, she 
looked crazier than Amira. I thought, God, what is this, 
everyone on this street goes crazy, maybe because we are 
immigrants. Mrs. Simone was also nuts, made so by the 
Germans. So Hannah, Rachel’s mother, would yell and 
yell, my Mordecai, my Mordecai. They’ll kill him too…”

Esther said, “I took Joseph’s transistor radio; lately I’ve 
become just like him, it’s connected to my ear all day 
long, I went downstairs to her, walked with her, we strode 
around the neighborhood, crossed the paths, past the lawn, 
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me holding the radio to my ear and with the other hand 
holding Hannah by the hand so she wouldn’t run into the 
road or something. After what Amira did to herself, I didn’t 
know what that Indian would do, but you know Hannah, 
like Rachel, like all the Indians in the neighborhood, quiet, 
she hardly talks. We never heard anything from her for 
years and suddenly she runs down the street yelling and 
her sari is rolling off her shoulder and her stomach’s out. I 
fixed her sari and told her, ‘Hannah everything is all right, 
nothing’s going to happen to Mordecai, it’s in your head; 
we have a strong army, the strongest. I’ve known it since 
the Independence war and the Sinai war, don’t worry. 
God will protect him, and we have strong leaders; look at 
Dayan, Rabin, what men. They have experience with wars, 
they always win, pay no attention to the talk on the radio’.”

But Hannah snatched the radio from my hand and held 
it to her ear, the batteries were weak from it being on all 
day, and just when she held it to her ear the announcer 
said that there was a serious incident of shelling, and that 
there were more casualties from our side and she was 
quiet, and all the brown color of her face became like dirty 
white paint, and I asked her, “Hannah what happened, 
what did you hear?” 

“My Mordecai,” she screamed. I took the radio away from 
her and heard the IDF speaker pass on messages and say 
that this was the largest victory of the IDF, We had Sinai 
and Gaza and the Golan Heights and other places as well, 



126 | Tsipi Sharoor

and the most important thing was that after the toughest 
battles, we had the Wailing Wall as well. 

“Hannah,” I yelled, “the war is over, everything’s over. 
Mordecai and Amos will be home soon, and you and I will 
get on a bus and go to the undivided Jerusalem, go to the 
Wailing Wall that is now ours. Do you understand what 
it means that it’s ours? My father, may he rest in peace, 
would always add at the end of the prayer, next year in 
Jerusalem; that’s what’s happening now, Hannah, it’s 
here. Be happy, Hannah, be happy with me,” I told her, 
“and I wanted to dance and look up to the sky, thanking 
God that everything turned out well and that we now had 
a bigger country and we’d have lots of water like Amos 
said that we’d have if we beat the Syrians one day, and it 
happened, and holy Jerusalem…” 

But Hannah didn’t answer, she was shaking, holding my 
hand and her fingernails went through my skin like forks. 
I lowered my head from the sky and looked at Hannah, her 
face was completely white and her eyes crazy, like Amira’s 
eyes during her fits of crazy, and she looked far away into 
nowhere and me to the sky, and that’s how we stood there 
for a while. I don’t know how long, the important thing 
is that the war’s over, so short, our IDF, works for six days, 
fights, guards us and then rests, and she kept looking 
towards the end of the street, maybe farther, so I looked 
in that direction too… the radio fell out of my hand, and 
I heard it smash on the inside like it had a heart…
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Three officers in IDF uniforms approached the building, 
walked the path, crossed it and continued to the end of the 
building. We stood on the other side where Hannah had 
run and run and stopped, and I held her there and fixed 
her sari which had come undone, so it didn’t fall off, and 
she, poor thing, would stand naked on the street. So they 
entered into the building through the last entrance, where 
there were no mothers with boys in the army, and came out 
right away and started walking toward us. Hannah wanted 
to run away. So we started walking away from there, she 
was shivering as if she knew that her Mordecai was dead. 
The men were close to us, young. Beautiful. Hannah asked 
me what are they even doing here. I told her that they were 
probably looking for an address, drafting soldiers. What 
do you mean drafting? she yelled, you said that the war 
was over… I felt Hanna dissolve in my hands, and I had 
to hold her strongly so she wouldn’t fall. 

“I don’t want to hear bad things about my Mordecai. 
Maybe they’ll go to my house, and there won’t be anyone 
there… and Hannah’s body, as small as it was, became 
like a twig.”

 So I approached them and said, “what do you want? 
Go away, go look for other mothers. Aren’t there enough 
mothers in the country that you have to come here?”

They were silent and looked at us, especially the highest 
ranking officer whose gaze switched between myself and 
Hannah and back as though he was searching, trying to 
check, to guess who the mother was. Maybe he wanted to 
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choose one of us, maybe both… not Amos, I thought in 
my heart, he’s in the Signal Corps, not in a combat unit 
like Hannah’s Mordecai; that’s what he told us, that’s what 
he wrote and Joseph told me, sleep easy, Esther, there’s 
nothing to worry about. 

And so all my worry was for Hannah and her Mordecai. 
The second officer came toward us and so did the third, 
the middle officer with the highest rank was searching 
through papers in his bag, and the officers asked – maybe 
they stuttered a little, maybe the first one stuttered and 
the second explained and the third was searching through 
papers and the first said, “hello, do you live here?” 

And Hannah said, “no, we don’t live here,” and her voice 
was already dead.

But I said, “yes, we’re from here, we live in this building.” 
I didn’t dare ask who they were looking for, and all this 
time, I’m holding Hannah so she doesn’t collapse. I knew 
that they were looking for her, because Mordecai was the 
only one from here serving in a combat unit. In a minute, 
they’ll have no choice, and they’ll ask if she’s Mrs. Shmueli, 
and I saw that she was sort of begging him with her eyes 
not to ask, that even it if is Mordecai, they won’t tell her 
that he’s dead, ‘cause he’s her child that she gave birth to 
and brought from Kochi here to go to a religious school 
and then go to Yeshiva (Talmudic college). She always 
said that she wanted Mordecai to be a rabbi like her 
grandfather who he’s named for. So it couldn’t be that 
God didn’t protect him. The soldiers were sweating in 
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the noon sun, and Hannah was shivering in my hands, 
and I thought what am I going to do with her when they 
tell her that Mordecai was killed in the war… and poor 
Rachel… Amos’s Rachel… and then the middle officer 
with the papers looked us straight in the eye.

I felt sorry for him ‘cause I saw that you need a lot of 
courage to ask such questions and say, “Mrs. Shmueli, 
your son…”

The officer kept looking at us in the same way, so you 
couldn’t tell if he was choosing one of us and asked us 
both, straight, with no stuttering. “Where does the Gavriel 
family live? Esther and Joseph Gavriel…?”

“That’s it, Shlomiti. After that, all I remember is the two 
soldiers lifting me away from there and Hannah screaming 
maybe… laughing… I don’t know what was going on 
there… who was screaming and who was laughing. After 
that, I woke up at home and asked that they bring you in 
from school.” 

She hugged her tightly and said, “they took our Amos, 
they took him for all his life and ours. And I thought that 
he was sitting in army offices and relaying messages, that 
he was dealing with wires not rifles and tanks. Mordecai 
was in a combat unit, not Amos, Mordecai.”

And through all that time that her mother was telling 
her all this, what happened on the day that she was notified 
that Amos had been killed, Joseph never left the room, 
not even to see her. She went in to see him. He lay with 
his eyes closed. And then the doorbell rang, and someone 
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from outside opened the door without waiting, like Yair 
used to always do… and now too, when he arrived from 
school for the funeral and to be with her and to sit with 
Joseph and her mother for a bit. Because Amos was the 
only friend that he’d ever had. And late in the evening they 
entered the room of her and Amos and looked through 
his albums and the books that he’d never had the chance 
to read. Some of them were still with bookmarks and dog-
eared in the exact spot that he would continue to read 
from when he came home on leave. Rachel kept coming 
and going like a crazy woman. Finally, she came in and 
sat with them on Amos’s bed.

Yair couldn’t resist asking her all the questions that were 
running through her head too, “how was he killed in the 
war? he was a non-combatant, wasn’t he? That’s what he 
wrote. How did he even get to the war in Jerusalem? Why 
did they send him to capture the Wailing Wall? I heard 
that mostly paratroopers fought there… army reservists.” 

Rachel was quiet. She already knew. After they were 
told, she came to their house before everyone else. Joseph 
was still on his way home from work, and Esther hadn’t 
awakened from the shot the soldier had given her. She 
had told the officer, “listen, I’m Amos Gavriel’s fiancé, I 
want to know everything, maybe there’s been a mistake. 
Amos wasn’t in a combat unit, he was in the Signal Corps, 
away from the border, how did he even reach this war… 
Jerusalem?”
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Yair continued asking. He wanted to know more; she 
didn’t, every new scrap of information tore off another 
piece from her heart. She couldn’t understand how Yair, 
that tomorrow would mark his third funeral, wanted to 
know how Amos was part of the war and if he was injured 
before he died or was killed instantly. She didn’t want to 
know, her heart was screaming at him to stop asking, for 
Rachel to stop telling, Yair’s questions made her angry, 
she folded herself on Amos’s bed and cried quietly with 
his albums and books and his little bedside lamp on as 
though he’d come in in a minute and tell them, come on, 
let’s go, the globe light has probably already been lit in the 
shop window, one of the happy moments that Amos had 
given them. They continued to sit on his bed; he didn’t 
come in to call them and Rachel’s voice sounded like a 
weak faraway echo, and she’d disappear in a minute with 
just her braid dangling from her nape to her shoulder and 
then down to her hip remaining. She spoke softly, and I 
couldn’t understand how she could keep calm since she was 
crying all the time, but when Rachel spoke, she lowered the 
level of her crying like you lower the volume on the radio, 
“as a signal operator in regular military service, Amos was 
attached to the paratrooper unit in Jerusalem at the last 
minute. He was sent to them urgently, their own signal 
operator was killed by a sniper, and Amos was the signal 
operator that could be sent to them, even though he wasn’t 
trained as a combat soldier… maybe he was… Amos didn’t 
tell me everything. The officer said that Amos didn’t fight, 
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but there were Jordanian snipers on every corner, on the 
walls, in the alleys, and they shot at our soldiers from all 
sides. Amos worked hard. He ran after the fighters with 
his equipment on him and the minute they captured the 
Temple Mount, a sniper on the wall shot him. When they 
evacuated him he was already dead.”

And then, sounding like a dying bird, Rachel wept thin 
and miserable tears, but she continued to sit with them 
a little longer, hugging her and hugging Yair. Later, the 
three of them stood by the door, silently holding hands. 
From the next room, they heard a long torn cry. It was 
Joseph. He wept. The next morning they buried Amos. 
After the funeral, Joseph entered the room and never left 
throughout the shiva (seven days of mourning after the 
death of a family member).

He didn’t want to see people coming and going, he 
didn’t want to hear Amos’s friends from the army paying 
their respects and talking about him. He didn’t leave the 
apartment for a month; he had a beard and smelled. Those 
who managed to speak to him heard him say that there 
was no life after Amos, that life was over on the day that 
Amos was killed. And that was it. 

Yair went back to school, he had exams. She’d already 
missed them and didn’t care. People were celebrating the 
victory in the streets, waving flags, talking about water 
flowing free again and about a new empire in the state of 
Israel. At her house, no one tasted the victory; as far as they 
were concerned it was one big failure and defeat, and her 



Calypso | 133 

mother told her about the water, that would have made 
Amos happy; she told anyone who hadn’t yet heard how 
concerned he was about the Kinneret, afraid it would dry 
out. And she thought that if Amos was here now, he’d be 
going among the faucets and removing the “every drop 
counts” stickers.

Rachel said that life without Amos had no meaning. So 
in a letter that she sent Yair she wrote, “in our building 
Yair, everyone always wants to die…”

He wrote back that she should take care of herself and 
promised to visit on Saturday. But he didn’t come, nor 
on the next Saturday. Her body started hurting again, she 
twisted on the bed, but no one noticed. Her mother sat 
with Amos’s pictures all day. Neighbors and relatives rarely 
came by anymore except for Mrs. Simone and Hannah, who 
was happy because her son was lucky enough to return 
from the war, that was already called the “Six Day War.” 
But she was quieter than usual, quieter than she’d ever 
been in her life, at least when she was with her mother. 
But Mrs. Simone visited a few times a day and talked more 
about her children than ever before, because now that 
Esther was also bereaved they could sit together and talk 
about their dead children as much as she wanted. And 
Joseph, who started leaving the room, had also returned 
to work and became quiet. He didn’t yell, didn’t demand 
anything for himself and didn’t speak and only told her 
mother, Amos was my eyes and my life. Now that he’s 
dead, I don’t want anything from you, and after Shlomit 
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returned to Nahalat Israel he started sleeping in Amos’s 
bed, and so they separated but remained together in their 
common grief.

She missed the little moments of happiness that would 
occasionally occur in her life at school, but she was never 
able to recover them. Amos’s death had erased them too, 
and even though Yair loved her, he’d keep his distance 
from her, and she’d see him on occasion whispering to 
one of the girls and she would always beat a hasty retreat 
and pretend not to notice them. And her body ached, but 
she got used to the pain. Yair no longer came with her 
to Ramla, not even to Amos’s memorials – “three dead 
in four years…” he said, he couldn’t do it anymore, he 
said. So she too seldom went home to her mother who 
had become bitter and broken, and Joseph, who closed 
himself off more and more, from her and from life. And 
then the grief started to make her mother ill, and in the 
letters that she would write to her daily she’d beg her to 
come and be with her; but she, despite Yair’s distancing 
himself from her, preferred to stay at Nahalat Israel, 
believing that he’d come back to her, and she’d be cured, 
grow up, mature and her body would forget everything 
and she’d come to him like the girls at the school. After 
all, they used to fight and quarrel in their childhood and 
then they’d quickly make up, she’d daydream. But her 
mother wouldn’t leave her alone and begged her to come 
home. She would rope Rachel into it, sending her over, 
begging Joseph to go get her; she couldn’t walk down the 



Calypso | 135 

stairs anymore, but he’d come home from work and lock 
himself in her and Amos’s room.

One day, she was called into the school office. The last 
time they’d called her it was about Amos, and she thought 
that if they told her that someone else died there, she 
wouldn’t go back. She delayed by walking to the office in 
small paced steps. From afar, at the entrance to the office 
she saw a familiar tall man with hair that had gone white. 
It was Joseph, she felt the blood drain from her body. He’d 
never visited her at the school. Her father stood in the office 
doorway. She froze. Image replaced image. David stood 
there in the doorway, someone sent him, maybe God… 
to bring her back to that synagogue and show him to her 
inside the Torah Scroll that she hadn’t managed to see, so 
that David would do to her again… so that she’d learn her 
lesson. It wasn’t her fault… it wasn’t her fault… she wanted 
to run away. But she stood there for a bit, Joseph turned 
around and she saw him walk toward the main gate, leave 
and go to the main road from the gravel path, and so he 
left without seeing her and without telling her that her 
mother was very sick and that she should come home and 
take care of her. She didn’t move and then she saw Yair 
from the other side, from the boy’s dorm watching her 
from afar. Maybe he really was watching over her; that’s 
what he told her once when she asked him.

After a bit, he approached her and told her in a serious 
voice, “you should go home to Esther and Rachel, they 
need you, and maybe even Joseph. Now that Amos’s gone, 
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maybe he’ll discover you, maybe you were hidden in Amos’s 
shadow all these years…” She got scared. It was clear, he 
wanted her to leave, not to be in his way with all the girls 
who chased him. He looked at her with eyes that were 
always yellow in the light and brown in the dark, the eyes 
that took him from Ramla to the moshav, and drove her on 
the big tractor and made her into a princess in the train 
when Avram would hand them candy. Yair came close to 
her. In moments like this, he didn’t dare touch her. She 
knew he wanted to, she saw his hands rise and then fall, 
this time she wanted him to touch her but in the way he 
used to when they were kids, not like he touched the girls. 
He stared into her eyes and asked, like Esther always asked, 
“what’s wrong with you Shlomit? What happened to you?”

Like always, she didn’t answer. He came close, hugged 
her and quickly let her go.

“Do you want me to leave?”
“I like it that you’re here. I need you.”
His words excited her, and her thighs trembled and he 

asked again, “are you sick?”
“Maybe, maybe I should go away, back to Ramla, go to 

school with Rachel. Maybe I’ll go away.”
“Go away? Where to?” he jumped, and his yellow eyes 

suddenly turned black, and his face tightened like it did 
at the funerals.

“I don’t know. Maybe to India, where Amos always wanted 
to go… Rachel told me that she wants to go to India too, 
to Kochi, and I thought maybe we’d go together, also to all 
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the places that Amos always wanted to go to. Remember 
the red marks on the map of India? Rachel and I thought 
that one day we’d go to those places. Maybe… after we 
work for a while… when we have money…”

“You won’t go!” He raised his voice and hugged her, but 
this time she thought that he was just trying to tie the ends 
that had unraveled – Amos, Rachel and she. There was a 
rock in her guts, it pressed on her body, down to her groin, 
as if someone was picking at her in there and looking for 
her underwear and red skirt with little flowers. 

And Yair looked at her and said, “Shlomit, you are 
growing up strangely, not like the girls here. I want you to 
stay here with me, but you need to go home… to Esther… 
to Joseph…”

She cried, and he hugged her, and she kept hoping that 
the hug would be like a kids’ hug, head touching forehead, 
little hand holding little hand, chest to chest and little 
jumping feet, but the breasts that she’d developed were 
crushed by Yair’s wide chest, his shoulders surrounded 
her, and he patted her hair and mashed his body into hers, 
and a bulge wedged between her thighs and her dress rode 
up. He didn’t move, as if waiting for her to push him away, 
take her hands and push him away like she did every time 
he held her. She didn’t move, repeating to herself – this 
is Yair, he’s my friend… he’s my love, I am his… I want… 
but Yair moved and the bulge grew, caressed her, and the 
path became filled with old groundsels. She lifted her 
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arms and pushed him away and looked at him, his face 
was red, his pants distended.

He breathed heavily and said, “Shlomit, go to Ramla, 
you’re the same girl you’ve always been, innocent, Nahalat 
Israel will spoil you. Go… return home.” The path in front 
of her twisted and lengthened, she got dizzy. She ran away 
from him, away from the gate, threw up and cursed all 
the “goddesses” for stealing Yair’s heart away from her.

She stood at the bus station and thought about Amos. 
She missed him, she wanted to be with him in all the 
places that he’d always talked about, she’d go with him 
even to India, and he’d take her to the monasteries that 
he told her and Rachel about, he would sail with her to 
all the islands that they saw on the maps and on the blue 
globe that he didn’t get to buy for himself because the 
change in his pockets was never enough. Joseph said that 
after the encyclopedias, he wasn’t buying him anything 
else, it was lucky that the librarians liked him, because he 
loved to read like no one else, so they gave him as many 
books as he wanted. If Amos was with her now at the bus 
station, he’d counsel her and tell her that everything was 
going to be all right. Shlomiti, you’ll see…

Esther stood on the balcony and waited for her and for 
Amos, that’s what she told her; she waited all day, and 
yesterday and the day before and the whole week she stood 
there. When she arrived in the afternoon, her mother 
waved to her and yelled into the apartment, “Joseph, the 



Calypso | 139 

kids are home, all of them… even Amos.” And she hurriedly 
entered so that her mother would stop yelling – because her 
mother started losing her sanity, just like Amira and like 
Hannah and like Mrs. Simone. Shlomit became ashamed 
of her. She used to be proud of her, until Amos died; she 
was taller and more beautiful than the other mothers 
in the neighborhood, more than all the other mothers 
who’d come to the school meetings. Ever since Avram, 
she’d stopped laughing; since Amos, she also stopped 
breathing. She said that if Amos wasn’t breathing, she 
didn’t have the right either, and she became a shadow. 
Her father became a ghost. 

After this visit, she swore that she wouldn’t return 
home, even though Yair thought that she should stay at 
home, but her heart ached and she told her mother, I’ll be 
back, I’ll finish my last year here, at the same school that 
Amos went to. And her mother suddenly laughed. She got 
scared and blocked her ears. This wasn’t the laughter that 
she’d missed; this was the laughter of a dead woman. She 
could hear Joseph in the other room moving furniture and 
panting, and her mother said that he was like that every 
evening, talking to Amos and making room for him in his 
room so he wouldn’t be alone. She hugged her mother 
who’d become so slender and thin. And she was afraid 
that she’d crush her and said, “mother, let’s go visit Amos 
and take Rachel with us.” 

Her mother lifted her head and lighted up. And she said, 
“let’s go, of course we’ll go, Amos has been waiting for me 
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there all day, and I’ll prepare his favorite casseroles, let’s go.”
“But he’s dead, mother,” she told her. And her mother 

looked at her with the same eyes that she’d seen on Amira 
before she slit her wrists and said, “Shlomit, don’t you ever 
talk like that, that kind of talk causes bad luck.”

Later, she went to Rachel to ask her to join them, that 
they were going at noon to visit Amos and found her 
staring at a children’s show on television. 

“I stopped going to school,” she said without any regret 
in her voice.

“But you only have a year left and then you’ll be done!”
“School doesn’t interest me; the truth is, Shlomiti, I only 

went to high school for Amos, so he’d be proud of me, so 
I could talk to him about places, about history and about 
poets and books. I wanted to be worthy of your brother, 
but now that he’s there and I’m here, I don’t care about any 
of that. Maybe I’ll go away, maybe to Kochi, I want to go 
away from here; I want to forget everything,” she said, and 
her eyes were wide black abysses with the whites shining.

“I won’t wait, I’ll go,” Rachel said, and her despair spread 
in the room and even swallowed the voices of the kids 
singing on TV.

“Join me later on, and we’ll complete Amos’s journey 
and go to all the places that he wanted to go to.”

She spoke excitedly, her cheeks flushed, and for a 
moment, they both felt again all the reasons to love life. 

“And Yair?” she asked. “How can I go, how can I leave 
him, he’ll be enlisting in the army soon.”
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They stared at a cartoon that had started, and Rachel 
said, “so we’ll go to Shoresh instead. Now, I want to go 
to the places that Amos loved, I want to ride on Ramiel’s 
tractor and Isaac’s van, I want to pick apples, I want to 
do everything that Amos used to do… I want to touch 
everything he used to touch…” the black abysses of her 
eyes filled with tears. She got up and shut the TV, the 
program had ended, and the screen was full of black and 
white snow. She looked at her and pondered a trip to India 
and a trip to visit everywhere that her brother had left 
something of himself and thought about Rachel, how she 
was willing to go to the end of the world in order to meet 
up with him again, to think about him, to remember anew 
how he’d touched her body, caressed her and kissed her 
on the lips, with tongue. And she, who lived with Yair at 
Nahalat Israel, who was followed around by him, he was 
near her even when she didn’t see him, he wanted her, 
would run after her and she’d turn him away, throw him 
into the greedy arms of the other girls. Rachel interrupted 
her feelings of self-loathing. 

“You’re so lucky to have Yair,” she said, and a hidden envy 
could be heard in her voice. She forgave her, she loved her.

“I wish that there would be no more war, that you’d 
always be together, you always were…”

Rachel emphasized the “always,” and her body squirmed, 
a pain in her lower stomach that slid to her groin area. 
Rachel stared at the closed TV and spoke candidly causing 
some embarrassment to Shlomit. She didn’t want to hear. 
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She didn’t want to know that she and Amos had already 
done it… and then suddenly Rachel asked her, “Shlomit, 
are you a virgin?” and she froze on Rachel’s armchair, but 
Rachel who was already deep in her memories, didn’t 
even notice that she didn’t answer. She continued, “you’re 
holding off, you’ve got character,” and laughed a quiet 
Indian laugh. “You want to leave it for the wedding? We 
didn’t wait, luckily, all my life I would have hated myself 
for not letting Amos feel me before he was killed.”

“Yes, that’s lucky,” she said, “Yair also does…”
“Does?”
“With the girls at school.”
“You mean he sleeps with them?” Rachel yelled. “You 

left us and went to be with him at school, and he’s getting 
it on with other girls?”

“I can’t… I can’t take it when he touches me,” she said 
for the first time, both to herself and to Rachel. Shocked 
by what she said to her, she was on fire, her whole body 
burning.

“What can’t you do?” Rachel got off the sofa and brought 
her a glass of water. “Drink, you’re burning up, I’ve never 
seen you like this.”

“I can’t be touched.”
“Where?”
“There!” she carefully pointed.
“What happened to you Shlomit, what?” she pulled her 

toward her. “What was done to you there?”
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“Nothing was done to me.” She felt the lie become 
engraved on her face. Rachel didn’t let up.

“Shlomit, what do you feel ‘there’?”
“Hands!”
“Hands?”
“Another body.”
“Tell me, Shlomit, talk to me.”
“Enough, enough Rachel…”
“Has someone hurt you? Has someone touched you and 

you didn’t want it?”
“No, no. No one… it’s not that… you don’t understand… 

I didn’t mean…”
She roused, she didn’t understand how Rachel had 

been able to pull the words out of her that she had never 
meant to say.

“It’s not nothing,” Rachel told her. “Tell me.”
“I’m leaving,” she said.
“You’re not going. You’re staying here with me, and 

we’ll go away together,” she said in her quietly stubborn 
Indian way. “I’ll show you Kochi and the Mattancherry 
Palace whose pictures you always liked, remember?” she 
told her tenderly, speaking as though to a child that she’d 
found out something about her.

“We’ll go to the great Ganges,” she patted her, “go to all 
the places that Amos wanted to go to.”

After she’d inadvertently said the words, suddenly she 
wanted to go to India right away and all the way to the 
ends of the earth, but Yair… what was going to happen 
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with him, she wanted to say. Finally she asked, “how will 
we go, Rachel? How will we get enough money for such 
a long trip?” 

Rachel hesitated for moment, “I don’t know, Shlomiti; 
in the meantime, let’s go to Shoresh, to Ramiel, and then 
we’ll see,” she said, and was suddenly quiet because the 
things she said confused Shlomit.

And Shlomit, after almost turning her body like a glove, 
and at the last minute, luckily curbing her words, before 
the subjects of David the caretaker and the synagogue 
came up, to be explored… and finally everything would 
turn into questions, she wanted to sleep for hours. In the 
meantime, maybe she and Rachel will travel by train, and 
then go to a place where she would feel good. When she 
was a little girl, maybe five years old.

“Ramiel will be happy when we suddenly arrive,” Rachel 
broke into her thoughts.

“We’ll ride the tractor, pick apples, feed the chickens 
and…”

They clung to the thought, they’d be kids again, and her 
body closed and the pain that cut into her lower stomach 
was gone, she could hear small feet running in the fields 
and hands picking eggs and mouths opening to the song 
she loved… ‘I want to hold your hand… The smell of ripe 
apples spread through the room, and she wanted to ask 
Rachel if she also could smell apples.

The following day they went to Shoresh.
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Chapter Ten

She never imagined how their trip would end. They got on 
the train, sat in the last car this time, unlike before. This 
train was driven by someone else. They were no longer the 
princesses going to Shoresh. Neither the views from the 
window nor the cool wind from the mountains excited 
her, the wind that used to blow in her face, relieving the 
yellow heat of Ramla. Rachel was silent for most of the 
way, and her silence weighed down on her; she wanted 
to talk about Amos, she wanted to talk about Amos who 
gave Rachel his body, who promised to come home alive 
and marry her. She wanted to talk about her brother, who 
dreamed with her, who swore to Rachel that he’d go with 
her to India, all the way to Kochi, and together they’d go 
visit her first home. She wanted to talk to Rachel about 
Yair whom she left at school. If only she had the courage 
to talk about what was happening inside her body where 
her mind would wander at least once a day and travel upon 
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Amos’s silent maps, going from continent to continent 
and forgetting that it had a body left in Ramla. 

But she would not tell. She would not tell anyone. She 
knew that the day she would talk about David the caretaker 
and the synagogue and the ark curtain and Torah scroll, 
she’d lose her wandering mind, and her insides would 
disintegrate, and the words would come out like nails. 
How would she tell her? How would the words come 
out? I went to the synagogue by myself… I went to see 
God, because of your gods, that you used to show me all 
the time, I went to check for myself if you could see him 
there as well, and then it happened… David the caretaker 
caught me…! She’d never tell. No. Rachel was silent. And 
so was she. Only a little before they got off at Har Tuv 
and took a bus to Shoresh, because no driver would let 
them off at the Shoresh fields anymore, she spoke to her. 
Gave her an odd look, different, that she didn’t recognize 
maybe it was because of what she almost told her. Maybe 
she already knew…

“After Amos was killed, my mother wrote to her cousin 
who remained there with his family in Kochi because of his 
business,” she suddenly said; Rachel had never mentioned 
a relative who stayed at Kochi. 

“My mother wrote to him and told him everything… 
about me, about Amos… so he invited me to visit him 
in Kochi, and promised my mother that he’d also send 
a ticket. Shlomit, you can come with me…” she spoke 
with enthusiasm that seemed a little feigned. She didn’t 
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understand why… why she was telling this to her all of a 
sudden… inviting her.

“Maybe after you finish the school year,” she offered 
her and was quiet as though she scared herself with the 
offer she’d made. But for her, the trip to India suddenly 
seemed so possible; maybe her mother really had such a 
cousin who’d send her a ticket as well… she looked out 
the window and it felt like her brother was transferring 
his wanderlust to her. 

Why not… she’d go with Rachel, she’d work hard and 
return the money to the cousin. Despite Rachel’s surprising 
announcement, the drive to Shoresh was longer than ever, 
maybe because there was no longer anyone to hand them 
candy before deboarding, and Amos was dead and Yair 
was whispering with a new girl who came to the school… 
showing her the sea from the back gate of the school. 
Forgetting her… angry. From this distance, she wanted 
him; from afar her body opened up. At school, close to 
him, her body was like a headless doll. She moved away 
from the window and said to Rachel, “I’ll go to India with 
you!” Rachel hugged her and a small piece of happiness 
was ignited between them, although this time, no one 
awaited them, not Ramiel, not Isaac and not the van. Still 
they got up and went. Ramiel saw them at the door, and the 
surprise they caused him made her happy; his excitement 
at their arrival, like years ago, washed away some of the 
sadness, as if all her losses were found and returned and 
also her body, and mind and Amos and Yair and Avram and 
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Amira, as if a moment ago, four happy kids had arrived 
with the taste of Avram’s candy in their mouths. 

And Rachel suddenly said, “look, Shlomit’s laughing.” 
And to her she said, “I’m glad that you’re like this.” 

And Ramiel laughed as well. “What a surprise you gave 
me… dad, mom,” he yelled into the house, “look who’s 
here.”

And they looked at Ramiel and Rachel marveled and 
told him, “how you’ve changed.” He smiled and his gaze 
was fixed on her. She thought about Yair’s eyes. Her heart 
ached. Her stomach churned. Ramiel continued to look at 
Rachel, and she thought, they have the same eyes, yellow, 
and how Ramiel always wanted to be like Amos, wanted 
what Amos had, remembered his envy and love of her 
brother. Ramiel opened the doors widely and said again, 
“I don’t believe it, what surprises… come in.”

She stood in the middle of the house, familiar smells 
assaulting her through the open windows, smells from 
the stables and the barn mixed with the smell of Ramiel’s 
mother’s cooking. And then they saw Isaac sitting in a 
wheel chair, his arm and mouth turned aside. His mother 
came close and wiped off the drool that was dripping 
down his chin. 

“Dad, look who’s come,” Ramiel spoke to him as though 
he were a child. Isaac stared at them and was silent.

“He had a stroke,” he told them. He led them to the other 
side of the house that opened into the porch that they’d 
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liked to sit in, surrounded be a white lattice, covered in 
green plants.

“So what’s brought you to me in the middle of the 
year?” he asked his eyes lighted up and his face smiled. But 
because of his resemblance to Yair, she shifted her gaze, 
and thought that the next time that she went to school, 
she’d be good… she’d let Yair… give Yair, and tell him, it’s 
all because they once got married, that I was your wife 
back when we were little… but in the middle of all these 
new thoughts, Ramiel suddenly asked her if she wasn’t 
feeling well, and all her desires were instantaneously 
erased. She was silent, and reticent Rachel was the one 
doing the talking, all the time, a lot, in her stead even. 
She wanted to go to sleep, to be alone. Ramiel put her in 
the guest room and opened the sofa for her. She covered 
herself in a blanket even though the air was nice and soft, 
and she fell asleep.

She stayed at the moshav for three weeks, and just like 
during their childhood, Rachel and she collected eggs 
from the coops, rode the big tractor with Ramiel and 
helped the laborers pick apples in the orchard. But there 
were mornings that she’d wake up and she wouldn’t find 
Rachel on the sofa next to her, and when she’d come back, 
her cheeks would be flushed and her black braid would 
be disheveled and she’d smell strongly of milk and hay. 
And Rachel would tell her how she milked the cow udders 
and how she fed the calves with Ramiel.
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One day she too woke up early and went with them. She 
watched them both, and something inside her told her 
that Ramiel wanted Rachel and that the morning milking 
together was just an excuse to be alone with her. It came 
to her that Ramiel was courting Rachel through the cows’ 
udders and the calves. When they returned from the barn, 
she told them that she’d help out Ramiel’s mother in the 
kitchen subsequently. She asked Ramiel’s mother how 
she could help her and his mother told her simply, “take 
the porridge to Isaac.” This wasn’t what she expected. She 
stood in front of him and he stared at her and tried to smile 
at her, and his mouth that was turned aside climbed and 
bent the other way. She placed the bowl on the table and 
went to the porch. She couldn’t stand the twisted smile, 
the vacant gaze, the misery. She leaned on the white lattice, 
shut her eyes and thought about her brother, her mother 
who was losing her health. Her laughter, she thought, she’d 
lost long ago. She thought about Joseph and the craziness 
that he too now showed and felt tortured.

When she opened her eyes, Ramiel and Rachel were 
standing next to her and Rachel told her, “don’t cry. 
Enough.” She wiped her nose, around her nostrils the tears 
collected like rain around the old gutter on the porch. 

She got up and told them, “tomorrow I’ll leave and 
you Rachel can stay.” Rachel looked at her but she saw 
no surprise on her face because she had been enjoying 
the days at the moshav, and it seemed to her that she was 
even forgetting Amos a little. Her heart ached, three 
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weeks at the moshav and she noticed that Rachel’s thin 
frame had rounded a bit and her appetite had increased, 
and she ate from everything Ramiel’s mother put on the 
table. She noticed her happiness and was envious. There 
were moments that she hated her for her happiness that 
came to her so easily, milking a cow, a rooster’s cry in the 
morning, yellow apples that fell off the tree in the orchard. 
That evening, on the white porch, they sat back leaning on 
the white lattice, Ramiel sat between them with a green 
stalk between his lips, and they talked about Amos like 
they did almost every night, and then he said, “I want to 
show you something.” He went into the house, and came 
back shortly with a big closed box in his hands. Without 
saying a thing, he opened the cardboard box, put in his 
hands and slowly, as though there was something fragile 
inside, he took out the blue globe. It rattled. 

“I got this for Amos,” he said, “before he enlisted in the 
army. I went especially to Jerusalem and bought him the 
globe that he wanted so much. I thought that you’d come 
together on one of his army leaves, and I’d give him the 
globe, and then I thought that after the war, I’d give it to 
him to celebrate the victory…” 

She looked at the blue globe. There was no lamp lighting 
it from the inside. Rachel looked at the globe and paled. 
And then Ramiel stretched a cable out of it and plugged 
it into the porch wall. The globe lighted up and looked 
like a giant blue diamond. She watched it hypnotized. This 
was the first time that she’d seen it up close. There was no 
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window separating them. She drew the continents and 
oceans with her finger, Rachel reached out and turned 
it to India. Ramiel said, “if we’re here with the globe let’s 
listen to the Beatles on Radio Ramallah from the beginning 
of the program.” 

And he turned on the radio, and when they sang “Hard 
day’s night,” Rachel started to cry, and so they sat until the 
moon faded over the mountains, the sky lightened and 
the roosters called and Rachel said, “it’s almost morning.”

And she asked Ramiel, “what are you going to do with 
the globe?”

“There’s no point to it without Amos,” he said and she 
patted the ball that was already hot from the bulb lit 
inside it. She remembered how she’d stick her face to the 
window to see it “as closely as possible,” as Yair would say, 
until her face was mashed, distorted in the window, with 
finger and spit smudges on it.

“I can see how you miss him,” Ramiel said suddenly. 
“Take it, it was Amos’s, and now it’s yours.” 

And she actually wanted to say, “yes, I’ll take it with me 
to school and Yair and I…” but she said that she wouldn’t 
take it; “it should stay here, maybe you’ll need it… maybe 
one day there’ll be a child here to turn it…” he looked at 
Rachel, and she understood that this was it, that in the barn 
next to the milking cow udders it had already happened… 
everything is happening so fast, she thought, so fast, Amos 
dead and buried. Ramiel wanting Rachel; maybe he didn’t 
really want her, maybe it was just his way to be Amos for a 
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while, like he’d always wanted, loving, admiring, jealous, 
plotting, wanting to be like her brother, to overcome 
his reticence, the roughness of a child who grew up in 
orchards, chicken coops and barns. And then Amos died 
and then Rachel… and he went out and got her brother 
a globe and played the Beatles in Amos’s memory from 
Radio Ramallah and said, “this song’s for him.” 

And Ramiel’s farmer hands did not enlist in the army like 
Amos, because of Isaac and the farm, caressing the globe 
while his eyes were fixed on Rachel, her dead brother’s girl. 
Her heart rebels, he’ll never be Amos, Amos was an angel; 
Ramiel’s a man of tractors and feet heavy with mud that 
sticks to the soles of his shoes and the smell of barn and 
horses. Even though Rachel is looking at Ramiel with that 
look that embarrasses her, she knows that she still misses 
Amos. Maybe Ramiel is saving her now from the trip to 
Kochi that she didn’t even want to take and her mother 
wrote to the cousin there and told her to visit him, because 
Rachel has been ready to get married since she was born 
and her womb wanted it. And Rachel’s body, it’s not like 
hers, it wants to get pregnant. Her lower stomach felt cut 
in two, and she squirmed. Rachel looked at her silently. 
She’d stopped asking. Radio Ramallah was playing her 
favorite song, and Ramiel said, “Amos was right,” when he 
told them, when they were first played on Radio Ramallah, 
“the Beatles will be the Kings of Music.”

They sang with the radio “I want to hold your hand,” and 
new voices gathered around them and filled the porch. 
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Ramiel looked at the sky and said almost to himself, “the 
cows need milking,” and got up to go. Rachel looked at the 
globe; maybe she was looking for India, maybe for Amos, 
and told Ramiel, “I’m coming with you.” 

She got up and followed him, leaving her alone in the 
yard that was waking up together with the lighted globe 
that was paling in the morning light; the radio made 
rustling noises until the Voice of Israel from Jerusalem 
began its programs and swallowed the voices of Radio 
Ramallah.

Ramiel’s mother came and went, asking if she was 
hungry, if she wanted coffee, maybe something to eat. 
Shortly after that, she put a tray on the table in the yard 
and left and then she heard the squeaking of Isaac’s wheel 
chair, she wondered whether to go in and offer help, but 
she remained sitting. Maybe she should go to India, she 
thought, remembering Amos’s exciting descriptions; start 
from Kochi and continue north, to the temples, maybe go 
to the beach and live there like the coastal plains in Israel, 
like the school, but what would she do there by herself ? 
With Rachel, it would be something else, still she thought 
she might go… even without her. Her heart said go. Flies 
attacked the milk crust on the tray and ants climbed the 
slice of cheese next to the tomato wedge. She let them and 
observed how they flooded the cheese and drowned inside 
it. She traveled to the south with her finger and up to the 
Himalayas. She was excited and Amos was standing next 
to her, showing her new places. Her body roused suddenly, 
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and she didn’t know what to do with the feeling she had. 
She didn’t even miss Yair, she just wanted to run away, 
get swallowed up, she wanted to get lost… when Rachel 
returned from the barn, she’d tell her, let’s go! Her hands 
turned the globe quickly, ants were climbing her knees 
and the flies were drowning under the milk crust. She 
too was a fly on the globe, but she wasn’t afraid anymore.

Rachel came back from the orchard at noon, “they’re 
spraying over there,” she said enthusiastically, her braid 
unraveled and spread and her skirt stained with mud. She 
was talking faster than ever, as though afraid that she’d 
cut in, ask her, want to know more. “A calf ran away, I ran 
after it… and fell,” she said and waved at her stained skirt. 
Since she didn’t respond, she continued, “Ramiel will come 
in later,” she said, “he left to drop off the laborers…” she 
didn’t answer. She just looked into her eyes, recognizing 
that look that pinched. The girls at the dorm in school 
had that look on Saturday mornings… sometimes, when 
she got up in the middle of the night and she’d see the 
boys leave the room, sometimes she’d see the girls return 
from the beach. Why was Rachel lying to her? Amos died 
a long time ago. Why was she afraid of her? of her looks?

She imagined Ramiel hovering above her, her skirt up, 
his fingers… hands, she squirmed, Rachel had stopped 
asking her. And she told Rachel that she’d leave tomorrow, 
go back to school, or maybe to Ramla. Maybe she’d go to 
India from there, maybe her mother could write to the 
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cousin to send her a ticket, she’d work and return the 
money, he shouldn’t worry. She didn’t say all that, but 
suddenly she felt like she loathed Rachel for violating 
her body that was really Amos’s and she thought about 
Yair. How the girls would touch him all the time, petting 
his body, licking his lips, and his body that’s inside their 
bodies, touching… entering… she shivered, the globe in 
her hands shivered and fell and she could hear the lamp 
inside it break like it was a heart.

Ramiel entered at that minute, picked up the globe 
and said that it wasn’t too bad, it was just the lamp, and it 
could be fixed, but she felt like Amira and like Mrs. Simone 
and like Hannah who thought that they’d taken away 
her Mordecai, and like her mother who was slowly going 
crazy and her father who was disappearing into himself. 
She grabbed the globe out of Ramiel’s hands and threw it 
angrily over the lattice. They watched it, how it rose over 
the fence, smashing into rocks that Isaac had turned into 
a small rock garden and breaking into pieces. “Amos is 
dead, what do we need that thing for? Forget the globe, 
why did we even come here?” She yelled, “You’ll never get 
Amos back, no one comes back… the dead don’t return… 
it’s all lies… everyone lies… what do you want from 
Rachel, she belongs to Amos,” she pushed at Ramiel… “ 
and her skirt…no one’s laughing, no one’s singing except 
the radio…” she yelled, her face turning red and Ramiel’s 
mother came into the yard, but she continued even when 
Ramiel tried to stop her, to say something to her, maybe 
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to protect himself, maybe to calm her down… “you always 
wanted to be Amos, you wanted to be Rachel’s Amos, my 
Amos, Yair’s Amos, the Amos that the whole world was 
waiting for, even though no one in the world had heard 
of him, yet, still they were waiting, so take Rachel… go to 
him, go… you were never worthy of my brother… go, ride 
tractors and milk cows…” she yelled, smashed to the floor 
and crawling on it like a little animal, like a worm. Rachel 
hovered over her and she bit her leg. Ramiel begged her 
to stop and brought her a glass of water and she smashed 
it and hurt his hand, his mother held her down by force 
and told Ramiel, “pick up her head,” and Rachel pulled 
her chin and opened her lips and Ramiel’s mother poured 
a bitter drink down her throat. She spit the remainder 
of the water from her mouth, squirmed on the floor and 
Ramiel bent down to pick her up. And then her strength 
gave out, her arms weakened, her mouth drooped and 
she shut her eyes. The voices went away. In the morning, 
she left and Rachel stayed. 

She told her, “now that you’re leaving to go back to 
school, I’ll stay here for a few more days. I’ve got nothing 
to rush home to.” She didn’t say a thing, her body was weak 
like after being sick, her lips were loose like after a long 
sleep. Rachel hugged her, she didn’t hug her back, nor 
Ramiel. His mother went back into the house, his father 
didn’t come out. She left.

At the Jerusalem central station she stood between two 
platforms and didn’t know where to go, to Nahalat Israel or 
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to Ramla; at both places she knew she’d get no peace, she 
wanted to escape them both, she wanted to go to both and 
enter her old room and think that Amos might come in 
at any minute, because she was that girl again and he was 
that boy and they’d play games and he’d know everything 
but pretend not to, so she could win, and the door would 
open and Yair would come in and say, I’m here, flying a 
new kite made of sharpened sticks and cellophane paper, 
and her mother would come in as well and say that she 
finished making the little pies, but they’d already know, 
because the smell would have spread through the house, 
and they’d run to the kitchen and they’d gorge on them. 
But nothing of that remained except for her parents, a 
bereaved couple wallowing in sorrow and grief, and she’d 
stand in between them, he in his room, she in the kitchen, 
and they’d not speak to each other because Amos was dead, 
and Ramla remained for her a memory of fear and Rachel, 
who she was also losing, slipping from her life. She stood 
between the platforms and wondered which she would 
choose. And Yair was waiting for her, bodily lurking at 
every corner of the school, waiting for her to grow up but 
not knowing that her body was a wound, that it was small 
and crowded and impure because it contained a secret. 
She knows that his scar is really a carving, she knows that 
a white girl baby was sitting there when he had sores 
and squirmed with pain. Maybe she’d go to Ramla; no 
one wanted her body in Ramla. She wouldn’t go back to 
the old city, to the market; she wouldn’t go by Calypso, 
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she wouldn’t hear the new music playing or listen to the 
new singers before they got famous on the radio. She 
wouldn’t go there, because maybe David, the synagogue 
caretaker, hadn’t forgotten her, and would tell her that it 
was her fault, that she shouldn’t have come to check out 
the Torah scroll to see if God was in it. She wasn’t a little 
girl anymore; she won’t believe anyone, she won’t follow 
the stories. 

She should go to the school, enter quietly, slip into her 
room, not go through the back gate and not see Yair 
kissing girls, pushing his hand under their shirts, under 
their bras, under their panties, the same panties and bras 
that were on the beds, hanging from the laundry lines. 
And Yair’s hand was strolling through them. She could 
imagine Yair lusting and becoming excited over the well 
developed and ripe bodies of the girls in his class. All of 
them want Yair, all of them want him to be their first, to 
breach their virginity. She could imagine her love for Yair, 
the boy with whom she weaved groundsels and went to 
the moshav by train, breaching all the school’s virgins. But 
her virginity he won’t get, it’s far away… it’s gone… taken 
away from her and he doesn’t know.

Both buses arrived at their platforms. The driver yelled, 
“what about you, girl, are you coming?” and the driver 
from the next platform yelling to her, “come on honey, 
get on, no time to think.” 
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In the end, she went back to school. She was surprised to 
see Yair sitting by the gate waiting for her, surrounded by 
orange rinds and smelling strongly of citrus. She stood a 
little distance away from him, he didn’t dare come closer, 
he no longer dared – only when she let him and approached 
him, she asked how he knew that she was coming back 
today. Was it the scar that signaled him like Amos used 
to say, but he still insisted on calling it a birthmark even 
though he knew everything that Mrs. Simone had told 
about the nun and the carving.

“I always know when you leave and return,” he told 
her and took her bag. They walked down the school road, 
crossed the lawn and continued to the back gate, like 
before, with the suitcase, but without the treasure chest 
that was forgotten under the lifeguard hut. Yair felt too 
old to sit around and play with their collections, but she’d 
still come sometimes to the beach, dig in the sand, take it 
out and look through it. As time passed, she too stopped 
visiting it and no longer found comfort and pleasure in 
it without Yair.

They went to the beach. The wind from the sea was soft, 
and the sea scent returned some of her desires that she 
hadn’t felt for a while.

“Come on,” Yair told her, like he used to at the field and 
next to the scaffolding in Ramla where they used to gather 
nails and broken bits of metal.

“Come on!” he grabbed her hand and the warmth of 
home surrounded her. This is my Yair, she thought, Yair 
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whom I’ve always loved. They stretched out under the 
lifeguard hut, and Yair said let’s dig in the sand. Later, they 
looked at the closed trunk and were quiet. She reached 
out to open it, but another voice within her spoke to her, 
whispered, and it was Amos who said to her, “Shlomit, it’s 
time, tell him, explain to him.” And then it was Rachel’s 
voice, “Shlomit, how long are you going to hide from him? 
Who did this to you… the hands…” her voice resonating 
and swallowing the sound of the waves. Run away, run 
away, she heard… David standing in the waves, limping 
in the water, his pants open, gaping like a maw trying to 
devour her. “If you tell, you’ll die; if you tell, you’ll die… 
if you say anything, I’ll kill you forever, every day…”

“You don’t laugh anymore,” Amos said. “You used to 
laugh, my stories used to make you laugh. You don’t 
anymore…”

“Shlomit, Shlomit,” Yair’s voice is driving her to Calypso 
Ramla, Lucy in the Sky… Yair is yelling into her ear, his 
hands are shaking her, she’s deaf and blind, she doesn’t 
want to see, she doesn’t want to hear, she has no body, 
she has no home, she has nothing. Once when she was a 
girl, she actually had a husband and a home – a cute little 
hideout and a brother who was also a friend, and a girl 
friend who was also a sister. Now she is an old woman, 
because everybody has already died, and only David is 
left standing there, limping in the waves… if you tell…

Someone’s pulling her to him by her arms, someone’s 
fondling her, kissing, wanting her by force, won’t accept 
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her refusal, the hands under her panties, fingers moving 
inside her, a scorching body sticking to hers, her shirt 
lifts, her breasts exposed to the wind… David limping in 
the water, coming close, “if you tell, I’ll slaughter you… 
I’ll slaughter you forever…” her lips caught in his mouth 
and the tongue sweet, flicking hers; my Shlomit, Shlomit, 
I love you, no, don’t leave me again… the sea is suddenly 
wild, the wind’s strong, a hard organ is piercing her body… 
retreating in fright as though a monster within her had 
ambushed him. Living in her body. 

Yair retreats, stands in the water; far away in the waves 
David is limping and the synagogue curtain on his head and 
then it’s night and very dark with only one star twinkling, 
the star-shaped scar from Yair’s back is hanging in the sky. 
And she’s naked on the beach, a slutty whore under the 
lifeguard’s hut. Her feet hit the closed chest.

“Who did this to you?” she hears Yair shouting, lit by 
the light of the star that the nun from the church had 
carved on him, between Calypso and the synagogue… 
Lucy in the sky… Jesus sang from there and a God who 
was hiding in the synagogue in a Torah scroll doesn’t see 
her. He has no mercy.

“You’re no virgin!” Yair said scornfully… “and all this time 
going back and forth to Ramla, the Ramla saint…” he said 
to her. “You’re the girl who I loved, whom I’ve protected 
here for years… I know virgins… there were quite a few 
here, but not anymore… your body’s open, Shlomit, your 
body’s old… you went to Ramla a lot… doing it and telling 



Calypso | 163 

me that you couldn’t, three years… three years I’ve been 
dreaming of you, three years I’ve been banging all the girls 
here and imagining you with me, and at night, whispering 
your name… waiting for you, waiting for you and you’re 
a whore…” his voice breaks. He’s crying, even the wind 
coming from the sea can’t cover up his weeping. He fell 
to the sand, he twisted and yelled and she knew that his 
scar woke from a long sleep, maybe white sores were even 
now filling his back. The scar burned and he yelled at her, 
“Shlomit, a white baby girl is riding my back…”

That night on the beach she told Yair the whole thing. 
And after that, she didn’t care anymore if she died, was 
slaughtered. She’d lost him, she’d lost Amos and also Rachel 
who was being comforted by Ramiel. She crawled to him 
scratched and naked, her body open, hated warm blood 
flowing early between her thighs. That’s what happens 
when you’re over excited, her mother used to say – that 
menstrual blood was the blood of the soul. She didn’t care 
that she was split, open, bleeding, she was slaughtered, 
she thought.

“Yair, I’m slaughtered,” she said to him, but only her 
lips moved. Her voice couldn’t be heard.

He rose above her, naked and shaky, “what did you say?” 
He asked her, pulling on her hair. “What did you say?” 
he screamed, raising his arm but she remained hanging 
in the air. He retreated from her. He scared himself. She 
didn’t care, he could hit her, she would like for his hand 
to slap her, that’s what Yair should do to her, because she 
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didn’t heed him. It’s been eight years since he yelled at 
her. Shlomit run away, run away. And she did, but, after 
a time, she went back… hit me, hit… she whispered to 
him, but he lowered his arm. And the wind from the sea 
whipped her; the moon rose and in its light she noticed 
David limping into the depths of the sea and the words, 
like the blood that came early and came from her soul, 
flowing and washing, she didn’t care. She didn’t care about 
anything, she only wanted to tell what happened and for 
Yair to hear, and she’d go away and that would be that. 

He stood there naked and was silent and let her mouth 
talk, her lips whisper. She was cold, and the wind hit her; 
he didn’t cover her up from the cold like he used to and 
didn’t love her like he did in the little hideout and took 
no pity on her, another baby girl was riding his back. He 
was burning up. He screamed…

“You remember when we went to the synagogue and 
then ran away and you yelled at me to run, and we ran 
away together, but after a time I went back there alone, 
you weren’t there to protect me, to tell me, Shlomiti run 
away… and this time I didn’t manage to escape. I wasn’t 
quick enough and the lame synagogue caretaker caught 
me. And that’s it. Ever since, I’ve been ill; ever since, I’ve 
been a different Shlomit from the one you knew and you 
always asked me, like Amos and mom and Rachel and the 
teachers at school, ‘what’s wrong with you!? Why are you 
like that…? Quiet… squirming…’ I never answered and I 
squirmed even more and ran away to throw up… to sleep…” 
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Yair was quiet, his eyes tightened like they did during 
Amira’s funeral and Avram’s funeral and also Amos’s 
funeral. He shrank into himself, like he did during the 
burials. She felt him burying her now; maybe he’d widen 
the hole where they’d buried their chest under the lifeguard 
hut, and he’d bury her there too with the chest. It’s for the 
best, she thought, that way she won’t have to figure out 
where to go tomorrow morning and for all the following 
mornings, now that she’d told him everything, she didn’t 
know what to do, because the mouth was open and the 
heart and tongue and the stomach that gaped and all the 
blood that poured out of her and she had no more secrets 
left to protect her from tomorrow. She sat on the sand with 
her gaping stomach and her viscera exposed.

Yair got up and dressed quickly, and left with his shirt 
open and his pants undone, leaving her alone on the sand. 
She called him. Maybe she just thought she’d called him, 
her lips moved and the wind settled. “Yair, Yair,” she heard 
her voice resonating in her ears. But he was already gone 
through the gate.

She was left alone, naked, open, and her body felt like 
an empty, abandoned birds’ nest. She was alone on the 
beach, she was completely alone, she was nine years old 
when she’d betrayed Yair. Now no one will look out for her. 
In the morning, the lifeguard found her on the beach. He 
wrapped her in a blanket and took her to the school. For 
three days, she burned up with fever in the nurse’s office. 
A week later, Joseph came to take her back to Ramla with 
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her suitcase and books. The chest remained abandoned 
on the beach. She never returned to the school.

Her mother was happy that she’d left the school and 
come home; the very next day she entered the kitchen 
and cooked for her and for anyone else willing to eat her 
dishes, and so it continued every day. And it seemed to her 
that Joseph was also looking forward to her return home. 
He could no longer bear his silences and the silence of the 
house and especially Amos and their empty room. Since 
she returned home, he’d come in every once in a while to 
look at her and ask whether to buy her anything, maybe 
some notebooks, maybe a book.

And her mother cooked. The smells from her kitchen 
burst onto the street and into the neighbors’ windows 
and Mrs. Simone and Hannah would come over again and 
sit with her mother in the kitchen, and again she’d hand 
out her dishes and sauces from her cooking pots. Joseph 
ate, she ate and it seemed like the entire house was eating, 
smelling of new dishes. As though it was Amos who’d come 
back from the dead and not her back from school. But she 
moved around the apartment like a zombie, a barefoot 
shadow with its arms out. The doctors prescribed some 
pills for her. She didn’t ask why and her mother gave them 
to her every morning. She said swallow, Shlomiti, it’ll 
make you stronger. And she swallowed without asking. 
The pills silenced her soul, and made her sleep easily and 
made her hungry, so she ate all day, from everything that 
her mother made, since she went back to making all her 
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favorite dishes, and she still thought she was feeding 
Amos and Avram and Amira and Yair and Rachel and the 
rest of their street. She ate it all, the food for the dead and 
the missing until her cheeks swelled up and her thighs 
thickened, her stomach rounded and expanded and burst 
through her shirt. Her clothes became tight around her 
hips and pelvis, she stopped leaving the house, she was 
so quiet that no one asked her questions. 

And she didn’t ask anything either and didn’t want a 
thing except for a letter that might arrive one day from 
Yair. She spoke only with the mailman, and he told her 
every day, ask me again tomorrow, maybe your letter 
will arrive tomorrow. And it didn’t come, and she moved 
around the house in her mother’s wide robe and no one 
asked her if she wanted to go to school, if she wanted to 
go back to the school, it seemed that both her mother 
and Joseph felt comfortable and comforted to see at least 
one of their children moving around the house all day. 
She only wanted to retrieve a letter from the mailbox, 
and in the meantime, during her dazed ramblings in the 
apartment, she’d go to the pots on the stove, take a piece 
of chicken or a meatball and eat with a passion that she’d 
never before experienced. She never knew that you could 
enjoy food so much. For years, she hadn’t tasted food like 
this; now she shoved her hands into pots and pans and 
gathered straight into her hands hot sardines, she’d open 
a loaf of bread and swallow it whole. It seemed like no one 
had noticed her swelling body. Her mother enjoyed her 
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appetite, glad that there was someone to feed once again, 
while she hummed along with the radio in the kitchen, 
as though it hadn’t been only a few months since she 
was grieving and looking through photo albums, going 
back and forth between home and the military cemetery. 
Joseph would buy her notebooks that she didn’t need 
anymore and never asked her when she’d go to school, 
here or there… the days passed, she continued to sit on 
the sofa in her robe, in front of the TV that hadn’t been on 
since the funeral. Now it stood in the middle of the room, 
and she watched all the shows and ate everything her 
mother cooked, and the whole apartment was like a happy 
slaughterhouse, slaughtered chickens, fish swimming 
in tubs, and it seemed like Joseph’s entire salary went on 
food and spices. And all this time she only waited for the 
mailman, and would go down to the mailbox at a set time 
and return empty handed to the hot kitchen, where the 
vegetables would go to the gallows and the spices would 
be pulverized, and the fumes of the dishes would rise to 
the window and the street would awaken as though death 
hadn’t visited this building thrice in a row.

Until Rachel came for a visit, to tell her parents about 
her wedding to Ramiel at the moshav, because since they 
parted ways at the moshav, and she went back to school, 
she hadn’t seen her. Rachel entered their home and looked 
at her, and she left and didn’t tell her that she was getting 
married. Shlomit asked if she knew anything about Yair. 

Rachel gave her a pitying glance, hesitated and finally 
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said, “before he joined the army, he visited us at the moshav 
and told us he was moving up his draft date.” She said no 
more. 

After she left, Hannah came in and told her mother 
excitedly, “Esther, my Racheli is pregnant, next month 
there’ll be a big wedding at the moshav.”

All night she sat on the bed and thought about Amos 
and about Rachel’s baby. On the next day, she squeezed 
herself into her narrow clothes that barely fit her and 
went outside, for the first time in months. She got on the 
first bus and went to the military cemetery to tell Amos. 
After Rachel returned to the moshav, a brown military 
envelope arrived. Her mother collapsed on the chair 
and for a moment everything mixed in her head and she 
yelled, Shlomit, a letter arrived from Amos, and didn’t 
even bother looking at the sender’s name. 

Shlomit carefully pried the letter from her hand as 
though it were a piece of chicken that she pulled form 
the hot pot, and tore the envelope, ran with the letter into 
the room and saw the handwriting that she loved, the 
handwriting of the boy whom she once swore was her love, 
and she was his and no other girl in the world would do, 
so he said, this letter was from him, a letter from her love, 
forgetting everything that happened at the school and on 
the beach. She closed the door and read the letter again 
and again, page after page, and he told her everything, not 
missing a thing, asking her to forget him, even it hurts her 
to death. Silence fell on her room, she didn’t leave it for 



170 | Tsipi Sharoor

hours, even the scent of new cooking that crept from the 
kitchen didn’t get her out. Her mother called her, Joseph 
came home from work, doors opened and closed and she 
continued to sit with the letter, memorizing it, studying 
it as though she would later have to chew and swallow it 
to hide evidence. She sat and recited it to herself in the 
room across from Amos’s empty bed, her eyes so awash 
with tears that she couldn’t see anymore and her voice all 
cracked and scratched:

My dear Shlomit,
I love you, but after that night on the beach, I hated 

you. I couldn’t look at you. I left you on the beach alone. I 
finally lay with you, if you can call it that;, I actually raped 
you. For the second time, you were raped. And I was your 
rapist. I don’t know why I did it. Maybe because of all the 
years in Ramla and after that all the years in Nahalat Israel 
when I lay with the girls at the school, with all of them… 
in our reality, Shlomit, I should have lain only with you, 
but in each of those girls I looked for you. On the beach the 
other day, after I hadn’t seen you for three weeks because 
you went with Rachel to the moshav and left me, I thought 
I was going crazy. I’d wait for you at the gate every day, and 
when you arrived, I knew, it had to happen, so I did it to 
you by force, but you didn’t resist, you had no power to 
resist me. I finally broke you, that’s what I thought at first 
until you told me that it was the caretaker who did it to 
you first. Why the hell did you go there? Why Shlomit, 
why? I yelled to you to run away and you did and then you 
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went back alone… remember that Amos would say that 
my scar knew more than even I could know! I felt that I 
had to warn you. We were kids, but I knew. For seven years, 
you hid it from me, and for three years I’ve been ripping 
all the school’s virgins. I slept with them all, I’m so bad, 
I’m wretched, but I told all of them that I loved you. After 
you told me about the things that David the synagogue 
caretaker did to you and after I entered you like a woman, 
I couldn’t see you again. I knew that you were sick with a 
fever in the nurse’s office, I stood there and listened to you 
cry, I saw the doctor come and go, I saw Joseph come and 
take you away. I could do nothing. I couldn’t go to Ramiel 
and Rachel, I had no one in the world. Everyone died. You 
too, but those were passing emotions, I knew that one 
day I’d come to Ramla and take you to our little hideout 
and tell you that Shlomit, my love, let’s get married, let’s 
go away together to wherever you like, Amos had already 
marked on his maps all the places in the world, but I also 
knew that it would take a long time for me to do this, and 
until then I thought that you’d forget me, but I also knew 
that you wouldn’t. I know you, you don’t forget anything 
in a hurry, you’re like Amos. If he were here, I’d tell him. 
But everything’s changed, and what’s happening to me 
now I couldn’t tell even Amos, the only friend I ever had. 
After you left, I knew that you wouldn’t come back, I too 
left and joined the army, I’m in the Sinai now, eating sand 
and trying to forget, loving you and hating myself for 
what I did to you abandoning you naked and frozen on 



172 | Tsipi Sharoor

the beach. And then she came… a new soldier, thin, slim 
and yellow from head to toe and her eyes the color of the 
sea at the school, with an angel face and a baby face. She 
entered the tent, stood there wondering, looking for the 
commander. At first she mistakenly thought it was me, and 
she approached me, and then I saw her up close and she saw 
me, I thought we knew each other, even though we knew 
that we didn’t know each other, but we recognized each 
other. How can I explain this to you so you understand, so 
you don’t think that it was only to sleep with the new girl 
on the base? There was something about her that I had to 
explore, her too, maybe once we’d met, we were together, 
and it wasn’t centuries ago, you know, reincarnation. She 
was my sister, actually not a sister nor an aunt, she was my 
wife. How? You must ask, you were my wife, we got married 
when we were kids and divorced when we grew up. No 
Shlomit, she wasn’t my wife, nor my girl nor my sister, and 
suddenly my back started to burn, I felt the white sores 
spread on my back and shoulders, and I started to burn, 
you know how I get when that happens… and I knew that 
something powerful was happening. She looked at me 
with a fearful gaze and asked if I had a scar somewhere on 
my body. I removed my army shirt and asked her to do the 
same, she refused, I begged her, she cried and something 
burned in her body, because she did what I used to do, she 
rubbed herself on the poles of the tent. I approached her 
and took her shirt off forcefully, she stood half naked and 
cried. She was yellow and white and beautiful. I turned 
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her around and saw everything. It was all the same. Her 
name’s Noga. Everything fit exactly – the scar and the 
star-shaped carving. I showed her my back and she said, 
you’re the baby boy who rides my back when I’m burning 
up. And you’re the baby girl… I told her.

And that’s it Shlomiti. Since then, she’s been here; since 
then, we’ve been together; when the scars burn, we comfort 
each other. Noga is quiet like a shadow. I’m starting to 
love her, she brings me a peace I never knew. Would you 
believe that her mother, just like Amira, slit her wrists 
and that both of us have the same carving that was done 
by the nun from Ramla? When we finish our service, I’m 
going to marry the baby girl from the preemie ward. Don’t 
be angry, don’t judge me. I have no one in the world but 
you, but I don’t really have you. After meeting Noga, I’m 
resting. Suddenly I have a family. I love you. One day I’ll 
come to Ramla and we’ll go visit Amos and then we’ll go 
to the moshav, Rachel and Ramiel will also get married in 
the summer… when we were kids you were my wife in a 
field of groundsels and I was your husband; now I need a 
new life… I need peace. I need Noga. 

Love you.
Yair
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Chapter Eleven

In the end, it was she who traveled and Rachel who stayed.
Her mother untied a handkerchief  containing a few 

bills that she’d hidden from Joseph since she’d worked as 
a house cleaner. She gave them to her and said, “if you’ve 
decided and I have no influence, at least take this money 
so you won’t go hungry.” And Joseph, who since Amos was 
killed, was sometimes kind of nice to her, gave her all the 
money that he’d saved for Amos, to go to university after 
the army and told her, “you’re a big girl, do what you want.” 

On Saturday Ramiel and Rachel came especially. Rachel 
was already heavy and swollen. She looked away from her 
belly that stood between them. “I’ll be having the baby 
any day now,” she told her, and hugged her belly. 

But Shlomit was silent. She didn’t know what to say to a 
pregnant girl who was the great love of her dead brother. 
Ramiel looked at Rachel, she let her hand fall off her belly 
and told her, “Shlomit, you can pack… the money has 
arrived from India, you see, in the end, out of all of us, 
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you’re the only one going. I won’t be going there.” She 
hugged her huge belly again, she looked as though she’d 
swallowed Amos’s globe. Ramiel put his hand into his 
shirt pocket and removed a small envelope, “you have a 
ticket to India and a little money in there,” he told her in 
his soft voice. She looked at the closed envelope that he 
handed her. Not daring to reach out and take it. She also 
didn’t know how to react to receiving such a gift. If Amos 
were there, he’d say something clever in her place and 
everything would work out. She stirred restlessly. 

“Don’t worry; we weren’t the ones to buy the ticket. We 
can’t afford to travel… we might be having twins, that’s 
what the doctors are thinking… maybe.”

Rachel couldn’t resist hugging both babies at once. “I 
wrote a letter to my mother’s cousin, and he immediately 
sent me the money.” She gave a sudden laugh, as though 
revealing something and hiding something else. “You’ll 
go to Kochi and tell him that the minute I finish school 
I’ll be coming too.”

“How?” She pointed in alarm at Rachel’s belly.
“He thinks that I’m still in school like my brother and 

so continues to send money for my education.”
“But that’s a lie!”
“He’s a rich man, Shlomit; this is nothing to him.”
“But I don’t know him…”
“You know no one in India, you’re sure to meet people.” 

She told her.
She thought that something was different about Rachel. 
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Since moving to the moshav and marrying Ramiel, her 
shyness and reticence were gone and she would talk a lot, 
maybe to compensate for Ramiel’s reticence. Before, she 
was quiet because of Amos’s loquacity.

“I wish that we too could go away for a while, but the farm 
is now completely my responsibility and my father… so 
take the ticket and go,” Ramiel said, but she still didn’t dare 
to reach for it. He put it on the television set in the small 
living room that was never used because the neighbors 
always sat with her mother in the kitchen and her father 
was always closed in his room, but since getting the TV 
they would all three sit there and watch the news silently 
with just the occasional noises of chewing and Joseph’s 
noisy tea gulping that sounded like a whistle made by a 
dying man. She and her mother would sip their tea quietly.

After Rachel and Ramiel left, she took the ticket from atop 
the TV set, gathered the money her mother had stashed 
and the money that Joseph had saved for Amos. She piled 
everything together and put it in an old empty notebook 
that Joseph had bought her and fastened it all together 
with a wide rubber band. She’d go away. Otherwise, she’d 
die, especially after Yair had written her that he was going 
to marry the “baby from the preemie ward,” and that’s why 
she lost all the weight that she’d put on, to the point that 
she’d shrunk all at once and kept throwing up, she still 
wasn’t sure that she wanted to live. She wasn’t sure that 
she wanted to run away either, particularly now that she 
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could, that she had a ticket and money and Amos’s marked 
maps and the notebooks where he wrote everything about 
India. But if she were to remain, her feet would take her to 
the synagogue and to David who would kill her. She didn’t 
care anymore, so she’d die. She thought about Amira’s 
blood dripping down the stairs. She didn’t want to die here, 
in her mother’s presence. She thought about the pain… 
and she didn’t want to die like Avram, and remembered 
the train wreck he caused, that was still talked about in 
Ramla to this day, people remembering the heads of the 
passengers that were crushed on the closed iron doors 
and the little limbs of children flying out the shattered 
windows and the screams and of fear and pain… so how 
to die? She wouldn’t get killed in a war, she wouldn’t be 
sent to war like Amos, and they didn’t live close to the 
border like the residents of northern Israel whom she 
watched on TV. Only David could kill her. But the fear of 
what he would do to her inside her body before he killed 
her frightened her more. She read in the papers about men 
killing their victims after “doing them”; she couldn’t even 
say the explicit word, the one in the papers and even on 
the radio and on TV. Sometimes she’d feel that her body 
was alive and then she’d want it back as long as it didn’t 
open again – particularly now. Sometimes she felt like a 
girl who’d never been touched, that her body was hers 
alone, and secure in itself. And it’s good. That’s how she 
felt sometimes when she didn’t want to die, when she 
wanted to live.
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In fact, she liked yellow flowers again, and rain, and 
programs on the TV that Joseph had recently bought in 
installments, but this time he didn’t complain like he did 
when he bought the twelve volumes of the encyclopedia. 
She’d been reading Amos’s books again and loving her 
mother more, maybe God was showing her mercy, she 
hadn’t laughed for so long, and she started liking Joseph 
as well, and forgiving him, and she loved Rachel again 
after hating her for betraying her dead brother and after 
becoming envious about how she was able to forget him 
and get over him and so quickly, starting a new life, while 
she was still stuck there, in the synagogue, in death. 

She loved her again. Amos, she’ll always love, but Yair 
had become a wound in her body, and when she thought 
of him, the wound would open. She couldn’t think of 
him, like David. She couldn’t think of him, he’s with 
that soldier… but unlike the girls at the school whom he 
changed every week and told them that he was thinking 
only of her. Now he’d erased her, he had a love, a girl baby 
who’d known him since they were preemies together, 
before they’d built their little hideout, before they’d rolled 
in the field amongst the groundsels. She wouldn’t think 
of him, she wouldn’t think of him, she wouldn’t think of 
him, ever. She’d take the money and the ticket. She had a 
suitcase. She’d go far away, the farthest. Away from Kochi 
even. What did she have here? But when she thought of 
her mother, that now she’d be abandoning her again, her 
heart ached. If only she were laughing again, she’d know 
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that her zest for life was back. And everything, it seemed 
to her, would be like before. But she wouldn’t laugh.

She was nineteen when she flew to India with the same rigid 
and faded suitcase that she’d taken with her to the school. 
But now she was travelling far and with a different heart. 
And no boy whom she’d been missing would be waiting for 
her in that faraway land, familiar and unfamiliar, known 
to her through some immigrants from Kochi who came 
to Ramla and the women still dressed in colorful saris. 
She’d learned of India from Rachel and Amos, from the 
maps that he’d marked, from the notes that he took all 
the time, from the globe in the store window. She thought 
that at least she was familiar with Kochi and told Rachel 
that she’d go straight there, to her uncle. But everything 
changed when she landed in Bombay, fatigued from the 
long voyage that she wasn’t used to. The rickshaw driver 
took her to a small guesthouse. Everyone looked at her 
strangely and curiously. The looks weighed on her. She 
was scared, especially by the men’s looks. The women and 
children approached her, touched her skin and fingered 
her dress. There were strong smells in the air. She thought 
she’d recognize them right away, from Rachel’s house, but 
these were unfamiliar scents, the diluted stench of sewage 
and cow excrement from the cows that were walking freely 
in the streets and on the main thoroughfares, like the cats 
in Ramla. Lean, nearly naked, men would stand by their 
stalls and skinny children surrounded and pestered her 



180 | Tsipi Sharoor

until the rickshaw driver pushed them and protected her 
with his body. For three days, she didn’t dare leave the 
guesthouse. She’d only go down to the entrance and the 
owner – a fat, heavy woman, unlike the skinny women who 
held babies in their laps – watched her with wonder and 
pity. She probably thought to herself how did this pale 
white creature come to be here alone, although she also 
saw a few outlandish Englishmen who’d go up and down 
the guesthouse stairs. One woman approached her and 
gave her a buttered chapatti and strong tea. The woman 
spoke with her in fluent English; it seemed like she was 
used to foreign visitors. Luckily, she spoke and understood 
English well, even when spoken with a heavy Indian accent, 
thanks to Rachel’s father, who for two years was the English 
teacher at the elementary school where she and Rachel 
went with Amos and Yair, and also, thanks to Rachel and 
Amos who would sometimes speak English to each other. 
Amos was always excited to speak in foreign languages, 
and he was always happy to speak English with Rachel 
and her father; this makes me a globetrotter, he’d tell her 
when he learned to speak a little French from Mrs. Simone. 
On the third day, when she descended to the guesthouse 
entrance, the guesthouse owner said, “Slomit, why are you 
sitting here all day, it’s a holiday today, the Holi festival, go 
out, the festivities are about to begin, today’s Holi, don’t 
be afraid, you can come with me,” said the woman who 
inspired a homey warmth in her. She was silent, afraid to 
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mix with the foreign crowd, remembering the looks of 
the men who were checking her out. 

“Don’t be afraid,” she told her, and it seemed that she 
was familiar with the fears of women staying alone at her 
guesthouse. “People here are good. You’ll see, you’ll meet 
more people like you here. They come to Bombay for the 
holiday. By the sea, there’ll be much more light and color, 
very happy.” She waved her hands and made happy noises.

“Come on! I’ll take you,” she told her and returned to 
the counter at the entrance, but then he came in. This 
was before she’d decided whether to return to her room 
or join the Holi festivities. Maybe she should go anyway; 
she didn’t come all this way in order to close herself off 
in a musty room and sleep all day on a hard iron bed. She 
climbed the stairs, but the lights and the happiness in 
the woman’s voice were enticing, much more fascinating 
than sitting in her room and thinking about where she’d 
go from here, repeatedly looking through Amos’ maps at 
the red dot marking Kochi. She looked back and saw him 
watch her, dark skinned, wearing loose white pants and 
a long shirt that came to his knees. He turned to her and 
smiled. He had a soft face, pretty; she quickly turned her 
face back to the stairs. His white teeth gave such a dazzling 
smile that it seemed to her like he was an adult sized child 
with eyes that saw life for the first time.

Nevertheless, she hurriedly entered her room, hearing 
a voice that was telling her to watch out, not to trust. She 
didn’t want to die anymore, but she still didn’t know if she 
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wanted to live. For now, she was running away, exchanging 
one place for another. Confusing her memory. Don’t 
trust, don’t go near. She wasn’t afraid of the children who 
approached her, touched her, pulled on her dress, only 
the burning eyes of the men awoke an old fear in her. She 
sat in her room, hesitating whether to go downstairs and 
join the festival, the festival of colors that Rachel used 
to speak of with longing and enthusiasm. She’d sweep 
them up with her to the festivals and fireworks and color 
celebrations that she recalled. She remembered that 
Rachel had called this holiday “Holi”; she remembered that 
name clearly. She looked out the window, two cows were 
standing on a side street fighting over a piece of cardboard, 
a barefoot boy in rags lifted his eyes and looked at her. He 
moved her and she smiled at him. He kept standing and 
watching, she waved at him and he ran away. Her heart 
ached. She examined the back of her hand. Hands could 
be dangerous, a hand moving, waving, she thought of the 
threat that one hand could hold for a child. Her stomach 
churned. She shut her eyes. When she opened them, the 
boy was back. He stood in the same place with two other 
children. They stood in a row and stared at her with their 
dark gazes. They didn’t smile. They asked for nothing, they 
just looked at her. She stood at the window like them, like 
a girl with children. She liked children; they moved her 
and caused her to trust. But being a child is dangerous 
she thought, children need to hurry and grow up, not to 
linger, before someone comes and takes and ruins them. 
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She looked at the children and felt how, like poison, the 
memory returned and seeped into her. She didn’t smile 
at them again. She didn’t know what her face looked like 
when her insides were poisoned, but the children ran 
away from the window and the street; she wasn’t a girl 
anymore. She’s an adult. She too could hurt them. She 
frightened herself with the thought that she could hurt 
children. She retreated into her narrow room, lay on her 
bed and stared at the ceiling. Her room was shrouded by 
evening shadows. Her thoughts filled with children. She 
pondered Amos, Yair, and Rachel, the only children that 
she’d really known up close. She won’t have children, 
she won’t be a mother. If she were to give birth and have 
a child, she shivered, how would she know what was in 
his heart? All her life she’d think that his heart hid… that 
she’d lose him… be taken away… 

A light knock on her door startled her. She stood by the 
door and was quiet, hoping that the woman wouldn’t be 
able to read her thoughts on her face. “Slomit,” she called 
her, and the mispronunciation calmed her thoughts. 
“Come with me! It’s starting. Don’t be afraid, I’ll look 
after you.” She opened the door to her. The woman was 
wearing a bright new purple and red sari and her heavy 
brown belly bulged over the layers of fabric. “Come,” she 
said and pulled her by the arm. She put a green scarf on 
her head, decorated with drawings of purple peacocks; 
she took out a small box and painted her face in red and 
yellow with her fingers while laughing. “Today is the 
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holiday of colors,” she told her, and painted her face in 
the strong colors as well. “Come on, Slomit, today we are 
going to vanquish the demons, the evil Holika. And you’ll 
come with me and be happy with everyone, who’ll love 
you even though you’re white, with these colors they’ll 
love you even more,” the large woman laughed like a girl. 
“I’ve never seen eyes as green as the scarf before,” she said. 

Shlomit blushed. She couldn’t remember the last time 
that anyone had admired her. It’s been years since a boy 
told her she was pretty, and here, a stranger at a poor 
and remote guesthouse, told her with a simplicity and 
an overabundant kindness just like the flesh that bulged 
from her sari. Finally, she acquiesced and followed her. 

There he stood again at the entrance, tall and thin, 
wearing the same loose pants. He looked at her with a 
child’s eyes. It confused her. It’s a deception she thought. 
“Life in India is misleading. Especially for strangers in 
India,” she remembered the words of the English teacher, 
Rachel’s father, who, before she left, had even given her 
a small dictionary; “Maybe you’ll need it, it’s an English–
Hindi dictionary,” he said, “You’ll always find someone to 
read to you until you learn to do it yourself.”

The Indian’s face was happy. He smiled at her, his teeth 
gleamed. She looked away like the boy in the window 
did and followed the woman. They went to the beach, all 
the way to the ancient citadel where many Indians and a 
few outlandish foreigners crowded together, dressed in 
strange wide clothes with wreaths on their heads, their 
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faces colored a hot red, painted like Native Americans. 
They drank wine and laughed. They were drunk and they 
scared her more than the Indians. When the celebration 
started, the Indians looked like children at a Purim (Jewish 
holiday involving costumes) party. She wanted to be one 
of them, but her feet froze in place as did her smile. The 
woman called to her, colored powders were flying through 
the air, hoses were spraying water and the people were 
laughing and joking, though she couldn’t understand 
what they were saying. 

“Slomit, don’t be afraid. People here are good…” Again, 
it seemed like she was reading her mind and reading her 
heart. She followed her, the woman turned to her and 
gave her colored powders and said, “throw them in the 
air, today we’ll vanquish evil!” The powders fell on the 
woman’s face and on the people around, she laughed. She 
looked like a colorful old clown. Everyone around her was 
smeared with the colorful powders, dressed in loud clothes, 
especially purple, red and yellow. A deafening noise came 
from music boxes, cows and passing trains that were also 
colored in all those colors, and the water held shining 
paper lanterns. She was pushed into the crowd, thinking 
that the whole of India was present. Suddenly her hand fell 
out of the guesthouse owner’s hand who was swept away 
by the celebration and had disappeared. Colorful fabrics 
floated above her, the powders penetrated her eyes, and it 
seemed to her that the air was full of butterflies, landing 
on the heads and the faces of the partygoers. She became 
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dizzy, something moved, her stomach closed, her heart 
opened and she wanted to live. And then he was there, 
despite the colors and the colored powders that stuck to 
his hair, face and white clothes, she recognized his smile 
and his eyes. And with the colors on him, he looked like 
a child. He handed her a colorful paper lantern and told 
her in good English with a strong Indian accent, “throw it 
into the water and our gods will bring back your smile.” He 
laughed at her, frolicking like a child around old people, 
and only then did she notice that most of the women were 
observing the festivities from the sidelines, and almost all 
of them were holding babies in their arms. 

“Throw the lantern in the water,” he yelled to her, trying 
to overcome the noise, “so that your heart will be happy. 
During the Holi Festival we’re happy all night long, come 
with me!” He yelled into her ear, “what’s your name?”

“Shlomit.”
“Shlomit,” he repeated, “a pretty name.”
“Seth,” he said.
“Seth?” she asked. And he yelled above the sounds of 

the tabla and drum players. “It’s the name of a Buddhist 
temple.”

Seth, she repeated to herself. Afraid that he too, like 
the woman would be swallowed by the crowd, but he 
held her hand and pulled her out of the crowd toward 
the sea. They stood and looked at a big bonfire that was 
still burning there, and he said with a tone of satisfaction, 
“they burned the evil Holika.” And he bought her an 
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especially sweet drink and a semolina cake that was being 
handed out on trays. The cake was very sweet as well, she 
couldn’t remember eating a cake like it at Rachel’s house. 
He looked at her and smiled, and his teeth shone in the 
holiday lights. It’s jamon, he told her. She liked the flavor; 
it had a comforting taste of dates and milk. She looked 
at Seth and heard his voice despite the noise, coming 
from the nether portion of her life, and four little kids, 
among them one boy with yellow eyes and brown hair, 
laughing. On the one hand, she wanted to vanish from 
there; on the other hand, she wanted these moments 
to never end, that she would forever remain part of the 
spectacular color celebration with colored powders that 
painted the night and the sea lit by colorful lanterns and 
people eating semolina cakes and drinking sweet drinks 
and white teeth and Seth like a child, who even had the 
name of a temple. She looked at him, and he pulled her 
into the circle of celebrants, and it seemed to her that 
no music was playing here really and all the sound was 
coming from some other place, and yet it sounded good 
to her and moved her heart. Seth laughed and scattered 
powders, giving her more, and she did the same, scattering 
and laughing and waving a paper lantern and someone 
splashed her with warm water, nice, from a long hose, 
maybe a makeshift water gun, and India, she’s thinking, 
is like a giant kindergarten. That’s a kindergarten that 
she wants to be a part of, she thinks, a kindergarten that 
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makes you forget, it comforts, a place where kids will be 
happy. That’s what she wants.

Seth looked at her every once in a while and smiled at 
her and it felt to her like he was seeping into her thoughts. 
She became alarmed and lowered her eyes and he said to 
her, “be happy Shlomit, be happy with us, be happy with 
us, stranger girl, be happy…” Because on that night she 
was one “stranger girl” in the circles of celebrants at the 
Holi Festival. On the way to the guesthouse Seth told her, 
“Shlomit be happy, tonight you vanquished Holika, the 
terrible demon.”
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Chapter Twelve

Intoxicated by the celebration of color and light, the bands 
and the memory subduing childlike bustle, she returned 
to the guesthouse under the light of the full moon with 
Seth and the guesthouse owner who accompanied them. 
Children trailed behind her, touching her and examining 
her skin color. The woman tightened the scarf that she 
gave her around her head, saying that she was trying to 
hide her loose hair. “I’ll teach you how to make an Indian 
braid,” she said. On the way, they bypassed the stalls and 
the colorful fabric surfaces holding carpets for sale in the 
passageways and on the sides of the road.

She looked at the printed fabrics, the embroidered 
knitted fabrics with birds, peacocks and elephants, and 
the pictures of the gods that she’d seen in her childhood 
at Rachel’s house. In the light of the moon and meager 
lanterns, old women sat and embroidered clothes for sale. 
Never had she been surrounded by such strong colors; 
everything spun around her in an unending dance. She 



190 | Tsipi Sharoor

laughed. Everyone laughed. She never wanted this night 
to end, she wanted for all nights to be like this, she felt that 
she had found her place, that Rachel had come from here 
to Ramla so that one day she could come here. She looked 
at Seth. His face was soft and quiet like a child’s face. Seth 
said that the guesthouse owner was drunk.

“Me, too,” she said, and joined the woman’s laughter. 
When Seth laughed, it felt like his voice came from her 
little hideout. Someone came toward them and sprayed 
them with colors. From afar, they could hear the tablas 
(drum-like instruments) and bells, the stomping and the 
laughter. She laughed with them, with both of them, but 
her laughter tapered off suddenly and was swallowed by 
the darkness, in the place where the trees hid the moon. 
Before they arrived at the guest house, she asked him why 
he was staying at the guesthouse. 

“I’m from Goa,” he told her, shaping India with his 
hands and pointing down. ” I too am a guest in Bombay, 
like you. My boss sent me to buy parts for the engines of 
his boats. I work for him and sail his boats with travelers 
who arrive in Goa, I take them to the islands.”

“You sail boats yourself ?” she was amazed by the boy 
who danced with her and weaved groundsels from a 
distant field into chains, and was an amusing clown who 
danced and laughed and threw colorful powders on her 
head and gave her a sweet drink. That boy is a man. She 
retreated and looked at him, he looked back and the eyes 
that came from there and dreamed like Amos’s eyes, and 
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her brother’s lips moved across from her in the moonlight, 
sailing boats through oceans, and with his own hands, like 
Amos, he caught pirates on their way to the islands and 
retrieved lost treasure chests from the bottom of the sea.

“I sail with people who come to Goa,” he said suddenly. 
And she, like Amos, wanted to know, to travel between 
continents with Amos, to turn the globe. Yair, here’s India, 
Amos’s changing voice blended and melded with the voice 
of the man-child.

And she noticed that he wasn’t aware of the wonder that 
he aroused in her, that he took her back there.

“I tell my passengers about the wars that were fought 
in Goa, I take them to the churches, temples, palaces.” He 
continued to tell her, focused on him. But she was looking 
for the boy who was there a minute ago, forcing herself to 
adjust to the boy who suddenly became a man. She wanted 
to leave, she didn’t want this man, she wanted the boy she 
met at the festival. And she examined him for the first 
time and guessed his age, maybe Yair’s age, maybe Amos’s. 
She recoiled. They had moved away from the celebrations 
and the crowds; the full moon lighted the filthy paths on 
the way to the guesthouse. For a moment she didn’t see 
the woman and the children following them. A familiar 
loneliness threatened. She grew scared of the boy turning 
into a man right before her eyes, misleading her. She 
shrank into herself, pulling the scarf that had fallen off 
her head and tightening it around her neck as though it 
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could protect her from this man, but the moonlight was 
bright and exposed her to him. 

He looked at her and asked her like a boy, “are you afraid 
of the dark? Do you miss home like my travelers do after 
spending some time in India?” 

She shook her head and continued to walk. 
Suddenly he said, “don’t be afraid!” He raised his head 

and looked at the moon. She was surprised. How was it 
that her fear disappeared again, because she wanted to 
say that she no longer feared the birthmark that became 
so filled with white sores that its star shape disappeared. 
But the woman spoke to him in Hindi, he answered her 
and turned to the children who had been following them, 
and then they moved into a side alley and disappeared. 
She continued to look into the alley that had swallowed 
the children – sorry that they’d left, but didn’t say anything 
to Seth and continued to walk by his side. The woman 
continued to follow them.

For the remaining distance to the guesthouse, she hardly 
spoke, wanting to listen to him again – to bring back the 
boy who got lost for a moment in the stories. He talked and 
his voice again sounded thin and soft to her from there, 
coming from a small balcony, and the hand was the same 
hand and the fingers thin, brown, coiled with thick threads 
until the kite flew, moving away, flying so high that she 
couldn’t catch its tail. Seth laughed after every sentence 
that he said. She noticed that she liked his gentle voice and 
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her body softened like it had an hour ago, like during the 
Holi celebrations in the moonlight that seemed to her to 
be bigger here with a brighter light. Had Rachel ever told 
her about the Indian moon? She couldn’t remember. As 
the days passed, it seemed like she was forgetting details 
from there. What would Amos say about this moon? She 
thought about her brother, that she was here in his place, 
the place that he wanted for himself. She tried to banish 
Yair from her thoughts, but just like in Ramla for the past 
year, he came back to her. She asked Seth to tell her about 
Goa to drive away the memory that wouldn’t let her go, 
so that he could replace her Ramla with his Goa, with his 
childhood.

So he told her about Goa until they arrived at the 
guesthouse, and like Amos, he knew how to engage her 
imagination. The darkness around them faded, the moon 
seemed to her to be even larger, she was with Seth at sea, 
sailing in his boat with his odd passengers that he knew 
so much about, about the countries from which they came 
to Goa, their lives there, that there were escaped prisoners 
among them, he told her, and described their clothes and 
how, upon arriving, they’d immediately disrobe and wear 
Indian clothing, he spoke enthusiastically about books 
they read, and how sometimes he let them sail with him in 
exchange for books that they’d leave him, listening to their 
stories, reading their books. Like Amos, he’d swallow up 
books, learn languages, sneak off to Mrs. Simone’s house 
to learn French, ask Rachel’s father to teach him Hindi and 
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then repeat strange words at night. Seth took her to a little 
room, sweetness filled her with milk and dates, taking her 
farther away, taking her closer to there, rocking her all the 
way to Goa together with Seth’s passengers who would flee 
and escape like her into a comforting longing, they came 
from all over the world, running away from their lives. 

“Mostly they’re hippies, weirdoes, vagrants and 
adventurers who discovered Goa.” The childlike voice 
enraptures her again, and she snuggles into it and into 
the voice that comes from her and Amos’s room, from 
the little hideout, across from a chest filled with longing 
made of broken bits of colored glass, coins, medals and 
nails collected from scaffolding, treasures that she was 
willing to die for, shabby sweet treasures. Her thoughts 
peeled the fear from her and the gloom disappeared from 
the streets. Four happy children hovered bodily over the 
map of India, “there’s Bombay, there’s Kochi, Rishikesh… 
Dharamshala… the Himalayas…” 

“Goa… I’ll go there.” She mumbled. Seth looked at her 
like a boy who’d found a friend.

“There’s Goa… down… there…” Amos’s enthusiasm 
overwhelms the remnants of the celebrants voices, he 
points at the map marked with red dots. While he spoke 
to her, he was also looking at the oversized exaggerated 
moon. “I live on Khola beach, in a hut that I received from 
the owner of the boats, right on the water,” he told her, 
“and the moon on the sea is just like that, just like that. 
And when it becomes full, we go dance on the beach.”
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She tried to remember Ramla’s moon and she couldn’t, 
but she did remember the moon that lit the open sea by 
the school when she lay there torn and naked in front of 
Yair. She hurried to submerge it in Seth’s stories. To hide 
with her brother in their room, to escape to the field of 
groundsels with a boy she once loved. Seth wanted to 
know where she was going from Bombay, and told her, 
“this isn’t a place to stay for long,” he pointed at her. “This 
is not place for you.”

“I’ll go to Kochi,” she told him. “I’ll start there and then, 
I don’t know. I’m looking…”

“Looking?”
She was silent. What should she tell him, she won’t tell, 

she won’t talk, he won’t understand, he’s still a child… she 
won’t tell him that she’s running away from a memory, that 
now she’s running away from herself, from her body, that 
she’s talking to him, that she’s not afraid of him because 
he’s her brother who never really died and just went on an 
ocean voyage. Here he is, she found him in India and he’s 
telling her about boats that he sails in the ocean… and a 
little boy runs from him to her with a wreath of groundsels 
and yellow eyes and his mother and father never died, and 
from afar… “Lucy in the sky,” is sung on Radio Ramallah, 
because they never made it to Calypso… they’re running 
away and their feet are so light, happy… because no one 
will chase them here “I want to hold your hand”…if she 
were to tell him, the magic would disappear. Seth won’t be 
the boy she saw under this strange moon, a giants’ moon. 
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All she did was say that she wanted to travel according to 
a marked map that she had, that she’s brought with her. 
And he’ll understand and know everything like she does, 
since he also marks maps with very red dots, he too is her 
brother. He too sails the oceans. 

“Is my Goa marked on your map?” he asked her. She was 
surprised by the question because only a moment ago he 
was with her in her room in the little hideout, singing 
with them, singing like her “I want to hold your hand,” 
like no one had hurt her.

“Goa is marked,” she said, “but I want to see at least one 
palace, one temple…”

“You’ll find temples everywhere in India,” Seth stretched 
his arms, showing her the breadth of India. “Palaces too,” 
he said, “but if you love the sea, there are beaches there 
like you’ve never seen in your life; come to Goa. You won’t 
find Goa beaches anywhere else in India. You could live 
in a hut on the beach; the guesthouses there are right on 
the water. You won’t be alone… I’ll be there… I live there 
year-round… I’ll help you, strangers like you who arrive 
there, I take them… I help them…”

Seth talked about Goa and her boy disappeared, 
swallowed into all the strangers arriving there… take 
them… take them… where does he take them? The words 
submerged in her head… there are stormy waters in 
there… why does he tell her… to go there… with him… 
he wants to take me there… he wants to take me to his 
place… to his place… to a secluded place… to those lost 
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islands that no one’s heard of, because they’re isolated… 
and Seth will take her there… she’d be there alone when 
she screamed and no one would hear her and then she’d 
run away, and if she lives she’ll get on a boat. Seth will chase 
her, won’t tell her to come, won’t say anything. He’ll just 
come and hurt and take… and she despised the thoughts 
that came suddenly, that wouldn’t leave her alone until 
she could chase them away by force. And the actions that 
she attributed to the boy, the man who walked beside her 
and looked out for her and protected her from the dark 
and the alleys when her stomach was slashed bottom to 
top and the semolina cookie came back up and stuck in 
her throat, and she wanted to gag. And when the moon 
lit her brightly, he must have seen her become disgusted 
and was scared away. 

And that must have been why he told the woman 
something, because the woman approached her and 
patted her face and said to her, “Slomit, it’s nothing, this 
is what happens to people who are unused to Holi, you 
can get a little hurt by Holika, she is an evil demon, it’ll 
pass, that’s how it is in the beginning, we’ll be there soon 
and I’ll make you some strong chai and everything will 
be better.” 

He watched her with wide eyes. It seemed to her like 
she saw a familiar concern, the love of a boy who’d once 
loved her, like she loved him with his hair cut to the quick, 
his thin shoulders and fragile arms. He ran on the path 
and called her, Shlomiti, Shlomiti I found another one, 



198 | Tsipi Sharoor

enthusiastic, excited… she’d come close and he’d open 
his little hand and show her a treasure, an old medal, 
they’d shake the dirt off it and hang in on her dress and 
then they’d run again, they’d always be running and 
panting and he tells her, when we grow up we’ll run by 
the sea, we’ll run straight into the waves, longing for the 
sea that they didn’t have in Ramla, finding comfort in an 
underground stream that they could glimpse through a 
barred opening outside. They are envious of the people 
who bought tickets to sail boats among the ancient stone 
pillars and the alcoves alternately hidden and revealed to 
their eyes. Only years later did they have the sea. A giant 
gate was open to it, and they’d go through it every day, 
running barefoot on the warm sand, happy, and here she 
thinks that everything’s been erased and gone until the 
boy she loved grew up…

And then she remained in Ramla for almost a year, she 
didn’t leave home. Now she’s in India. Seth’s talking about 
the huts on the beach, at first she felt like the first time 
that she came through the sea gate of the school. She was 
shaking and that feeling of freedom came back to her all at 
once, the scarf fell from her head, the excitement loosened 
something else in her body, she didn’t know what, but she 
was relieved. The woman following them picked up the 
scarf. She was still drunk. The freedom he spoke of tasted 
like a milk and dates candy, like the cookie that he fed her 
at the colorful festival. After that everything changed. For 
a minute she wanted to live, the next minute she didn’t. 



Calypso | 199 

The fear of being alone with the stranger who was neither a 
brother nor a child, tore her body, one half in Bombay and 
the other, a wet girl running. She is crying in the narrow 
street between the Big Synagogue and the Calypso Disco. 
It seemed like someone there was singing “I want to hold 
your hand…” she ran away, panting “I want to hold your 
hand…” she was crying and no one was holding her hand 
while she ran there alone. 

When they arrived at the guesthouse, it was late. Before 
going up to her room, the woman said, “Slomit, in the 
morning I’m making paratha with ghee.” She didn’t answer 
and didn’t take her leave of Seth. But her fear had returned 
when she was in her room alone. She sat on the bed with 
Amos’s map and looked for Goa, and read again his long 
notes written in his dense economical handwriting – 
because Amos wrote everything, even about Goa, a sign 
that he dreamed of going there too one day. He wrote 
about the monkeys and the beaches and the bays, the 
fishing boats and the hikes. She thought about Seth. The 
fear left her and she thought that maybe he was a child still 
after all, maybe she’d found a brother. She thought about 
Seth all night, trying to switch him for Amos, reviving 
him, taking him for hikes along the beaches, and like Seth 
he was free, like a bird, dancing and showering colorful 
powders and lighting paper lanterns. If only he were there 
with her, she’d ask him, “where to now Amos, to Kochi?” 
To Goa? So what if she’d promised Rachel that she go to 
Kochi and give the uncle’s family the pictures and letters 
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in the envelope that Rachel had prepared for him. She’d 
go to Goa. Maybe she’d visit the uncle first and then go 
to Goa… no, she’d go to Goa, according to Amos’s map it 
seemed pretty close. He’d have gone there too, he was an 
adventurer. She had plenty of time, all the time, all her 
life, the now was hers, like Amos’s time, since he died he 
had it all, sometimes, even if she were still alive and he 
was dead, she felt that she was “the real dead one” in her 
family. Sometimes she felt like Amos, under the heavy rock 
in the military section. All night, she thought of Seth, all 
night he changed, deceiving her, running with her in the 
fields, wrapping her neck with chains of groundsels, all 
night he was with her, reading twelve volumes, writing 
in a notebook and marking red dots for her on the map 
of India. 

In the morning, she packed the rigid suitcase that her 
parents had brought with them from the immigrants’ 
transit camp, gathered up Amos’s maps and notes and the 
travel books and went down to the guesthouse hallway. 
The woman stood there with the foreign guests who’d 
come to celebrate the Holi. They sat around a large table 
covered by a tablecloth full of sweet smelling plates and 
the woman said to her, “come on honey, it’s in honor of 
Holika, we burned her, and now we’re eating her,” she 
continued to joke with her as if there hadn’t been a full 
night since they had returned from the celebrations. “Come 
and eat with us…” she told her, she noticed that since her 
arrival in Bombay she was hardly asked anything, aside 
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from Seth’s curiosity driven questions. Things weren’t 
said here, but if she looked into people’s eyes she could 
see the things they weren’t saying to her, and the words 
were clear. 

At the table she sat next to a young woman who was 
breast feeding two babies. The woman told her that she 
was the sister of the guesthouse owner. She looked at the 
babies who were suckling in the same rhythm and making 
sucking sounds. The guesthouse owner said to her, “Slomit, 
eat the paratha while it’s still hot, spread some ghee on it.” 
She pointed at the soft butter that was already melting in 
its little bowl. She poured herself some boiling chai. She 
sipped slowly and tasted the pastry. The woman gave her 
a plate of spicy vegetable pori, she didn’t eat it, she didn’t 
have much of an appetite, not like the two babies who 
were suckling hungrily from the exposed nipples that 
embarrassed her. Seeing them swallowing everything they 
were able to draw from there and she grew envious of their 
hunger. She too wanted to start anew. And this morning 
she also wanted to win. She looked around searching for 
Seth among the guests. He wasn’t there. 

The guesthouse owner noticed her looking and told her, 
“Slomit, the young man form Goa will arrive any moment, 
I’ve kept him a plate,” the woman pointed at the empty 
plate besides her. She blushed and smiled. Here in Bombay, 
she saw that people often kept quiet, but were very free 
with their hints, like at Rachel’s house, like Rachel. And 
then Seth arrived, with a canvas backpack. He came to the 
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table, greeted everyone and sat beside her; he ate slowly 
and sipped the boiling chai in big gulps. She was amazed 
by his ease and serenity. He didn’t ask her anything, he 
didn’t say, yesterday when you were afraid… when your 
heart was toxic towards me… nothing… not a word, he 
just looked at her, at her suitcase and said, “I’m going to 
Goa today.”

“Me too,” she said. He made no comment. So she repeated, 
“I’m going to Goa.”

He put down his chai. His thin fingers were red from the 
hot cup. He put them on the table as well and smiled at her. 

“So come with me. There’s a train at noon,” he said, and 
she nodded because she’d already checked and found that 
out. He continued to eat; the woman put some more pori 
in his plate. He ate and drank, focused on eating and his 
shoulders were moving continuously, participating in 
eating the pori. 

When he finished he said, “when you arrive at Khola 
beach in Goa, join my travelers, you can join us and I’ll show 
you the temples you wanted to see, churches, monasteries 
and at least one palace…” he smiled at her. In the daylight 
he had the teeth of a child. Maybe they were his baby teeth, 
but he was a man, he could be her brother, she recalled 
her thoughts of the previous night. But she was quiet and 
continued to sit there and so did he. They had plenty of 
time until the noon train.

“Along the coast you’ll find it all, everything you’ve 
dreamed of seeing,” he said. He was still happy, almost 
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as much as yesterday, she thought, like around the Holi 
bonfire when they burned the demon. And maybe he was 
happy because she’d told him that she’d travel with him 
on the same train! She felt her stomach where it would 
sometimes be torn in two, and prayed that this boy-man 
wouldn’t hurt her, that he’d be her brother, that he’d be the 
boy who would call her from downstairs every morning, 
“Shlomiti, Shlomiti…”
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Chapter Thirteen

In the hut on the beach in Goa, Seth restored her faith 
in fairytales. At night, with the rustle of the waves and 
the winds often threatening to unhitch Seth’s boat as 
background, he’d tell her about gods protecting him and 
about the boat and the hut.

“Now they’ll protect you too,” he told her and she knew 
that she hadn’t been able to hide her fears, and that’s 
why he expanded and extended the stories and movingly 
exaggerated the tales of brave gods and pure goddesses 
whose thousand-year-old bodies knew not the touch of 
man or god. The goddess Parvati, he said, waited three 
thousand years for pure love, for the love of the god Shiva, 
whom he often spoke of.

Every night she’d sit on the mattress at the end of the 
room, apart from him but also safe in his presence in the 
hut, and listen to him curiously, and the emptiness within 
her crying and filling with his gods and faith, and the 
adventurous stories of these gods, like Amos’s stories that 
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had started to fade from her memory, like she had no life 
until Parvati and Shiva and Vishnu and Lakshmi and all 
the gods he talked about. And all of them filled the void 
within her and the dark nights and the gloom of the little 
hut, when the beach was full of whistling winds, lashing at 
the boats and the huts and the coconut trees. That whole 
summer, while the moon dwindled or increased until it 
became round and full, they’d go to the beaches and dance 
to its light and gather with the fishermen, travelers, drifters 
and village dwellers who’d come to greet the moon and 
eat and drink in its glow, and the Indian moon was bigger, 
bigger than any other moon she’d seen. And on Khola 
Beach, the moon was bigger even than the moon she’d seen 
during the Holi festival in Bombay. Sitting at night and 
listening to him and knowing that she was replacing her 
hideout with a hut, a brother with a brother, a friend with 
a friend, a home with a home, she hoped and prayed that 
the days and nights with Seth in Goa would continue in the 
same manner, that he’d always regard her as a little sister. 
Sometimes she noticed that his looks would change, and 
then she’d want to forget him and leave him on another 
faraway beach on a bad night under a hostile moon. But a 
moment later, Seth’s eyes would soften again, and the man 
would again be replaced by the child. And he would say, 
like he always did when he felt her fear, “don’t be afraid 
Shlomit, I told you, my gods are looking out for you.” And 
he would return to the tales of Shiva and Parvati, how for 
three thousand years she was like a child, and all those 
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years had made her powers stronger through purity and 
prayer, and her Shiva would come and go, come and go… 
She felt how Seth would soften for her the love between 
the gods, distancing the evil and cunning, purifying them 
even more, like his grandmother used to tell him in his 
childhood. In her self-imposed loneliness, in her exile of 
choice, she wanted to believe that there was nothing in 
her life but Seth and the sea and Goa and the boat and the 
rustling coconut trees above the roofs, and the immortal 
gods who’d fill the hut every night, she wasn’t alone. Every 
morning she’d go with Seth to the beach and they’d free 
the boat from its moorings, remove the algae that stuck 
to its sides. She was glad that she insisted on going out 
every morning to work with him and didn’t give up, and 
together they’d prepare the boat for sailing and wait for 
the travelers and drifters who arrived in Khola – people 
like her who chose a different life and wanted to forget. 

Sometimes she felt lucky that she’d met Seth, who she 
shared the hut with mattress facing mattress, just like 
she used to share a room with Amos. In Goa, she revived 
him, and there was never a war and they’d never grown 
up, they stayed forever children, and would never grow 
up to be adults, and little Yair’s birthmark would itch and 
he’d cry and beg for her to scratch it for him, and she’d 
rub the star shape on his back… and he’d be running in 
the field of groundsels… running and she’d follow.
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She loved sailing with Seth. They sailed to the islands, to 
the temples, the churches and the monasteries, listening to 
the things he’d tell the travelers, entering the temples with 
them, burning incense to Shiva and Parvati, and like Seth, 
praying to Buddha who would welcome them in all the 
temples, and like him, she’d kiss the hands of the priests, 
feed the monks, engrossed in her new life and Seth always 
with her, accompanying her with his looks. Sometimes, 
randomly, he’d take hold of her hand, she’d shiver, and 
it seemed his looks were like those of the weirdoes and 
drifters who would board the boat in the morning, their 
bodies smelling of rum and cannabis and they’d scare her 
and make her nauseous, undressing her with their eyes, 
but when Seth would turn into her brother again, her fear 
would dissipate and she’d let the cool wind caress her face 
and feel the waves whip at the sides of the boat and she’d 
rejoice watching the dolphins appear and she knew, Seth 
was protecting her, and this was home.

Many months passed in Goa, she didn’t feel the time 
pass, she wasn’t counting the days, and sometimes when 
she’d think of her mother, her heart would ache and she 
couldn’t stop her tears, and the longing would choke her. 
Seth would hear her and he remained silent. Only once did 
he bring up her silent weeping and said, “I recognize your 
longing, I have it too, it’s different than yours, it’s a longing 
for a life that I haven’t lived yet, a longing for the infinite, 
for the life that’s beyond this life,” he’d point out the open 
window, holding his hands together and muttering and 
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his face would look thin like the ascetic faces of the monks 
in the temples that she’d visit with him, a terrible feeling 
of alienness and loneliness would overcome her suddenly 
when he’d start to speak with his gods. 

She’d think that in a minute his body would disperse 
and disappear… and then he’d whisper, whether to her 
or to his gods, “I need to go to Varanasi,” and she’d know 
that there was nothing in his life now but them, not even 
her, only gods and rituals. They both had strong longings, 
that’s why she believed that Seth understood hers, but she 
still couldn’t understand his, even when he spoke of the 
holy Ganges and cries. At the temples she saw him happy, 
like a child in front of the god Shiva’s radiant face, as 
though he was going to meet his dead father. But only on 
his boat with the foreign travelers would Seth sometimes 
become a person among people, a man among men with 
his laughter happy and snide, masculine and smelling of 
rum and cannabis. 

And the wind that moved the boat carried it back to the 
military plot at the cemetery, to the girls’ dormitory at 
the school where they’d be waiting for Yair. She ran from 
there, she’d escaped, she’s on the water and Seth’s behind 
her catching hold of her little dress and the strangers on 
the boat are helping him tear it into little pieces of fabric 
and all of them together are defiling her body that is like 
Parvati, already three thousand years old begging, swearing 
that she’s still a child, that she’s untouched, she’s just here 
waiting for her Shiva. They laugh, they want to check, 
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because Seth and the drifters and the escaped prisoners 
posing as travelers on the boat, and all the fishermen at 
the Khola market come to pick her organs, one at a time, 
like the Christians did to a missionary at the Portuguese 
church in old Goa. That’s what they’d do to her, “like the 
poor missionary, who’s dead yet not dead, alive and not 
alive.” The ascetic monk telling them at the church and 
climbing to the high ceiling. The missionary, Saint Francis 
Xavier who lived here hundreds of years ago, coming 
down to her, still alive, because you don’t die so fast, said 
the monk, “in fact, for hundreds of years his body was 
preserved because four bags of lime were poured into his 
coffin to preserve it from rotting.”

“It was a miracle,” the monk enthused, “a great miracle.” 
He’s rousing the people… innocent travelers… escaped 
convicts… murderers… they snicker… excited. But she 
shrinks into herself.

“The missionary St. Francis Xavier lived for many years,” 
said the monk, “but the church didn’t call it a miracle, it 
demanded a medical examination of the missionary’s 
body.” They’d pry into his body again, they’d pry into 
hers… they’d discover that his internal organs were alive 
and bleeding… “a small sore is found on the missionary’s 
chest,” the monk’s voice grows hoarse, “two Jesuits have 
already inserted their fingers into his heart.”

“Leave his body,” she yells, but her voice is inaudible. 
“Leave the man, can’t you see that he’s alive that his blood, 
that his organs are being stolen from his body, his middle 
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finger, his shoulder blade, his right arm, his liver, his 
lung, his kidney…” fingers are touching her, digging into 
her… blood flows between her thighs, she screams, “they 
also took my brother’s notes with all the places that he 
marked and erased the red dots… and now how will I 
know where to go…”

“Shlomit… Shlomit,” Seth’s voice, he’s calling her, 
Seth’s hands… he’s shaking her, her whole body hurts, 
she shakes it off, “you’ve been dreaming again…” he tells 
her. “Get up, sit on the bench,” he gives her a drink. “You 
dream a lot… you went to that place again… I’ll take you 
to the Ganges… I’ll cleanse you, I’ll purify you in the holy 
river so that all the bad people will leave you.” He caressed 
her face. Carefully touching it… it was the first time that 
Seth touched her, she shivered, but didn’t move away 
from his face and his thin fingers touched her as though 
they were the hands of the gods who he told her about, 
and she, an ancient goddess, immersed in the holy water 
that Seth had promised her, she sinks into the river and 
Shiva protects her from above, she’s Parvati and everyone’s 
here, everyone has arrived… her mother too, she pats her 
hair and kisses her forehead, takes her temperature, gives 
her tea… “enough Shlomiti, enough.” Everything’s fine… 
her mother’s voice is clear, in a minute she’ll laugh, and 
she’ll believe her that everything’s fine, everyone’s here… 
you’re not alone… she’s not alone, she’s in Ramla, she’s 
five years old… she’s Parvati on the Ganges. She’s three 
thousand years old. 
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Since arriving in Goa, she no longer wanted to die. She 
loved the open beaches, the coconut trees, the boats, 
the people, the many children always running around, 
traveling with Seth and Seth’s warm hut who told her that 
she’s the little sister that he’s never had, and she believes 
him like the stories he told her at the hut that protected 
them from secluded nights on the beach, moonless nights 
and stormy seas. On those nights, she’d change shape, 
going away and coming near. She once told him that 
maybe one day she’d change her name and call herself 
Parvati. But his face stiffened and his eyes moved over 
her, measuring her; she wanted to open the door to the 
hut and run into the darkness, fly into the night wind, to 
nestle into the waves and disappear. Again, this wasn’t 
Seth, or Amos, or Yair. He was all the men that she’d met 
and seen in her life, even the strangers and drifters, English 
and American that boarded Seth’s boat and would stare 
at her, especially after drinking the bottles of rum that 
they’d brought with them, but Seth was always with her, 
however, that night, when she asked to be called by the 
goddess’s name, his child-like countenance vanished, 
and instead grew a man’s face. She folded her legs on the 
mattress on the floor, pulled her knees and arms into her, 
shut her eyes and escaped with another boy to weave a 
new chain of groundsels in the field.

Seth’s man’s voice wouldn’t let her, “if you become 
Parvati,” he said, “I’ll be Shiva, and I won’t be able to be 
your brother anymore, and you won’t be my sister. Don’t 
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talk like that, don’t be Parvati.” He approached her, bent 
towards her and looked into her eyes, not daring to touch 
her. “Don’t be afraid, Shlomit,” he said, like he did on the 
boat, like he said in the temples and churches, and for the 
first time he also told her, “Shlomit don’t be afraid of me… 
I love you, but on the day that you’re not my sister, you’ll 
be my wife. When I saw you on the stairs of the guesthouse 
in Bombay I wanted to get close to you…”

She squeezed herself to the mattress, clinging to the 
wall and waited, his eyes rested softly on her, his jaw loose 
and quiet. He got up, bent his tall head and left the hut to 
go to the dark beach.

Why did she tell him that she’d be Parvati? Why did 
she ask for Shiva? What did she want from Seth? Why was 
she still here? Why didn’t she leave, go away, continue 
the journey that she’d promised herself ? She missed 
the calming company of women. Here she would see 
them at the stalls and in the temples, but they rarely 
looked at strangers, they would give an alien look and 
immediately look away and smile, exposing their teeth 
and disappearing. She rarely started conversations with 
them, and still she missed the company of her own kind. 
She’d leave Seth, maybe go to Kochi, go live like a princess 
in the Mattancherry Palace, the palace that Rachel had 
admired and showed her its pictures. She’d never before 
seen a palace until Rachel showed her pictures of a real 
palace, that she could see from her window in Kochi, but 
she didn’t miss it at all, she tried to regain the passion and 
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the illusion that she’d had, and thought that Kochi was 
never actually a place that she wanted to go to. It wasn’t 
her dream, it was part of Amos and Rachel’s dreams that 
she’d somehow inherited. She was miles away and didn’t 
hear the door open again when Seth came in, he stood in 
the entrance and told her again, “Shlomit, I love you.” He 
said it with the exact tone of voice that she wanted to hear, 
with the yellow eyes that she wanted to see, as though he 
only left to bring him to her and now returned to stand 
across from her, in the doorway of the little house that 
they’d once made for themselves.

That night she dreamed of a baby. She didn’t know to 
whom the baby belonged and how it came to be in her 
arms. She didn’t remember giving birth to this baby. In 
her dream, she wrote a long letter to Rachel promising to 
go to Kochi and give her mother’s cousin the letters and 
pictures and greetings that Rachel’s family had sent with 
her, and thank him for the ticket to India. “So it’s been a 
few months since I arrived in India, so what?” she wrote 
to Rachel. “In the meantime, I’m turning India into a new 
Ramla, and instead of groundsels there are sea shells, and 
the light here is soft and sweet and I have a brother, he was 
reborn here, and I have a window open to the sea and my 
mother’s always laughing from it, and her laughter from 
the sea is clearer that all the songs that we used to sing…”

In her dream, many letters are written, they fly away in 
the wind and miraculously arrive at the moshav, at Rachel 



214 | Tsipi Sharoor

and Ramiel’s house and are crowded also into the small 
mailbox in Ramla, waking Amos from a long sleep and 
searching for Yair’s new address. In the morning, the dream 
of the baby’s gone from her memory and the many letters 
that she wrote all night are gone as well. 

Seth stood above her and was silent, he looked at her 
with an ancient and familiar look, that she was certain 
that she knew from her childhood, he hovered above her 
and said to her with concern, “get up Shlomit, I mad puri 
with vegetables that you like. After that we’ll go out, we 
have many passengers today.” The scent of the puri filled 
the hut; it was the smell of her home, ever since she’d 
arrived in Goa. She got off the mattress, sat beside him 
and ate with a good appetite, and like him she took big 
gulps of the boiling chai and blew on it, the strong smell 
of cinnamon and cloves infused the air. 

“You had a dream last night,” he suddenly said. “You 
cried so much. After today’s sail, I’ll take you the Hanuman 
Temple.” She was quiet, her thoughts that morning were 
far away, away from the temples, the sea, Goa and all the 
sights that they would see on a daily basis, the weird 
passengers who traveled on their boat, the usual trips to 
the Portuguese church, from which she could hear Seth’s 
soft childish echoing voice, rolling his English into a heavy 
Indian accent, like a warm cooked dish. Seth’s voice moved 
through the churches, with his stories and his patient 
quiet explanations. She loved how he pronounced his Rs 
and his Ls, puffed up on the tongue and rolling out like 
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honey candy. She remembered Rachel and her brother 
Mordecai who when they arrived in Ramla talked and 
mixed two languages in their mouths, like two honey 
sweets colliding. She loved to hear them talk like that until 
they learned the new language. Seth’s voice echoed off the 
high ceiling in the church, it was warm and caressing, it 
softened her thoughts, easing her yearnings… you’re not 
afraid anymore, she whispered to the girl who came to 
Goa. Shiva’s watching over you, you’re like Parvati, you’re 
strong, you’re ancient, you’re thousands of years old, 
you’re strong like her father Himalaya, she isn’t even afraid 
today to hear the amputee monk’s story again, because at 
night Seth would tell her stories, and they’d build a new 
life in her. Sometimes she’d forget that she used to live 
in another country, that she had a faith and a religion 
and one God. She was eight the last time she’d visited a 
synagogue, she hadn’t gone near one since then, but in 
Goa she loved the churches and the temples, the smell of 
incense, the prayers and the soft gloom, the calls of jia jia 
(hooray, hooray) of the suppliants, she loved the flowers 
that were served to the gods, the ringing bells, the spraying 
water, the dances and the women who always seemed so 
mysterious to her, more than the men. She’d grow dizzy 
and she loved that sweet dizziness and the oblivion. They 
continued to the Hanuman temple. On the way, their 
boat rocked on the waves that were higher than ever, the 
sky darkened with clouds and Seth said that the color of 
the sky announced the Diwali that always came with the 
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beginning of winter, and the god Rama would return from 
his exile. For thousands of years he returns every year for 
“the festival of lights,” he told her, “our Diwali.” He always 
spoke of the holidays emotionally, his face lit up. The first 
time that she heard of the Diwali holiday from Rachel she 
also got a little emotional and her face too lit up, but that 
was at the beginning, when Rachel had first arrived from 
Kochi. It was a long time ago, before she wanted to forget 
everything. Since then, Rachel didn’t tell her about the 
cheerful Indian holidays. She knew that it was because 
her face was gloomy, and only lit up once, once, after she’d 
enrolled at Yair’s school, and when she visited Ramla on 
her first holiday, Rachel told her, “Shlomit your face is lit 
up like the Diwali holiday, like the festival of lights, it’s 
Yair. It’s good that you finally went to him, it’s good for 
you there, even though I really miss you here, I’m happy 
for you.” Afterward, she didn’t mention the holiday again. 

That evening they arrived at the Hanuman temple for 
the holiday prayer. She had learned to pray and to make 
the female calls, light the incense as part of the puja and 
to call jia jia to hanuman.

Many people had gathered around the temple to 
celebrate the Diwali. Seth held her hand and said, “come 
with me,” as she followed him into the temple. The scent 
of incense, the many lights, the lanterns and the colors 
made her dizzy, like the Holi holiday, the first holiday that 
she celebrated in Bombay, with the colors, noise and the 
great joy surrounding the burning of the demon Holi.
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For the first time at the Hanuman temple, Seth called 
her “my girl”; that’s what he said, “my girl,” but the long 
lines of lights that were lit everywhere in honor of the 
return of the hero Rama, confused and distracted her, 
and all that evening she was Seth’s girl, he was her whole 
world. Like all holidays, during Diwali, the moon was 
full and she danced to its light with Seth, she also danced 
with the women and the children, she was a five year 
old in an illuminated colorful kindergarten, and she 
and Seth together vanquished the evil, like Rama the 
returning hero and his beautiful statues everywhere, 
staring at her watching over her, and Seth whispering, 
“Rama is looking out for you,” he said and danced with 
her among the lanterns, candles, incense, sounds and 
colorful sprays, holding her close, carried away by the 
passion of the masses. And Seth told her that tonight, like 
Parvati, the temple’s passion is glowing from her face. 
His words excited her, she was caught up, she called him 
her Shiva, he called to her above the heads of the people, 
my daughter of the Himalayas. That evening, during the 
colorful Diwali holiday, he wanted her to be Parvati, she 
wanted him to be Shiva, but the people in the temple and 
the crowds outside that pushed in were calling only to the 
god Rama, kneeling in front of the statue of the returning 
hero. And she waded in the colorful powders being tossed, 
passing between the lines of lights, exiting into the street 
bustling with the holiday tumult, with Seth right behind 
her, jumping and wading and running with her among the 
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celebrating masses, passing between the stands scattered 
around the temple, and they tasted and ate from all the 
holiday delicacies, semolina cakes and milk and coconut 
cakes and candies, eagerly sucking on sugar cane juice sold 
at the stands. She ran among the children, danced with 
them, played their games and joined the circle of dancing 
women. Suddenly she saw a woman, standing between 
the dancing women, but she didn’t look like them. She 
stopped dancing and looked at the woman, her hair was 
black, but unlike the Indian women, it was put up in the 
fashion of the Western women who came to Goa. She was 
dressed in a bright orange sari that was stretched on her 
long thin form, her face was swarthy and her eyes were 
green, just like hers. The woman’s laughter was sweet 
and bell-like. She stopped dancing and listened to her. 
The laughter shook her, she moved closer to her, hugged 
her hips and called her mother… the woman looked at 
her affectionately and laughed louder, but the laughter 
wasn’t the woman’s, it was her mother’s when she still 
loved Joseph, when Amos was alive and Avram still lifted 
his head to the window to see her beautiful mother… 
but then a loud band burst into the street and trumpets 
and drums sounded to welcome Rama and the woman 
disappeared, and a huge statue of Rama appeared, carried 
on the backs of four bulls. She searched for the woman, she 
called to her, but her voice was swallowed in the din. Seth 
followed her, saw her swaying. He held her body and she 
fell into his arms. He wrapped her in tenderness, kissed 
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her face and her lips. His lips tasted the same as the baby 
she’d kissed in her dream.

That night, during the festival of lights, she loved Seth. 
He held her and called her Parvati, she called him all the 
names, Shiva and Yair and Amos and mother. He hugged 
her body that softened into his hands. He was both a child 
and a man that she trusted. Hare Rama, hare Krishna… 
the fishermen sang on the beach. But the voices moved 
farther away from them. The lights disappeared, and the 
air was colder than ever. It was the beginning of winter, 
and no one at the time knew how hard that winter would 
be. But that night, the magical night of Diwali, when Rama 
the hero returned from exile and she heard her mother’s 
laughter, she entrusted herself to Seth’s arms, he caressed 
her body with a gentleness that she didn’t know and his 
lips were soft, and his body dark and shining like the Diwali 
night, protecting her from the storm that began that first 
day of winter when they returned to Khola, where no one 
had loved her like that before. And all the groundsels 
and the scaffolding disappeared and only Seth with his 
scents and his tastes and his hard shining fragrant body 
remained. And she could hear only his whispers, words he 
heaped on her in his own language and they were sweet 
like the words she’d heard the Indian mothers use to put 
their babies to sleep in their arms and she would watch 
longingly. That’s how he came to her, with tenderness, with 
love; pure like the gods he loved, innocently asking them 
to protect her. That’s how Seth loved her and gathered 
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her underneath him and held her in his arms like no one 
had ever done before, like no one had ever touched her. 
It was the first night, that’s how he came to her and into 
her with compassion and softness, with candles lit all 
around and the intoxicating scent of incense that they’d 
brought with them from Hanuman temple filling the hut, 
and the scent of figs and lotus that came from the incense, 
softened her. She sank into his arms as if they were warm 
comforting sheets, melting into him, and he inside her 
gentle and trembling, she both felt and didn’t feel, as 
though he was only passing through, like a children’s 
game, they laughed and played with their bodies and 
didn’t notice the terrible storm that came from the sea, 
they didn’t hear it and didn’t see it when it whipped the 
windows and shook the hut – because she was wrapped in 
his protecting arms. All through that night Seth loved her 
like a man and played with her like a child. In the morning, 
holding each other and hidden in each other, they awoke 
from loud thunder that shook the hut, they opened their 
eyes and found themselves naked, with literally no roof 
over their heads, exposed to the dark skies, the sea stormy 
and black spread in front of them.

They hurriedly wrapped themselves in clothes before 
they too got tossed by the wind into the sea and escaped 
with the other hut dwellers towards the village before 
they got carried off by the storm. They stood at the edge 
of the beach and watched how all the huts and all their 
contents were swept into the stormy sea and the villagers 
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raised their hands despairingly and begged the gods. She 
clung to Seth, and he told her, “it’s a sign,” and he pointed 
to the sea. “It’s the god Shiva, he married Parvati last night.” 
She thought of the night of child-like pleasure that they’d 
enjoyed, that she’d loved Seth all through the night.

And then the skies cleared and the storm suddenly 
ended. Seth was happy, he laughed. He spoke to Shiva, and 
she knew that he was praying to him and thanking the 
Buddha. Even though none of their possessions remained, 
they approached the waterline on the beach, the smell of 
the algae was strong, bodies of fisherman who were hit by 
the storm were found on the beach alongside dead fish, 
eel and octopuses, coconut trees had toppled, and the 
storm had driven away the remaining monkeys into the 
villages and they proceeded to climb the windows and 
the balconies of the small houses. Huge waves that had 
hit the beach all through the night while she and Seth 
played at love, had swept the dolphins in as well, they lay 
on the sand battered and quiet. Pieces of the stalls, colored 
pieces of paper and lanterns, the remainders of the Diwali 
decorations that were celebrated by the villagers only the 
previous night, were scattered everywhere.

She stood on the beach with Seth and the hut dwellers 
and looked at the fishermen’s bodies. Seth felt her shiver 
and pulled her away from there, “let’s go,” he said. “After 
the first storm, there’s bound to be a second one. Come 
on; let’s get out of here before it begins.” 
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But she continued to stand and look at the dead and 
the carcasses. 

“Shlomit come… come with me…” Seth’s voice led her 
away from there, but she escaped him into a winding gravel 
path, at its end flowers and little tiles peeked among the 
tall poincianas, and the smell of sweet pea came from the 
sea and covered up the smell of the fish. She wanted to 
run to the sea, to pick a small bouquet and place it in the 
silvery vase her mother had been keeping for her since 
her childhood that she took with her to the school and 
brought with her to India. Now it was sunk in the ocean.

“Come on, Shlomit,” Seth’s hands pulled her toward 
the village, trying to distance her from the coming storm. 
He pulled her arm and she ran with him through the old 
paths, excited and climbed with him up the tulip hill. 
The sharp scent of the tulips was stronger than ever, it 
even overcame the smell of the dead eel and octopuses. 
Fearlessly she ran with Seth into the village – loving him 
like she had loved him all night when they played with 
their bodies, until they reached the village temple and 
entered it.

They were welcomed with calls of jia jia hanuman. She 
shed her shoes and like Seth she lowered her head in 
front of the priest’s platform at the temple. Many people 
had preceded them in there and awaited the priest and 
his blessing; monks were ringing bells around them, to 
push away the evil sea spirits. 
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They were pushed inside by the winds and the crowds. 
The air in the temple was warm and stuffy, smelling of 
incense and the many candles that were lit all around 
and along the priest’s platform. But the bells that rang 
in her body and the calls of the women comforted her. 
They squeezed in among the many people, who like them 
had lost all their belongings and they too tried to reach 
the priest’s platform to get his blessing. The calls of jia jia 
grew stronger, overpowering her innermost thoughts and 
occupying her on that morning more than all her many 
visits to the temples; they became the real thing in her 
life. This is my life, she thought, this is the life that was 
meant for me. She observed the skinny men, and for the 
first time, fearlessly she examined the women as though 
seeing them for the first time, she looked at their clothing 
and imagined herself covered by a sari and became excited. 
She watched the children and the babies and imagined a 
baby in her lap, maybe he’d look like these other babies. 
She clung to Seth who stood beside her. His breath smelled 
sweet like a baby’s breath, that scent that had filled her 
night in the hut until the storm came and blew it away 
and left them naked in front of the sky and the sea.

She guessed that it was the smell that came from the 
thin bodies of the babies in the temple. Seth’s scent was 
strong. He didn’t move, he just grew smaller in front of 
the statues of his gods. And then suddenly all the bells 
stopped ringing, and with them, the prayers, rustles and 
voices were silenced. A scary silence overtook the temple. 
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As though awaiting the next storm, it seemed like she 
could hear the beatings of all the hearts at the temple, 
or maybe they were the beatings of her own heart… and 
then he entered. A tall thin man wearing white robes, 
layers upon layers, as though to fill in his thinness. She felt 
oppressed and she wanted to leave, but she was crowded 
in and couldn’t reach any of the exits. She choked from 
the stuffy breaths and the incense. Seth was concentrating 
completely on the priest and wouldn’t stop bowing to 
him. She wanted to breathe, no one moved, everyone 
was fascinated by the wondrous holiness that filled the 
temple. Something’s going to happen now, she thought; 
in a minute, the curtain will come up and some show will 
start… in a minute the Torah scroll will open and God 
will come out of it. She shook, as if it hadn’t been many 
months since she’d arrived in India. Again she felt alien. 
She looked at Seth anew, completely immersed in the 
ceremonies and the prayers. She couldn’t understand how 
she had succumbed to him on the night of the storm. He 
had deceived her, disguising himself as a child, making it 
all into a game, those stories about the gods, dolls made 
of clay and paper decorations on the walls. The gods in 
front of her were staring at her with their bulging eyes, 
arrogant, wood and paper dolls and bold colors. Why did 
she even like this medley of color? What could she possibly 
have to do with them and this kindergarten? What was 
she doing here? She’d leave, she’d escape.



Calypso | 225 

She was disoriented by the bells and the calls of jia jia 
and the incense and the children who would look at her 
and smile and the women who rustled in their saris, all 
of it swallowed her thoughts and the night that Seth had 
come to her and then she had fallen asleep in his lap until 
the wind had come and blew the roof off and then she had 
seen the stars and the sound of the frightening storm and 
the cries of the poor dolphins. 

Again she attempted to make her way through the 
crowds and escape, but they stared at her with their 
black eyes, wondering looks at a stranger in the midst of 
all the healing and comforting holiness after the night 
of the storm, violating the silence. She returned to her 
place and covered her face in a scarf. And then it came 
back, that deception, and again everything flipped over 
and the peace of the night came upon her, a sweet silence 
like the milk elixir that Seth had given her to drink in the 
middle of the Holi holiday. She became full of holiday… 
she picked a chrysanthemum in the back yard that had 
grown on the wall by mistake. And these gods are also on 
the wall, like the dolls that she had as a girl… she’d play 
with them, she’d put them to sleep, she’d sing to them. 
Everything around her disappeared, gone into a weird 
no-time, and she sank into it. The prayer of the priest in 
the white robe made her happy. She looked at Seth and 
saw that he was both crying and laughing, but his face was 
radiant. She had never seen such a happy face.
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He is the preacher, he sees the god, Seth whispered to 
her and then again the voices of the people in the temple 
thundered, “jia jia Hanuman! jia jia Hanuman!” and right 
after that, it became silent again, a different silence, deep, 
long and frightened. The fear returned to her and sat in her 
stomach like an old disease, wanting to burst out of her 
guts. How could she let him come to her in the night? How 
could she let him come and even asked him to penetrate 
and dig into her, because of his gentleness and the sweet 
scent of milk and his love? In a moment god will come 
out of the wall… she remembered the many goddesses, 
that’s what they called the gods that Rachel had brought 
from here… Afterward people spoke, as if it were only a 
show and they were leaving for a short intermission.

Seth moved away from the light, he approached her 
and remained radiant. “It’ll be good for you,” he told her 
suddenly, and again it seemed like he was reading her 
thoughts. She was amazed how a moment ago he was a boy 
who’d become a Wiseman who’d become a man. She was 
proud of him, her boy who grew up in one moment at the 
temple. After a short while, the priest began the second 
ceremony, the Aarti Ceremony. He blessed the fire in an 
ancient oil lamp and the water that was brought from the 
sacred Ganges in Rishikesh, and then he blessed the air 
with the new incense that he lit and the land he blessed 
with flowers dipped in the Genghis water and with the 
bread and sweets that they fed the gods, like girls would 
feed dolls. When they left, Seth bent to the priest’s robe 
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and kissed it as well as the floor of the temple, and like 
everyone else, they went out facing the priest and the 
temple, careful not to turn their backs to him. Again he 
bent down and kissed the temple stairs and she did the 
same. Kissing and retreating while facing the priest. 

It was around noon, they went back to the beach. The 
storm had vanished and the sun was out warming the 
beach that was piled high with fish, eel and octopuses. 
The dolphins were thrown back into the sea that was now 
quiet. It looked like everything was back in place, but for 
them, like the rest of the beach dwellers, there was no hut 
to go back to and no fresh clothes to change into, and with 
the happiness and the remainders of holiness still evident 
on Seth’s face he told her, “Shlomit, tomorrow we’ll go 
to Rishikesh… we’ll live by the Ganges, you’ll see, it’ll be 
good for you there.”

“You’ll be able to sail boats there,” she said. He laughed at 
that. “I want to work at the Kunjapuri temple at Lakshman 
Jhula in Rishikesh, for Swami Shivananda, you understand 
what happened, Shiva sent us a sign, Parvati sent you a 
sign all through the night, she was within you, I need to 
go there, Shiva was here last night and gave you to me. In 
exchange, he gave the hut and boat to the sea. You’ll see 
that it’ll be good, you’ll see.”

If she still had Amos’s maps, she’d rush to open them and 
look for a red dot under Rishikesh, if Amos had marked it. 
But the storm that drowned all their possessions including 
Amos’s maps and notebooks, and with them also the letters 
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and pictures that she had promised to bring to Rachel’s 
uncle in Kochi.

On the next day she left with Seth for Rishikesh.
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Chapter Fourteen

In the midst of the Aarti ceremony in Rishikesh, while she 
was kneeling next to Seth at the lowest tide mark of the 
Ganges to sacrifice puja to the river God, she went into 
labor. She sat with Seth on the riverbank and waited, maybe 
the pains would go away, and the birth could be delayed 
until after the ceremony, but the contractions came more 
frequently, and when night fell, hot and summery, Seth 
carried her in his arms along the river. Excited and happy 
he crossed the rope bridge and asked the passersby to get a 
midwife to their little house at Lakshman Jhula, overlooking 
the river. At home, he installed her on the mattress and 
waited for the arrival of the midwife. Afterward, he got 
up and went out. Early in the morning, she gave birth to 
a son. Seth stood beside her, excited and radiant, and with 
him were three monks from the Kunjapuri Temple in the 
Shivalik mountain range that she’d met on her visits there 
and again on their visits to her home. Seth watched over 
her lovingly, but was careful not to touch her while the 
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monks were present. He stepped back and looked at his 
baby, but she wanted him near, wanted him to hold her 
hand, she was ripped and torn, her body ached and she 
wanted her mother to be here with her. She’d never felt 
her absence as much as during those moments, that’s why 
she wanted Seth to comfort her, to say, my Shlomit, don’t 
be afraid, like he did at Goa on the beach, in the little hut 
at Khola, you’re not alone Shlomit… if only he’d say that, 
she’d be comforted a little, she would better be able to deal 
with the pain in her groin, the soft empty stomach, the 
wounded womb, but he had nothing to say to her because 
of the monks and he remained silent as he’d been in the 
habit of doing since he started serving the guru from the 
Kunjapuri Temple, since they came to Rishikesh and were 
surrounded by monks and priests, by clergy and sadhus 
that they would see on every corner and alley and on all 
the Ghats and on their way to Haridwar and Varanasi, the 
holy cities, gaunt, ageless men, half-naked, smeared with 
ashes of the dead. 

She shifted her gaze from Seth and the monks that he’d 
brought with him, and carefully hugged her little baby, 
who’s skin color was like coffee with milk and thought that 
he was too small, so small and helpless, he could so easily 
get hurt, and these monks, with their little eyes following 
her and her baby, what did she really know about them?

At that moment she felt that the trust that Seth had 
planted within her, disappeared. He’d taught her to trust 
the people around her, the priests, the monks, the Goa 
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fishermen, the many travelers that sailed with them in their 
boat. That very infrastructure of trust started dissipating 
and broke up like a children’s game. She held the baby in 
her lap, protecting it with what remained of her strength 
after the difficult night she’d spent with the two midwifes 
and the two women who came to help her with the birth 
because of her narrow build. She remembered one woman 
talking to her, whispering to her, you’re a child, you have 
the body of a child, how were you able to carry this baby 
in your body, and the others encouraging her to push, to 
breathe, calling on the goddess of fertility and the goddess 
of babies and love to come and sit with her, and they’d sing 
to her, “sita rama jia sita rama, hiya hiya jia jia…”

Ringing small bells, driving away from her the sorrow 
and pain, patting her forehead, wiping the blood from 
her body and the sweat from her brow. Four mothers 
surrounded her, but none was her mother. She missed 
her and called to her, because on that night she hated her 
body just like she did in her childhood. Ant then he came 
out, emerged into a foreign sub-continent. She saw him, 
she saw her brother, she gave birth to a little Amos, but 
his skin color was dark and he had a mop of black hair, 
straight and shining like Seth’s hair. And his eyes seemed 
to be copied from her face, but painted black. She watched 
him wonderingly. Never before had she seen a baby so 
closely before, never had she held a live baby in her arms. 
She got scared, afraid something bad would happen to 
him in her arms, that she won’t be able to save him from 
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herself, afraid to harm him, hurt him like she’d been hurt. 
She wanted to set him on the bed, turn into a bird and fly 
through the open window. She couldn’t feel her lower 
body and it seemed that her feet, were taken from her, so 
how would she be able to leave, instead, she’d fly away.

She looked at a small bird that sat on the windowsill, 
trying to disengage from the baby by her side, shut her 
eyes and ran. Why do I run from him? He’s little Amos, 
he’s little Yair and I’m flying with the bird in the window, 
wait for me, she says, wait, I’m coming, don’t fly before 
me, I’ll just move my body, I’ll just wake up my dead feet, 
wait another minute, you’ll grow wings… Shlomit, look 
Shlomit… I’m flying, flying like a kite… another sound 
comes from another room, she’s flying with Yair from 
balcony to balcony, they’re two new kites flying in the 
sky. She cries, her eyes are shut, she wants to sleep. She 
falls into a fitful sleep, the woman next to her is talking 
to her, but she’s asleep and awake at the same time. She 
knows that there’s a baby next to her and it’s her and 
Seth’s baby. Don’t cry, the woman says to her, wiping her 
forehead, giving her milk to drink, mama… she whispers 
to her. She can hear the woman’s heavy breaths, but she 
wants to hear clear peals of laughter.

Seth is standing a distance away with the monks and says 
to her, “Shlomit, I’ve brought the monks from Kunjapuri 
to bless Rishi, our baby.” She wanted to yell from her bird’s 
eye view at the window, his name isn’t Rishi, it’s Amos, like 
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my brother who died during that war that you’ve never 
heard of, the war for a holy wall, like your temple, holy 
like Shiva, that’s what she told him nine months ago when 
they’d arrived at Rishikesh, but now only a chirp came 
out of her mouth, a thin sound that was strange even to 
her ears, and he said, “Shlomit, I don’t understand what 
you’re saying… were you talking to me in Hebrew again!?”

She shut her eyes and was silent, and the monks 
surrounded her baby, and the eldest dipped his finger 
in a bowl and put it on his forehead, he marked a red 
tikka between his eyes and blessed him in the third eye. 
The monks prayed and Seth translated their prayers and 
blessings for her in a whisper, “a baby born on the holy 
Ganges,” they said, “should be called Rishi, like the poet 
of wisdom, like the God.”

But I promised Amos, and I promised Esther and 
Joseph… someone must beget Amos. Someone has to 
bring him back… you won’t make my brother disappear 
into forgetfulness in your river, Amos isn’t done. Didn’t 
he promise to come here too? But the words failed her 
and her body that had remained in the little house on 
the banks of the Ganges asked, “why Rishi?… Amos… I’ve 
asked you,” she told Seth, but she couldn’t disobey him, 
change his mind.

Ever since they’d arrived in Rishikesh, he’d grown holier 
and distant from her, he devoted all his time to Swami 
Shivananda, the holy guru from the Kunjapuri temple. And 
the monks who blessed her and her baby and held a small 
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service to wake the gods with prayer, sprayed water from 
the river around her and on her baby, and bore witness 
to his name, Rishi, and all this because she once knelt by 
the water to give a gift to the river God because Seth had 
asked her to, and she went into labor. 

She loved her baby and his color that was like coffee 
with milk. She loved to fall into these new eyes, black and 
shining, stretched towards his temples and slanted towards 
her. She’d gargle sounds and words at him, but they’d 
mix with her Hebrew and the Hindi that she’d learned a 
little. Since they arrived at Rishikesh, she also spoke the 
new language with the women at the low tide mark of the 
river, and at the Aarti ceremony at the mid tide mark, and 
at the fruit and vegetable stalls she would bargain in the 
local language, but mostly for Seth, that ever since they’d 
arrived at Rishikesh and he no longer worked with the 
foreign travelers, he had almost stopped speaking with 
her in English. He would answer her questions in Hindi 
and speak it to his son, telling him about his favorite Gods, 
like he used to tell her, but now he’d tell the stories with 
a passion that she’d never heard from him before. She 
observed the change in Seth and kept her peace. If she 
were to talk, what would she tell him? To leave his gods? 
To stop with the fiction and the stories? To leave your 
new road? From your Swami Shivananda? Not to climb 
to the Kunjapuri temple on the Shivalik mountain range? 
Your guru is driving you away from me? So she kept her 
peace, afraid he’d distance himself from her even further 
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if she were to say anything against his guru and silently 
desiring him. 

Since Rishi was born, she’d desired Seth more than 
she did in Goa. Her body was teaching her feelings that 
she didn’t recognize, so she was wanting and desiring 
her husband. She watched him when he came home; 
she followed his long thin back with her eyes. Ever since 
they came to Rishikesh, he wore only a long white shirt. 
It seemed to her that his back had become bowed and his 
arms and face had paled. 

Since they left Goa, he’d close himself off in the temple 
or at home, he rarely saw the light of day and only went 
out with her in the evenings to the daily high tide puja 
ceremony for the gods, to pray with the priests and monks. 
She could see him becoming one of them. The farther he 
grew from her, the more she wanted him, the more distant 
he became, the more her love for him grew, and she would 
torture herself with desire, from the abstinence that he’d 
imposed on her too. Sometimes she wanted to draw near 
him, to wrap her arms around his back, to cling to him, 
to feel the warmth of his body, and she wanted him to 
enter her. The wound inside me has healed, I’m ready for 
you again, she wanted to tell him, but he wouldn’t let her 
draw near him, and when he felt her yearning for him 
increasing, he would stay to sleep at the temple with the 
monks. She missed the days when she was his one and 
only, and she felt a terrible sense of loneliness. Rishi too 
courted him, looked for him, watched out the window 
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to monitor his arrival, seeking his proximity. And when 
he does come home, he kisses his son with an alienness, 
trying to avoid encouraging a binding love. That’s why, 
as a rule, he would only watch Rishi and her. And she 
wished that he’d notice the changes that Rishi’s birth had 
wrought in her body making it rounder with swelling 
breasts, and not try to evade her. The women that she’d 
met at the river would also arrive with their children to the 
ceremonies during low tide, affectionately telling her that 
she’d grown prettier, that her face had rounded and her 
body, because now she was a woman, they’d say. But they 
wouldn’t talk about her man, who’d go up to the Kunjapuri 
temple daily and neglect her. They’d arrange Rishi in her 
lap, help her carry him in the fabric baby carrier that she 
tied around her hips, like them. And she’d smile at them 
and watch, trying to learn their walk, their straight backs. 
If Esther were with her, she’d ask her to teach her the 
feminine secrets, she was sure that they existed, she felt 
that there was a hidden secret known to foreign women 
who arrived in Rishikesh, but she couldn’t decipher it, 
her mother would know. Today she was aware that her 
mother knew, her mother who tangled with Avram in 
the field of groundsels, and when she passed them and 
heard her laughter, she knew feminine secrets that she 
could have passed to her, secrets that pass from mother 
to daughter from the beginning of time. She missed her 
mother; she missed Rachel who didn’t give in like she 
did, and called her eldest son, Amos. Sometimes when 
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she was alone with Rishi, she quietly called him Amos, 
saying his name and it calmed her down a little. Daily, 
at the river she’d watch the ceremonies, the women, the 
children, the laundresses and Rishi always with her, she 
would hold his little hand and his hand tightly held her 
fingers, his small feet walking with her along the banks.

She’d look at the orange skies above the river and miss 
Seth. She could see him sitting with the monks and at the 
feet of the priests and Brahmins at mid-tide across from the 
holy fire and the giant statue of Shiva, dressed in a white 
shirt like them. And he’d let his hair grow down his back. 
And lately, like a monk, he stopped shaving. But she didn’t 
mind, she still desired him, her man, who had become 
a creature with new skin on his body, but his tail would 
still wag exuberantly instead of the one that had been cut 
off; she too is a baby. Growing new teeth like Rishi, she’s 
developing with him, growing with her son, but she’s also 
a woman and inside is a woman hungry for this man. She 
no longer fears anyone and the streets that she’d known 
are growing distant, dwindling in her imagination, the 
voices are fading and old flavors have dulled.

Sometimes, when she hears peals of laughter from the 
women at the river, something old jumps within her, but 
Rishi’s voice calling her mama, mama and toddling toward 
her, putting his face on her thigh, makes her forget the 
gravel paths, on which the boy she loved would glide and 
disappear. Once, when she sat alone in the room while 
evening fell and the Ganges looked orange and Rishi too 
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looked orange in the light, and probably she as well, and 
they were alone, as they were on most days that Seth would 
spend with the guru, she wondered where that boy had 
disappeared to, who’d sunk into a wounded faraway girl, 
and grew scared of the forgetting.

For the first time it seemed to her that the girl was 
slipping away from her, into an alien world, and the 
voices emerging from there came from a secret hole 
under a house and they faded with the last kite that was 
swallowed in the thick evening air, disappearing into 
orange clouds and burning away. She didn’t see Yair’s kite 
again, and with it the field of groundsels also sank in the 
river. Sometimes, she’d dream of Rachel and sometimes 
the sounds of the tablas and drums from the river would 
mix in her dreams with the songs that they loved to sing 
together… “I want to hold your hand…” the song played 
in her head, soft and faraway. She loved listening to music, 
it calmed her, sometimes it would untangle knots in her 
soul and convoluted thoughts would change shape in her 
mind, and suddenly on that evening with a weak soft light 
coming from the candles in the room and only Rishi’s soft 
rhythmic breaths mixing with the voices coming from 
the alley and she was alone, she and her body, soft and 
melting, wanting a soothing caress, yearning for one man, 
she got up and undressed and stood in front of the mirror 
and looked at her body, she removed her underwear and 
moved her naked body from side to side, examining her 
breasts and genitalia, feeling her softness under the hair 
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that was covering the secret. She wasn’t a girl anymore 
but still, only after having given birth did she stand in 
front of the mirror, trying to understand her body that 
was growing anew, wanting to discover the woman whom 
she had made flee, whom she’d locked away from herself. 
Now she discovered that she liked her inner femininity 
that swelled her breasts, rounded her hips and lifted her 
rounded derriere. I look good, she thought to herself shyly; 
for the first time in her life, she liked her body, and she let 
her hands roam along her stomach and breasts, squeezed 
her nipples that protruded and grew darker, moved her 
fingers along her vagina, pulled them in. She shivered, a 
sweetness she never knew, and all only from her fingers. 
For the first time, she touched her body and really liked 
it, and the more she liked her body and what was inside 
it, the more her longing for Seth grew, for his softness, for 
the way he used to play with her body in Goa and when 
they first arrived in Rishikesh until he delivered his body 
and soul to the Swami Shivananda in Kunjapuri. She shut 
her eyes and devoted herself to the sensations caused by 
her fingers in her body. And then the thing that she most 
dreaded happened, Yair’s face suddenly hovered above 
her, I love you… Shlomit… words in clear Hebrew came 
up from the river, through the open window… the sound 
of a distant sea nearby, there was an iron chest there, 
dug under the hut and she was in his lap, his hands are 
pawing in her, groping, she’s begging, crying for him to 
let her go, that she’s in pain, that she can’t… not there, 
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she’s begging… not inside… she’s wounded there… the 
sound of steps by the door made her jump, she hurriedly 
covered her body with clothing. The door opened, she 
recognized Seth’s light steps, the sound of the shirt on his 
rapidly dwindling body… she raised her gaze and looked 
at him and smiled to the man that she missed – him, the 
man-child that she’d met in Bombay and given herself to 
in Goa and bore his child in Rishikesh. He looked at her 
distantly, it seemed like he was examining her, catching 
her in the act, but he said nothing and went to stand over 
Rishi’s bed and watched him, he didn’t move for quite 
some time, she noticed that he stood over their son and 
prayed. Afterward, he turned to her and she saw that he’d 
been crying, that all the time that he’d been standing with 
his back to her facing Rishi, he was crying.

He watched her closely but was distant, an ocean 
separated them. Her heart squeezed, she felt like someone 
faraway, from a place that she’d thought that she’d 
forgotten, was poisoning her. Seth spoke softly, his voice 
was weak and meager and he said, “Swami is ill, very ill. I 
want to go to Varanasi to seek medicine for him.”

She made no answer, just held out her hand to touch 
him, caress his tortured face that was disappearing into 
his dark skin, hug his narrow hips that were drowning in 
the wide shirt, but he backed away. He stood in the corner 
of the room and cupped his hand in the pocket of his 
loose pants and took out a small roll of bills and handed 
it to her, “it’s from Swami,” he said. She knew that Swami 
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took care of her and Rishi, and still she begrudged him. 
She gathered the roll hesitantly and thought that she’d go 
tomorrow to the market to buy herself some new fabric 
and ask the women sitting there to sew her a dress, a dress 
with cleavage from blue brocade like the one her mother 
used to wear to events and to places that she knew she’d 
see Avram, she wanted the same dress shape and the same 
neckline prominently displaying her cleavage, with the 
same stitches tightening her waist and showcasing her 
behind. She wanted so be a woman, she wanted to be seen. 
Maybe she’d be able to wake up Seth, maybe he’d notice 
her and her body would remind him how he used to desire 
her and he’d leave Swami and the monks and priests and 
all the temples smelling of incense and the wax that stuck 
to him and he’d return to her, and would remember her 
body that not so long ago he used to want. He looked 
into her eyes and was silent, it seemed to her like he felt 
her today, reading her body and the thoughts running 
around in her head. She drew her lower half closer to him 
and grasped his hips, her hand slid under his stomach, 
and she blew warm air into his neck and held his pants 
in her hand, she felt his penis harden into her hand, he 
groaned, and she knew that more than groaning, he was 
fighting his urges. He was thinner than ever and weak, no 
longer the same happy, muscular youth that she’d met on 
the beaches of Goa. She drew him to her forcefully, like 
a recalcitrant child. To her surprise, he responded to her 
and hid his head between her breasts. She grew hot, he 
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hesitated, and she squeezed his thin body until he acceded. 
She clutched his body into hers; he cried into her neck, he 
was wet with tears. She was damp with desire.

That night on the floor, by their sleeping son’s bed, he 
lay with her one last time, the last memory gift that she 
received from her man who was already a monk, who was 
already on the road to Nirvana, to redemption.

Eventually she’d remember that it was this man who 
made her a whole woman, healthy with desires, he was 
the man who taught her not to be afraid, who taught her 
to be the girl who was never hurt by anyone. Seth was 
the man who gave her Rishi, whom she called Amos, like 
Rachel’s son, but only in her heart, only privately when 
Seth was spending all his time with the monks and Swami 
in Kunjapuri.

After seducing Seth, she dreamed of Rachel. They ran 
in the English Cemetery, scampering among the white 
headstones and around the dead, the sweet-smelling 
flowers were blooming, the tulips that they particularly 
liked, and they were swearing to each other not to tell 
their mothers, they were afraid of the dead, of ghosts 
wandering between the graves. They were laughing and 
picking roses and carnations and taking them home, 
never revealing where they got them. And in her dream, 
among the headstones, Rachel found out that she was 
having twins, and that’s why she’s as heavy as a rock. And 
she already had a huge belly. “I’m having two, I’ll give you 
one, I can’t carry two, one’s for Amos, one’s for Ramiel, I 
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promised Esther that I’d bring Amos back to her… I can’t 
have two… in the middle of this war,” she suddenly said, 
because after leaving the English Cemetery they found 
themselves in a battlefield.

“Now of all times, there’s war, when I’m so heavy, how 
will I evade the snipers’ bullets, take one baby and go 
away with him,” she doesn’t answer her and pulls her 
from the ground. 

“I’m so heavy,” Rachel says. 
“It’s your belly pulling you down,” she calms her, pulls 

her up and they escape from a Jordanian sniper who has 
targeted them, they deceive him, once one is pregnant 
and once the other, and then somebody yells, “there’s a 
wounded soldier, maybe he’s already dead,” and someone 
else yells behind them, “it’s the signal operator, I think 
he’s already dead,” said a soldier who carried him from 
there but also left him in the field. “We must take him,” 
she tells Rachel, “it’s Amos!” But Rachel doesn’t want to 
listen. If she listens, it’ll be him. A helicopter overhead 
deafens her. “We’ll take him with us,” she tells Rachel, 
but she can barely carry her twins within her. “If we don’t 
take him, they’ll bury him alive. He’s still breathing.” But 
no one cares; they need dead people, many dead people. 
Without the slain, there’s no war and no heroes and the 
Wailing Wall would never have been forcibly returned… 
why can’t she hear Rachel, why is she afraid? All her life 
she’s been afraid, now she’s afraid that the Jordanians 
have abducted her brother, and will reveal all his secrets. 
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“What secrets?” Rachel yells to her, lying in mud made by 
soldiers and going into labor in the middle of the battle. 
“Secrets!” She tells her, “but he’s a simple soldier, a signal 
operator, Amos has no secrets.” She pales. She’s shaking, 
they’ll get everything out of him even the hideout and 
he’ll tell them about our chest and they’ll forcibly take 
all his maps, they’ll know everything… where it rains 
and where it doesn’t and they’ll know where India is and 
what a sub-continent is… like Amos had taught them, 
and they’ll easily find Kochi and Goa and Rishikesh, and 
they’ll come all the way to the Ganges… Rachel is having 
strong contractions. “My water broke,” she cries. 

“You can’t give birth in the middle of a battle. We need to 
run away… it’s a battlefield Racheli… it’s not a maternity 
ward.”

“So take me away from here,” she implores, “I need to 
bear two. Let’s leave, I’m sick of the games that you keep 
coming up with, let’s go back, Amos is waiting for me, 
Amos has invented new games for us… enough Shlomit, 
grow up already. You’re not a child anymore… grow up. 
We don’t have a backyard anymore, or a hideout. Only 
our bodies.”

The next morning she stood by the window. The river was 
quiet, women were hovering over the water and wringing 
wet clothes, everything was so calm, as though she hadn’t 
run through a battlefield during the night… Rishi toddled 
around her on his little feet, asking her for a story in two 
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mixed up languages, together with his baby talk. In that 
early morning hour, Seth stood with his back to her, quiet 
and ashamed from the night, in front of the fire that he’d 
built, baking chapatti and boiling chai. A warm, sweet 
and spicy scent filled their little house. She didn’t notice 
a thing, reliving her dream, holding a woman giving birth 
in enemy territory in her arms, across from her brother 
lying, dead-alive-wounded, but knowing that they’d already 
taken everything away from him, nothing of him is left 
to her. She stood by the window and cried. Rishi insisted, 
demanding a story and firmly pulled on her dress. Seth 
remained quiet all morning and listened to the rustles of 
the house, but he hurried to finish in order to go up the 
mountain and spend time with his dying guru, to honor 
him, pray for him with the monks, go down to the river 
to give puja to the gods, go back to the Kunjapuri temple 
with water from the Ganges. The smell of chapatti baking 
in the kitchen filled the house, the house was closing in 
on her, her dream of last night weighed on her heart, and 
she regretted never knowing how to interpret dreams like 
some women knew. She didn’t tell Seth, he was already 
far away from her, he was a walking soul, purifying itself 
in preparation for other worlds, untouched by the follies 
of this world. Last night, on the floor, she forced her body 
on him and raped this monk, but he only brushed at 
her, like an inexperienced child, fulfilling her wants for 
the last time, he felt the femininity that had developed 
from the girl he knew, and it scared him… now he’ll 
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finish pouring the chai and spreading some jam on the 
chapatti, he’ll feed them like he feeds the monks and go 
up the mountain, disappear, leave the follies of this life 
that he no longer found any point in. And she thought, it 
had been three years since she arrived at Rishikesh and 
here she is, alone again.

Rishi kept holding her, pulling, yelling, in Hebrew and 
in Hindi, rolling his baby tongue and crying, and then she 
turned to him all at once, furious, suddenly sick of her son, 
hating this child that he was leaving to her and moving 
on to a world of forgetfulness, the child that she wanted 
to fill the void that Amos had left, the new brother that 
she’d raise for herself and for Esther and Joseph, but he 
resembles only his father, his face is getting darker every 
day. In the beginning his skin resembled coffee with milk, 
now it looked like coffee diluted by a bit of chai. And his 
eyes are black and burning. I have an Indian child, even 
his movements are copied from his father, and he looks 
like all the other children that she met at the riverbank, 
bathing in the Ganges, presenting gifts to the Gods with 
their mothers. She turns to him, holds him in her arms 
and tosses him in the air and catches him, letting him 
cling to her, to her neck, he holds on to her and laughs, 
he trusts her, she plays with him, his mother came back 
to him from the window, from the river, from the dream. 
From the faraway places that she’d set sail to, she’s coming, 
she’s back with me, her boy is happy, but she doesn’t play 
with him, she no longer plays at all, she can’t remember 
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how. She squeezes Rishi to her body, rolls up his shirt and 
pets his soft dark skin, tickling him in hidden corners, and 
under his shirt, under his arm pit, on his hips, in the folds of 
skin on his thighs. He laughs, he chortles, he tears up, and 
his laughter is strong, like a man’s. It feels like he grew up 
this morning, became a person, his father’s in the kitchen 
spreading butter and flower jam on chapatti and the chai 
is bubbling, filling the house with the scent of cloves and 
cinnamon, the steam covers the window and the Ganges 
is lit, the sounds from the street are reaching the window, 
entering the house, and their boy is laughing, choking 
and gasping as she continues to tickle him, caressing, 
twirling, licking him with her tongue, torturing her son 
and his laughter is no longer laughter and the crying, an 
aggressive sharp cough, drool’s dripping from his mouth, 
he’s drooling like a mad dog, his dark skin has turned 
blue, she sees but doesn’t see, like in a dream.

“Mama… mama,” Rishi yells, his body twisting under 
her hands, he’s shaking, begging, mama mama, but no one 
hears their boy, Seth is praying, his soul has already left, 
looking for improvement, a new reincarnation in the little 
kitchen, by the dwindling fire. How can he not hear his 
son moaning… not see her killing his son? “Mama ma…
mama mama,” Rishi is choking in her hands, suddenly she 
feels long thin arms pulling her and they smell strongly 
of spices.

“Shlomit,” his voice is clear, “Shlomit,” he calls her 
cautioning her, and pulls his son away from her, puts him 
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on his chest and lightly taps his back, giving him milk to 
drink and singing a quiet song to him, caressing his blue 
face, Rishi cries like a wounded dog. Seth sings a song to 
him that she’s heard by the river and at the market from 
the mothers putting their children to sleep. She watches 
them agitatedly, he wraps him to his chest like a mother 
with her son, like a wet puppy picked up in the street, she 
feels like any minute he’ll breast feed him. She was upset 
and didn’t know where to take the storm, the passion that 
heated up her body, the fear of the harm that she might 
cause her son. The shame. She tore the door from its place 
and ran to the river to the low tide marks, down the stairs 
and sank into the cold water in her dress, letting the water 
fill her, caress her body, wash away the craziness that took 
hold of her. She sat in the water for a long time, until she 
couldn’t take the cold anymore. Frozen, she came out and 
sat on the bank, staring at the statue of Shiva and knowing 
that nothing in her life would remain the same. But when 
she got home, it seemed like nothing had changed, Seth 
was withdrawn, quiet and calm. He waited for her to come 
to take Rishi. When she arrived, he took his leave without 
a word about what happened that morning and climbed 
up the Shivalik mountain range leaving her alone with 
her son.

That evening, Seth returned early before the sun set 
and asked to take Rishi by himself to the river ceremony. 
He dressed him in an orange shirt that boys wore for the 
ceremony. She asked to join them, afraid to stay alone 
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with the fears that came to her occasionally. He neither 
accepted nor refused her. She went down to the river with 
them. On the way, Seth prepared for Rishi a small boat 
from the leaves of the Bo tree, put a lighted candle in it, 
a hibiscus bloom and a sweet and asked him to sail it on 
the river like many other boats that were already there. 
Rishi’s little boat sailed on the water, moved away with the 
other small Bo boats burning in the middle of the river, 
where the wind blew them, and when the fire inside went 
out, Seth told him that the God had received the gift and 
was now eating the sweet with pleasure. Rishi asked for a 
sweet for himself as well, and she gave him some wrapped 
candy and they walked along the river without talking. 
Next to the stairs leading to the mid-tide line, Seth left 
them and joined the priests and monks for prayer and 
the reading of Vedas that would go on well into the night. 
She remained with Rishi by the water, trying to mix in 
with the many women and children, brushing against 
them, trying to get swallowed up by them, become one 
of them, but she forever remained alone and alien. She 
held tightly onto Rishi’s hand, afraid to lose him in the 
crowd that filled the area waiting for the evening prayers. 
On their way home, they passed some naked sadhus, their 
bodies smeared with the ashes of the dead, some of them 
with their heads shaven, others with long stiff hair like 
ropes, and they filled the alleys on their way to Haridwar, 
the holy city, the source of the Ganges according to Seth. 
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They walked slowly with a cane or a pitchfork in one hand 
and a bowl for rice in the other. 

“They walk in convoys to the footprints of the God in 
Haridwar,” Seth told Rishi when he taught him. Maybe he 
wished in his heart that he too would become a monk one 
day. Her heart twisted and felt poisoned, she wouldn’t let 
him, she’d take him away from here. She imagined Seth as 
a sadhu leaving this world and going to seek redemption 
and peace.

“These monks are leaving the dark for the light,” Seth 
once explained to Rishi and pointed at the monks who 
came from the opposite direction on their way to Varanasi, 
and she knew that his words were meant for her, preparing 
her for the great change to come. 

“Our river is like our mother and father,” he told Rishi. 
But he didn’t understand, and he looked at his father, 
waiting to hear more, but Seth was silent, he wasn’t used to 
long talks with Rishi. Shlomit tore her gaze away from the 
monks, they were devastating her soul. Where would she 
go, she mulled, if one day the man that she had learned to 
love and want would follow them… where would she go?
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Chapter Fifteen

A few days before the death of Swami Shivananda, Seth 
came home upset, his face paler and thinner than ever. For 
weeks, he hadn’t left his bedside. He took care of the guru 
alongside the monks who lived in the monastery near the 
Kunjapuri temple. For the first time in a long time, Seth 
stood in front of her, raised his head and looked straight 
at her, but he seemed both alien and strange to her and 
to Rishi who clung to his leg, begging to be picked up, 
begging for him to stay, but Seth was already in some 
other faraway place. He stroked his hand on Rishi’s head 
who was craving his love and told her, Swami is dying. 
I’m going tomorrow to accompany him. He’s going to 
die in Varanasi.

“In Varanasi? You can die just as easily here, in Rishikesh,” 
she said to him and felt how her old fear of abandonment 
reasserted itself and started to seep through her, she was 
afraid that Varanasi would also be Seth’s last stop.
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“Dying in Varanasi will guarantee for him the final 
severance from the infinite chain of death and rebirth,” he 
told her, and immediately returned to his silence. Maybe he 
thought he’d spoken more than what he allotted himself. 
His long silences at home and at the temple were part of 
his ascetic process. She watched him for long minutes, still 
standing there and giving in to Rishi’s crying, bending 
down, picking him up in his arms, caressing and hugging 
him until he calmed down and laughed and asked for a 
story, maybe a game, and it seemed to her that Rishi was 
trying to make his father miss him with his charming 
voice and delightful laughter. She watched them both and 
suddenly was overcome by a strange feeling of confidence 
that she’d never felt before, she was confident in herself 
and in her feelings. Confident in the things she’d do, in the 
words she had yet to say to him, even though she didn’t 
know what they would be, and the abyss that had sucked 
her in, was sealed. She looked at Seth again and her heart 
quieted, she thought to herself that it’ll probably return, 
the whirlwind, the storm of abandonment, parting, the 
expendable love, but no! She surprised herself with her 
own complacency, and heard herself tell him firmly and 
with acceptance that she herself had not yet resolved, 
“Rishi and I will accompany you to Varanasi.”

He lifted his eyes to her, placed Rishi on the carpet and 
gave her a long gaze. She looked into the black eyes that 
were no longer a part of her everyday life, and for a while 
now she hadn’t recognized herself and Rishi in them, 
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but nonetheless at that moment it felt like a spark was lit 
within them. He was silent for a while, and she knew that 
he was trying to dodge her firm demand, because through 
all the years in Rishikesh, he never liked her visits to the 
Kunjapuri temple. Her presence among the ascetic monks 
headed by Swami Shivananda, he who had never married 
and procreated, embarrassed him and made him feel like 
a sinner among them. He never said so explicitly, but she 
could often read his face and thoughts. 

Finally he came up with an excuse and said, “Rishi is too 
young, he couldn’t take the trip to Varanasi, he won’t be 
able to stand the sights, the burning of the bodies there, 
especially the burning of the Swami who he knew, whose 
knees he’s sat on, who has hugged him.” But she didn’t 
give in, his excuses sounded pressed and childish to her. 
She knew his character very well and his weaknesses so 
she insisted and told him with decisiveness that he was 
unfamiliar with, and he was surprised, “I’m going with 
you Seth,” she said, “I want to be present.”

“Present at the funeral? At the Swami’s burning? You 
can’t, you… no…” he stopped himself; it looked like he was 
sorry he’d spoken, and maybe again, he’d said too much.

“I’m not a real Hindi,” she said, “I’m just Rishi’s mother, 
and he’s a real Hindi.”

He was silent, she knew he was sorry that he’d brought 
up a subject that they rarely spoke of, that she wouldn’t give 
in, that she’d insist, so he was silent and let her decide. He 
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was already devoid of wants, insistence and decisiveness, 
and since Swami’s illness he’d grown weaker still.

For the first time, she felt sorry for him like she did for 
the sadhus that she’d seen for years by the Ganges, in the 
temples and at the sides of the roads with their empty 
rice bowls in their hands and their naked bodies smeared 
with ashes. She was afraid to look into their empty eyes. 
And without meaning to she told him, “if you decide to 
renounce this world, abandon everything and become a 
sannyasin, Rishi and I will be able to part with you there,” 
she said and was overcome with a will and a curiosity that 
she couldn’t explain to herself. Maybe it was an awakening 
from blindness that had been a part of her for years, or the 
fear to know, to see, to feel pain and another parting. She 
didn’t want to run, this time she would stand by the Swami 
Shivenanda’s body and watch it burn on the Ganges. She 
wanted to be present in her life here and in her and Seth’s 
present and future lives. She wanted to know where they 
were leading her and Rishi, but to Seth she said, I want to 
go, I want to see Varanasi with my own eyes, Shiva’s home, 
to say farewell to Parvati that I used to be for you, once, 
that you’d taught me to know and love.

Seth’s pale and sickly face reddened. He wrung his hands, 
she’d embarrassed him. Wasn’t it she who’d started it all? 
The union of the goddess with Shiva that he’d swept her 
into with the stories that he’d told her every day, and thanks 
to them she’d given herself to him that night, when the 
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big storm took away his boat and hut and brought them 
to Rishikesh.

“I want to visit Parvati,” she said, continuing his thoughts 
that upset him like a child hearing a fairytale for the first 
time and believing it with all his heart. ” I want to see Parvati 
change her face… I want to see her become Durga…”

He didn’t answer but she knew him well, despite the 
changes he was undergoing, she knew he wouldn’t refuse 
her request, even if he didn’t directly reply. He lay his hand 
on Rishi’s head and bid him farewell, he pressing his palms 
together in front of her, “Namaste!” He whispered, and left. 
He crossed the Lakshman Jhula rope bridge and hurried 
to the Kunjapuri temple in the Shivalik mountain range, 
to take part in the preparations for the Swami’s journey 
of birth and death to Varanasi.

The journey to Varanasi with the dying Swami and 
the handful of monks and priests from Kunjapuri who 
accompanied him was difficult and fraught with obstacles. 
She took Rishi on the trip, and she walked after them with 
Rishi in her arms. She didn’t regret it for a moment, and 
was overcome, like her brother Amos, with the need to 
know, to experience everything. She would see the Swami 
burn. She might even see Seth become a sannyasin, because 
if this was to be her fate, she wanted to be present at the 
burial of her second life. Sometimes she’d still feel some 
flickers of hope, maybe they were like two defeated boxers 
who might try to revive their game of love, because her 
body was awake and wanted to live and desire, and was 
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no longer afraid, waking up occasionally from black looks 
that would follow her in the alleys of Rishikesh. And when 
Seth would occasionally come home to visit Rishi and give 
her his part in the donations that Swami received, in her 
heart she hoped that he also came to visit her, maybe he 
too missed her, and his body would heat up at night and 
desire her again, missing her lips, her body that he’d loved. 
Sometimes inadvertently he’d forget, he’d raise her eyes 
to her for a moment, and his eyes, she could tell, would 
desire, would fill, but he’d drop them right away, angrily. 
At that moment her body would quiver; afterward Seth’s 
eyes would become empty again, vacant like the eyes of 
the monks at the temple and his body would disappear 
into brown ascetic thinness until it seemed to her that he 
would momentarily be swallowed by the fierce white of 
the wide shirt he wore. And all the want that had sparked 
in her would disappear and instead she’d become full of 
pity for the man who was once her Shiva, when she still 
was Parvati, his unobtainable lover. But since going up to 
the temple and diving into Swami Shivenanda’s soul, she 
started to believe that Seth no longer noticed his former 
Parvati, that’s how he used to affectionately call her. And 
maybe she’d already become Durga to him, the terrible 
and lustful incarnation of the goddess he loved.

They arrived at Varanasi in the midst of  the 
Shivaratri holiday, where the moment of union between 
Shiva and Parvati was blessed. They joined the many 
pilgrims who surrounded Shiva’s city and attempted to 
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experience the God’s power with them. With Rishi in her 
arms and with Seth and the monks who supported Swami, 
she joined the crowd at the high tide mark of the Ganges, 
the river here looked larger than the river she was familiar 
with in Rishikesh, but unlike the Ganges that she knew, 
its color here was grey and dull. She tightened Rishi to her 
body, protecting him from the many faithful who came 
from all the corners of India to experience the moment 
of unity on the river in their temple.

“Hare hare ma medo… boom boom, hare hare ma medo…” 
Loud calls were heard everywhere, “hare hare ma medo…” 
Rishi repeated the calls of the crowds, his face shining 
with excitement… “boom boom…” he clapped and sweet 
giggles came out of his mouth. Seth continued to walk 
before them, she followed his back that had become bowed 
since he gave his soul to Swami, she knew that he wouldn’t 
turn to face them, that he wouldn’t see Rishi and the joy 
radiating from his face, but his shoulders quivered and she 
knew that he could hear his son’s laughter, knowing that 
his son was excited and sweet. He speeded up, running 
from him, slipping away from the excitement that she 
and their son might stir in him.

More than anything, he was afraid of her and the passion 
that she stirred him. Seth’s back was swallowed by the 
crowd, appearing and disappearing, skinny and bowed. 
She recalled their first meeting in Bombay, in the midst 
of the Holi celebrations; there the joy was bigger, more 
childlike and wild, maybe like she herself was back then. 
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And in Bombay, during the Holi Festival, the people there 
wanted to live, only to live. No one came to die. At Varanasi 
it seemed, maybe because of the dying Swami and Seth 
following in his path that everyone was only looking for 
death. The sadness, the gloom, the many beggars, the 
amputees and lepers lying by the sides of the roads, the 
alleyways, the tidelines and the temple entrances, and over 
the whole city hovered a cloud smelling of burnt meat, 
and only rishi and she still wanting to live. They walked 
through an alley made smoky and sooty from the smoke 
that rose from the lowest tide line, where many pilgrims 
were burning their dead at the same time and walking in 
the footsteps of the many celebrants to the ancient Kashi 
Vishwanath Temple.

The line to the temple was hours long and the crowds 
like a giant twisting animal, plodding and surrounding the 
city and the river, skinny cows moved peacefully to the tide 
lines, the monasteries and the temples, monkeys running 
around among the crowds, naked sadhus smeared in the 
ash of the dead, beggars and the ill, everyone was moving 
in a somnambulant circle into the night of Shivaratri.

She recalled some of Seth’s words from their little 
wooden hut on the Khola beach… Shiva… he’s our God, 
Shlomit, yours and mine, the creator and the annihilator, 
the ascetic yogi God, the dancer, the lover God, the cosmic 
God… one day I’ll take you to Varanasi to Shivaratri… I’ll 
take you to wash Shiva’s Lingam (a symbol of the Hindu 
deity Shiva used for worship in temples, often represented 
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by the genital organ of Shiva)…but that was all long ago. 
It felt like eons had passed.

Nonetheless, she fiercely missed the Seth who’d made 
her a woman, and she missed Seth the lover, the husband, 
the father of her son. She tried to stick to his back but he 
purposefully slipped away into the crowd, to hide from 
her, from his son. She hoped to see him at the temple, 
but she stopped at the entrance, people pushed her, and 
someone told her, only Hindus are allowed into this 
sacred temple, she was angry at Seth in her heart for not 
bothering to warn her, despite seeing her following him 
there crowding in with Rishi, but he was centered on his 
Swami. She didn’t give in. Her years in India had taught 
her to be a Hindu despite her skin. She covered her face 
in a scarf, and prominently displayed her son, and spoke 
fluent Hindi, confident and stubborn, she pushed at the 
people who were blocking her way and entered after Seth 
into the temple. At the entrance, she again noticed the 
many beggars who tried to push in, the amputees and the 
people with the twisted bodies, the monks and the sadhus 
with their vacant eyes smeared with ash a testament to no 
longer being part of regular life. She shut her eyes, afraid 
of them, seeing Seth in her imagination, naked like them, 
smeared with ash holding Shiva’s pitchfork in his hands. 
She pushed into the temple, searching for Seth and his 
fellow monks, but he’d disappeared from her eyes. She 
was left standing there, holding Rishi who’d fallen asleep 
in her arms. 
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She thought that she’d seen it all in Rishikesh and Goa, 
but when she arrived at the Kashi Vishwanath Temple 
in Varanasi, it seemed to her that all the ascetics from 
the entire sub-continent had arrived from the smoky 
alleys scented by the dead roasting along the river. She 
gathered herself under her scarf, hiding her face from 
their oppressive presence, but they were everywhere. 
She pushed again into the masses crowding the temple 
entrance, trying to locate Seth and go to him, touch him, 
find comfort in him, snuggle into love, remind him of the 
life that he was abandoning, trying to forget his celibacy, 
wanting to say to him, “Seth wake up, come back here… 
come to me, you have so much in this life, so much love, 
Seth, it’s I, your love Shlomit, and our son, Rishi, and the 
flavor of life and the joyful tasty dishes that you loved.”

For a minute she felt that if only she could reach him, 
if she could wade through the wave of humanity, she’d 
be able to dissuade him from his actions and return him 
to her. With renewed force, she pushed and shoved the 
people around her. They watched her wonderingly, at 
the strange determination of this woman covered by a 
scarf. But after a moment, she was swallowed by the mass, 
pulled all the way to the other side of the temple, into the 
crowd of monks and supplicants, pulled into the circles 
of sadhus who surrounded the well of knowledge, “Gyan 
Kapur” that she remembered from Seth’s stories, that 
he’d whisper to her, into her neck and ear, when he still 
desired her… because there, in the Gyan Kapur well, the 
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real Shiva’s Lingam was hidden. She’d never imagined 
that a moment later she’d be pushed with her son in her 
arms, dumped into the crowd by the well, surrounded by 
naked Sadhus and monks.

She returned to the temple entrance and rejoined the 
long line that wound through it, and was swallowed up by 
the many women and children, including widows wearing 
white saris, and she thought, what color sari should women 
whose husbands become priests, become sadhus wear…

Seth and his fellow monks together with the dying 
Swami had vanished from her eyes into the darkness of 
the main temple. Rishi had fallen asleep on her shoulder; 
she patted his head and was full of compassion for her son 
who was turning gradually into an orphan. She followed 
priests and Brahmins carrying holy water from the well, 
she drew closer to the temple stage; the priest on the stage 
bestowed holy water from the Shiva’s lingam well. There 
she saw Swami Shivananda sitting by the temple priest, 
his eyes shut and his face pale, as though already long 
dead and only held by the monks. Seth sat among them. 
She gave him a long look; he raised his eyes and saw her 
but hurriedly lowered his head, to hide his face from her. 
She became excited, but that faded when she understood, 
an understanding that had only grown stronger since 
they’d arrived at Varanasi, that Seth was already theirs. 
When Swami dies, a new Swami will enter his life. And 
maybe he himself will become a Swami, maybe a sadhu. 
She was appalled by her thoughts, trying to ignore the 
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sadhus around her. The feeling that Seth might become 
one of them felt very real here. She pulled the scarf that 
had fallen, back into place on her face, hiding herself from 
them and her alienation from the crowd and waited for 
the big ceremony.

Mantras and prayers to Shiva could be heard in the sooty 
air, and full volume calls could be heard all around: “hare 
hare ma ma do boom boom,” from women and children. 
The men stamped their feet heavily, and the priest on the 
stage gave a long prayer, while the monks around him 
washed the Shiva’s lingam with milk, worshipping his 
penis and bowing.

She considered Seth’s body, his lingam, Shiva’s lingam 
that he was now serving… she felt ashamed and betrayed, 
embarrassed by her thoughts and the act taking place 
before her, she shrank and tried to hide herself. I’m so 
pitiful, she thought to herself, how could I think that one 
day Seth would wake up and want me again, desire my 
body like he did back in the wooden hut in Goa…

Rishi burst into tears, he was hungry, the crowds 
surrounding him for many hours felt oppressive to him. 
He wanted them to leave, he asked for Seth, she tried to calm 
him, but he continued to cry. His crying was swallowed 
by the din, the ringing of the bells, the calls of the masses 
and the prayers. She tried to get out of the crowd and 
move toward the entrance, but people were pushing back 
in the passion of their prayers and faith toward Shiva’s 
lingam, carrying pitchers of milk and flowers to decorate 
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the God’s penis, to put above it the intoxicating datura 
flower. She and Rishi were pushed until they were able to 
escape. They stood at the entrance of the temple with the 
beggars and waited for Seth. Night had fallen, the alleys 
were lit by the moon, and the sadhus like black naked 
ants walked through them; it felt like they were looking 
at her, and they all had eyes like his. At midnight, Seth led 
her and Rishi to the nuns’ residence at the convent next 
to Vishwanath Temple. Throughout the hours they had 
waited for him, Rishi had cried, but when he saw Seth he 
clung to him and calmed. She looked at them and thought 
that maybe Rishi knew something that she didn’t know 
yet; she asked that Seth be with them that night. But Seth 
said, “Swami’s dead!” and walked to the monks’ residence. 

She didn’t let him go, she walked after him and begged 
him to stay with them for a little bit, that he tell her what 
to do, that he tell her where to go from here. He turned 
his head to her but didn’t look at her and said, “come 
tomorrow to Jalasayi Ghat, on the other bank of the river.” 
He gestured toward the low tide mark and hurriedly joined 
the monks from Kunjapuri who waited for him patiently. 
On the next day, she walked around with Rishi through 
the Ghats, water reservoirs and temples and went all the 
way to the Durga Temple where many monkeys roamed. At 
the sight of them, Rishi came to life and seemed to forget 
missing Seth. Cheerful monkeys lifted his spirits like they 
did in Rishikesh, he let go of her hand and ran toward 
them. Afterward, they went down to Somesvara Ghat, the 



264 | Tsipi Sharoor

Ghat of the moon God; the nuns from the convent had 
told her that it had healing powers, so she removed her 
shoes, held Rishi in her arms and dipped in the river water. 
She put her head under the water and for a moment all 
of India went away, everything was erased – Bombay, Goa, 
Rishikesh, Varanasi, Seth and Swami and the monks and 
Kunjapuri. Only one mantra played in her head, a mantra 
that she’d heard for the first time in a little hideaway with 
a pit dug nearby and a treasure chest of an enchanted 
childhood, and the voices of Amos and Rachel whispering 
to each other like a promise. Maybe a benediction. Maybe 
words of parting, “pancha namaskara… pancha namaskara,” 
when she asked him, Amos told her that it was a Jain 
mantra that he’d read about in the book of mantras of 
the sainted Jains that he’d found in Rachel’s house. When 
she emerged from the water at the Somesvara Ghat, the 
mantra continued to play in her head, she whispered it 
to herself over and over with wonder. It’s the water, she 
thought, it’s giving her back a small piece of happiness 
that she’d known once with Amos and Yair and Rachel in 
a distant city, almost forgotten. 

“Pancha namaskara… pancha namaskara,” she whispered 
to herself and gathered Rishi to her, and he was happy and 
laughing again, and repeated the Jain mantra accurately 
with no mistakes, as though it were clear and agreed upon 
between them, like between Amos and Rachel, “pancha 
namaskara,” he said to her again and again. She hugged 
him excitedly and asked, “Rishi, do you know this word?”
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“Papa… baba… he’d say it to me all the time. And uncle 
Swami…” Suddenly feelings of longing contracted his wet 
face, and all the joy disappeared from them. They left the 
tide line and hurried to the convent by the Vishwanath 
Temple, to change their clothes and prepare for the funeral 
of Swami Shivananda.

Her unease, that had disappeared in the healing waters 
at the ancient tide line, came back to plague her with the 
concern that she would return with Rishi to Rishikesh 
alone. But at dusk, while walking with Rishi and the nuns 
to the gates of the nearby convent, her fears subsided 
somewhat, and she joined the long procession of monks 
headed by the Kunjapuri monks. Among them she saw 
Seth, stooped and submissive to his dead master. Together 
with his faithful friends, he carried the bamboo gurney 
in which Swami Shivananda lay, Rishi wanted to run to 
him, “baba” he called and started to run, but she stopped 
him with her hand when she saw Seth pushing his face 
into his chest, fighting in his heart whether to turn his 
face to the small call that rose between the monastery 
and the convent.

“Pancha namaskara… pancha namaskara,” she whispered 
the mantra that had been on the tip of her tongue since 
she’d taken a dip in the river that morning, and she felt 
the words inspire tranquility. She held on to the words, 
because she had nothing else to hold on to aside from 
these words that had floated up from a world that had 
become faded and destroyed. Now this new world that 
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she’d built was also starting to fade and dissolve. The 
mantra relieved a little of her fear of loneliness… “baba… 
baba…” Rishi kept calling after Seth had moved away from 
them. She raised her son and whispered in his ear; “pancha 
namaskara… pancha namaskara…” in a sweet child-like 
tongue overflowing with longing, and Rishi repeated after 
her, “pancha namaskara…mama…pancha namaskara…” she 
hugged him with all her strength. 

She didn’t notice that her face was wet with tears until 
one of the nuns who accompanied them, and reminded 
her of the first woman that she’d met in Bombay said, 
“don’t cry. Slomit, our Swami’s soul is clean and pure; 
there is none happier than he now.” She blotted her tears 
and looked at the nun and envied her whole heart and her 
faith, but when she looked into her eyes, she thought that 
she saw some remnants of will and desire. The nun held 
her hand, and she looked at the long procession that was 
making its way to the river, to the ancient Jalasayi Ghat at 
Manikaran, the sacred burning Ghat, the bamboo gurney 
carried at the head of the procession to the river.

“Swami’s ready,” the nun told her. “In a minute, they’ll 
plunge his body into the waters of the Ganges, the piles of 
firewood are also ready.” The nun spoke excitedly, “Today 
Swami’s soul will be ending its journey of life,” she said. 
“It will be completely free, and you’ll see that he will be 
reborn.” The nun wa silent. 

They walked to the river, Rishi tried to catch Seth’s 
eyes among the monks the whole way, but Seth was 
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concentrating completely on carrying the bamboo gurney 
on his thin shoulders. He continued to bend, skinny, 
shrunken, pitiable; he disappeared into the crowd gathered 
to accompany Swami on his liberation journey.

“We all envy his journey,” the nun said. “Swami has 
completed all his incarnations and came to die at Varanasi. 
When I was young, I was Swami’s student, I sat with him at 
the Kunjapuri temple in the Shivalik mountain range, I’d 
wash his feet… bake him chapatti… Day and night I’d sit 
and listen to him, to prayers, to his nobility and wisdom… 
he was my guru.” She said, and wrung her hands. She 
watched the nun and a shiver passed through her body; 
for a moment she saw Seth in the form of the little thin, 
bald woman.

“A few years ago, Swami sent me to Varanasi to build 
a convent…” the nun continued to talk without being 
asked, and it felt like she was talking to herself. She let go 
of the nun’s hand and strongly pulled her son to her and 
hurried her footsteps, trying to distance herself from the 
nun who reminded her of other times of abandonment. 
She lifted Rishi into her arms, pushed and shoved at the 
people blocking her way, trying to catch up to Seth.

She didn’t know what her hurry was, what could she say 
to him, to the man she loved, who got up and left his life 
and hers and the life of this world. Nonetheless, she ran 
to him, tried to catch up to him in the long procession, 
hoping that she could stand in front of him and he’d let go 
of the bamboo gurney’s handle, on which the dead Swami 
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lay, and instead would hold her hand… a hand caught her 
arm and thin fingers grasped hold of her. 

“Seth…” the call slipped out of her mouth. She turned 
back, the little nun stood by her side again, and wouldn’t 
let her resume running after Seth. “Don’t follow him, let 
him part from Swami.” She told her gently and led her 
and Rishi to the tide line.

They stood by and watched the burning. Swami’s body 
was removed from the gurney and placed on the firewood 
that was lit straightaway, the guru who never gave up and 
clung to prayer and Vedas caught fire immediately and 
turned white, gray and started to crack like a piece of 
kindling. Swami collapsed into pieces of fire, and sparks 
flew everywhere, and it seemed to her that the fire was 
only waiting for Swami Shivananda from the Kunjapuri 
temple of the Shivalik mountain range in Rishikesh, and 
finished him quickly. 

But then something happened that no one expected, 
surely not to the holy Swami. One of his legs, with the 
thigh completely burned, fell apart all of a sudden and 
his foot fell off his body, like a leaf that had turned yellow. 
She watched the foot that had fallen off the perishing body 
and felt nauseous and dizzy. Remembering a limping foot, 
a lifeless leg chasing her… remembering an old man’s 
dead foot just like that, remembering amputated organs 
being bitten off the body of another miserable monk, 
Francis Xavier from Goa. Many organs surrounded her. 
Five hundred years later, a dead limping leg threatening 
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to run over a little girl, amputated organs stolen greedily 
out of bleeding holes… She wanted to run away, but the 
crowd who came to Swami’s funeral, including sadhus 
holding triangular pitchforks, the sign of Shiva, mumbling 
mysterious mantras, blocked her way. Also, Shiva on her 
right, and Parvati on her left, changing and turning into 
the bloodthirsty Durga, and Shiva deceiving, a terrible 
demon threatening to kidnap her son. She held Rishi 
tightly. He yelled and pulled away from her, the nun pulled 
on her shoulder trying to calm the storm in which she was 
caught. But she moved her hand away, looking around her 
in shock; no one was upset, no one was horrified by the 
foot dangling in the fire, the foot that had turned white 
and like live embers, turned yellow, red and black in front 
of the crowds, priests, beggars, sadhus, monks and many 
pilgrims who came to celebrate Shivaratri in Varanasi. 
They stood frozen in front of the disintegrating Swami, as 
though used to viewing human organs burning all their 
lives, getting roasted, falling like leaves. 

And then she noticed that one of the monks approached 
the fire; in his hands two equally sized sticks, and with a 
calm familiar movement, as though using tongs to gather 
food from a pan, he lifted the burned foot and gently placed 
it on Swami’s burned chest, as though afraid to hurt him. 
She was appalled by the act, thick smoke climbed above 
her and dispersed over the river. The scent of burned meat 
stood in the air, she shook all over and let go of Rishi. 
Her hands rose again and pushed the men around her, 
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she ignored the whispers of the women warning her not 
to mix in with the monks, she entered the circle of men, 
walked into it and looked at Seth, he stood in front of 
her with the two tong-like sticks still in his hand, like in 
their little kitchen in Rishikesh. In a minute, he’ll extract 
some puri dosa from the pan and put it in her and Rishi’s 
plates with the same slow movement, soft and calm that 
she knew well, and here it seemed deeper still until it 
seemed that in a moment, her husband would grow wings 
and take flight. Seth didn’t move, he raised his eyes and 
looked at her. His eyes were empty and distant; she stood 
there for another moment hoping that something would 
revive in his heart, maybe a familiar look from her eyes. 
But he turned away and moved off. She was pushed back, 
toward the circle of women, sadhus, beggars and pilgrims, 
a familiar hand pulled her out of the crowd of men.

“Slomit!” She heard her name pronounced with an 
‘S’. “Come with me,” the nun said, and pulled her by the 
hand; with her other hand, she held Rishi’s shoulder. He 
was crying, the bitter tears of a baby growing up too soon. 
She held him by the hand and hurried away, knowing 
with a certainty that there was no winning Seth back. 
Nevertheless, all that night and the next day, she waited 
for him. Maybe he’d come to take them back to Rishikesh 
with the monks from Kunjapuri. She sat with the nun 
in the convent yard, another nun joined them, another 
witness to her actions during the burning ceremony and 
said to her, “you’ll understand… you’ll learn… you have 
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an Indian son… many women arrive daily in Varanasi 
looking for their husbands, and mothers looking for their 
sons, but many of them bless them on their journey to 
liberate their souls from the burden of life, other family 
members as well, and many of them, come here too on a 
daily basis to bid farewell forever to their loved ones and 
submissively and lovingly tell them that since unlike 
them they are incapable of an ascetic life, they bow down 
and respect them for their actions and largeness of spirit, 
because a sadhu who retires from the materialistic life and 
goes on a journey helps the world and people to see that 
life is beyond the dealing with materialistic pursuits.”

“Slomit,” the slender nun said, “now that Seth’s guru 
has gone to a better place, his devotion to his guru will be 
greater than during his life. It will be absolute. Had you 
been born a Hindu, you’d be happy for the journey and 
you’d bless him for it. Seth didn’t start a new path just 
for himself; he’s doing it for all of us, especially for you 
Slomit, and for Rishi.”

“So go on and give Seth his blessing,” the other nun 
interjected, “because tonight Seth will become a sannyasin, 
and the only family a sannyasin has is God.” The nun clapped 
her hands, grew silent and shut her eyes. But Shlomit 
wanted them to continue to talk to her, thinking that their 
words might strengthen her. She felt an unfamiliar door 
open in front of her through these two nuns.

“Dear Slomit,” the slender nun continued, “Seth’s 
complete dissolving makes him smaller, that’s why he’ll 
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continue to dissolve into Swami’s soul, maybe he’s already 
there like a drop of water falling into the Ganges.” She 
patted her wet face. “You need to go back to your real 
home too, Slomit… go back. Like Seth, you need your own 
journey. Seth’s already gone. He won’t be back and if he sees 
you again, he might desire you; if he sees Rishi, he might 
suffer regrets,” said the nun, who got up and went to the 
convent kitchen. Shortly afterward, she came back with 
two bowls of rice and a pitcher of milk, for Rishi and her.

The next day, she packed the things that she’d brought 
with her and bid farewell to the nuns, but Rishi stood in 
the entrance and refused to leave. He gazed at her with 
Seth’s black eyes and said, “baba, I want to wait for baba…”

She bent down and kissed him warmly, but he clung to 
her and hung from her neck, “I want to go home. I want 
daddy…”

“Come on!” she said, “let’s go home.” She didn’t know 
herself which home she meant. When they left the convent, 
a naked sadhu with his genitals covered by a piece of cloth 
and his face smeared with ashes like many of the traveling 
monks there standing in the entry. His body was thin and 
skinny, and despite looking like all the other sadhus that 
she had seen here and in Rishikesh, she felt like she knew 
this man. He drew closer to them and called her name.

“Seth!” His name hung on her lips and she froze in place. 
He turned to Rishi, but the child was frightened by him, 
he clung to her thigh and burst into tears.
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“Rishi!” he said again. But Rishi continued to hide his 
face from him.

“Leave the boy!” She raised her voice, “it’s better that 
he forget.”

Seth bowed his head and stepped back, he spoke to her 
in a quiet voice that she no longer recognized.

She guessed that the ashes covering his face and naked 
chest came from Swami. He spoke to her, and it sounded 
like his voice was coming out of a deep well.

“I came to bless you,” he told her. “I’m leaving on a 
journey that I won’t be back from,” he whispered to himself 
and to her like a last goodbye, “pancha namaskara pancha 
namaskara…” the same mantra, the same words, her 
brother’s voice mixed into the voice of the new sadhu in 
Varanasi…she didn’t move. Seth came closer to her, holding 
in his hand a bundle of bills and handed them to her, “it’s 
from Swami, for you and for Rishi, for the travel, for your 
long journey, take it… Shlomit… go back as well. Go on 
your own journey, to your home,” he said to her avoiding 
her and Rishi’s eyes. He turned and walked slowly away.
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Chapter Sixteen

When she told Rishi that they were going home, she didn’t 
actually know to which home they were going. She got lost 
at the train station between the platforms and the train 
cars until she saw the sign. She pulled her son behind her 
carrying her big bag on her shoulder and hurriedly boarded 
the train to Bombay. In the last car, she found a free seat, 
sat down and placed Rishi on her knees. When the train 
started moving on the tracks, she tearfully hugged her son, 
“do you see Rishi? We’re going home,” and she didn’t say 
to which home the train was taking them.

From Bombay, they flew to London, the only destination 
she found that would lead them to somewhere which she 
could call home, ever since Seth had wandered to new 
worlds and became a Sadhu.

Who would have thought that a few hours later she 
would be stepping on Israeli asphalt, dragging her son 
in the scorching heat out the airport.
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Rishi looked wonderingly at the strangers who spoke a 
language that he only heard in songs that she sang him, 
and in the stories that she told, from which he picked up 
words, sounds and sometimes whole sentences that were 
mixed in with his Hindi. He clung to her and burst into 
tears, “mama, I want to go home, I want baba,” he begged. 
She too was tired and anxious, but nevertheless said to 
him, “this is home.” But he asked for Seth, because where 
Seth was, was his true home.

“Where’s papa?” he asked over and over as he had been 
doing throughout the flight, and he angrily hit her thighs 
with his little fists. Again, just as in the London airport 
while waiting for the next flight, a glimmer of hope awoke 
within her; maybe they’d meet him here, waiting for her 
with his arms wide open. But as time passed and he didn’t 
show, her son’s cries increased, and he begged for them 
to leave. She held him stiffly, not knowing where she was 
dragging him, but knowing that she wanted a home for 
him.

She tightened her hold on his hand. Her heart went 
out to her son’s small hand, dependent on her will and 
whims. Rishi leaned his head on her, and she heard the 
sounds of his crying behind his soft breaths.

A small fast taxi screeched to a halt next to the sidewalk, 
the driver stuck his head out the window, looked at her, 
looked at the boy, looked at the big bag and asked, “where 
to?”
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“To Shoresh! Moshav Shoresh.” She heard herself answer 
and quickly pried through her purse and retrieved local 
bills and asked the driver if he would accept pounds sterling 
if her lirot were not enough. He nodded enthusiastically, 
got out of the taxi and put her big bag in the trunk.

Throughout the drive, he peeked at her from the mirror. 
She ignored his looks, dropped her head back and pulled 
Rishi to her. After that, she took out a cheese sandwich 
that she had saved from the flight and tried to feed him, 
but Rishi refused, and his refusal caused her distress. 

He asked, “why can’t we see the Ganges from the 
window?” 

She looked through the window where scenery chased 
scenery, the smell of the pine trees hit her nostrils and 
prompted an old excitement, and then she saw the little 
houses beyond the thickets, the smell of the summer 
fields and ripe sunflowers that were turning black and 
replacing the smell of the pine trees. She moved from 
window to window. Her breath became heavy.

“You haven’t been with us for a long time,” said the 
driver, as he slowed down and entered the moshav. 

Rishi cuddled to her and asked if this place had monkeys 
and cows and a temple that his father would take him to. 

“There are other things here,” she said, suddenly 
impatient. Rishi felt the stiffness in her voice and became 
silent, stretched his neck and looked at the approaching 
houses like she’d been doing.
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She directed the driver to stop next to the last house at 
the moshav and saw that Ramiel had continued to paint the 
lattice on the big porch white. She leaned back on the seat 
like she used to lean on the white lattice across. “I want to 
hold your hand,” echoed in her head, a song from there.

It was an early evening hour, but all the lights were on 
in the house and on the porch. She could hear Rachel’s 
voice and the voices of children and then the kitchen 
door that led to the porch opened because of the sound 
of the engine, and in the doorway stood two children and 
a pregnant woman. The driver said something to her. She 
couldn’t hear, he yelled and she stirred, opened her wallet 
and paid what he asked, Rishi said that he was hungry and 
needed to pee, and the driver said, “lady hurry up, before 
your kid wets my upholstery.” Since he got his money, he 
became rude and urged her to leave, but she kept sitting 
there and looking at the figures at the door and at the 
male figure at the window.

Rachel left the doorway and approached them. She 
saw her pregnant stomach, just like last time. The kids 
followed her. Ramiel waved at her from the window, 
and then disappeared and reappeared in the doorway, 
following Rachel and the kids. She held Rishi’s hand and 
left the taxi. She removed the big bag from the trunk 
and leaned on it. Excited calls filled the yard, Rachel and 
Ramiel’s kids checked Rishi out, touched him, Rishi got 
scared and clung to her. They spoke a language that he 
recognized, but had never before heard children speak.
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Rachel hugged him and clutched him to her swollen 
stomach, “Shlomit, here you are… without letting us 
know…” she said emotionally. “Let me look at you.” 

And Ramiel said, “Finally. I knew you’d be back.” 
The children pulled Rishi into the house, and he accepted 

and asked half in Hindi and a little in Hebrew if they had 
any monkeys. 

Ramiel urged them into the house. The same warm 
old house that she knew, nothing had changed, the same 
wool rugs, the same armchairs covered in faded corduroy, 
the same crude wooden rocking chair. But she could feel 
the new life in it. Rachel and Ramiel followed her with 
their eyes.

She stood in the middle of the room and didn’t know 
what to say. She was no longer used to their talks and chats. 
In India, she loved the long silences with Seth, with the 
women in the river, and alone with Rishi after Seth had 
gone to the monastery.

Suddenly she said to Rachel, “I never went to your uncle 
in Kochi…”

Rachel turned pale.
“The letter and pictures that you gave me to give him 

were blown away to sea during a storm,” she continued.
“I don’t have an uncle in Kochi,” said Rachel.
“You don’t?”
“All our families made aliyah to Israel long ago.”
“You’d sent me to your uncle…”
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“Because you had to leave, go far away. But I didn’t 
imagine that you’d stay away for so long.”

“And the money that you gave me?”
“Ramiel sold a horse.”
“A horse… so you don’t have an uncle in Kochi…”
Rachel pulled her hand to her and changed the subject, 

“have you been over to see Esther and Joseph?”
She shook her head.
“Go to them!”
“I’ll go,” she said, but didn’t say when.
“It’s been seven years,” Rachel said, “but when you see 

Esther and Joseph it feels like it hasn’t even been a year 
since then…”

“Maybe tomorrow,” she said uneasily and looked towards 
the porch. 

Rishi kept following Ramiel.
“In his short life, Rishi has met more monks than 

children,” she said suddenly and regretted casting 
aspersions on their life there.

They talked throughout the evening; mostly Rachel 
talked. Even after the children had fallen asleep, they 
continued to talk, and when Ramiel went to bed, they 
moved to the cool porch and leaned against the white 
lattice like they used to.

Rachel talked about Amos; she didn’t dare to mention 
Yair and neither did Rachel, but when dawn broke and 
Rachel said, “let’s get some sleep before everybody wakes 



280 | Tsipi Sharoor

up,” she couldn’t hold it back anymore and his name burst 
from her like she’d been holding her fire all these years.

“He has twin girls,” Rachel said, “and a year ago he took 
his family and moved to a hilltop settlement in the Galilee.”

Her body felt swirly. She walked along the porch.
“In the beginning, he used to ask about you every time 

he visited; after he heard about Rishi he stopped.”
It’s been years since she dared even to say his name, and 

then in one moment here he washed back into her life.
Before dawn, they went to sleep. She’d get up every once 

in a while to check on Rishi in the children’s room. His 
sleep was deep and quiet. She remained sitting on the sofa 
until she heard the children wake up, and Rishi called her.

For two weeks, she remained at the moshav. But every 
night, alone on the sofa, she’d promise herself that she’d 
take Rishi in the morning, drive over and say, “mother, I 
just left and came right back, just like you wanted.” She’d 
calm them down. And she’d put Rishi on Joseph’s knees. 
But every morning, she’d quickly forget and continue with 
the daily routine at Rachel and Ramiel’s house. She’d help 
take care of the kids, and, like during her visits as a child, 
she’d go out to the chicken coop every morning to pick 
up fresh eggs and to feed the chickens. She asked once to 
join Ramiel in the orchard, like they used to, everyone 
crowding together on the old tractor and going with him. 
Now it was only the two of them driving quietly, and she 
knew that the same thoughts swarmed his mind as they 
did in hers.
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The days in the moshav were long and dreary, but during 
the nights Seth would return to her from Goa, naked in 
a rickety boat, and in a flash he would change to a sooty 
monk. One night, when all the dead came back to her, and 
Swami Shivananda walked them around her, she awoke 
in the early morning hours in a sweat, got up and her feet 
led her to outside the moshav, to the main road. A truck 
driver with a load of chickens stopped at the side of the 
road. She got on the truck and sat beside him. 

Without being asked he said, “I’m going to the Ramla 
market, is that good for you?” She shrugged her shoulders 
and listened to the cackling of the chickens being led 
to slaughter and felt like one of them. She was silent 
throughout the drive, even when the driver tried to draw 
her out. But when they entered Ramla, she asked to get off.

She walked toward the old tenements. A concrete 
building that was built over the groundsels field caused 
her to lose her way, but the white building, a relic from 
the time of the Crusades, marked her way. She inhaled 
the thin air trying to smell a little of the field’s scent. But 
strange and alien scents came to her nostrils instead. 
She took the path that led to the tenement, stood there 
and watched the life emerging from it. Only her parent’s 
apartment still had its shades down. She stood on the 
path for a long while, watching. The neighbors’ shades 
and windows were already open, bedclothes were put to 
air on windowsills, and from the balconies, children that 
she didn’t know called to each other, but when she saw 
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Mrs. Simon leave the building with a basket for shopping, 
she hurried away. She ran around the cement building to 
a dirt path that wasn’t paved yet. She found a small breach 
in the fence, went through it, ran to the narrow road and 
entered the market that was full of buyers and the calls of 
vendors, and peeled off toward one of the alleys. Sewage 
water was flowing and giving off a blinding scent diluted 
by the odor of the meat that was being roasted in the 
nearby restaurants. She ran through the streets as fast as 
she could, she’d never run so fast before, passing quickly 
by the Arab houses and going around the yards. A warm 
wind whistled in her ears. Rachel’s dress, which she was 
wearing that day, stuck to her body, sweat mixing with 
sweat and a strong Indian smell wafted from her. Wading 
through the sewage streams flowing from hidden pipes 
she entered the street that leads back to the main road. 
But the drum rolls, dissonant saxophone and electric 
guitar sounds, diverted her. She remembered Calypso 
and followed the heavy sounds to the discotheque, but 
the sounds coming from there were alien to her ears and 
pounded her temples. Still, she knocked on the door and 
tried the handle, but it was locked. Again, she knocked 
strongly, but the beat of the drum swallowed the sound 
of her knocks. She continued to stand there, hoping the 
music would change and someone inside might start to 
play the songs that she once used to hear from there. She 
leaned against the door and waited. She was tired and 
thirsty; she shut her eyes and slid to the hot pavement. She 
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waited for a long time, but to no avail; the new music that 
she didn’t know, heavy and noisy continued to play even 
after she left. She ran toward the main road, but instead 
of continuing toward the new tenements, she went back 
to the old city, around the open yards, past the “ghetto” 
and was swallowed by the street that she wanted to forget.

At the entrance to the synagogue, she stopped running, 
got dizzy and leaned on the wall. One foot was on the step 
in front of the door, and the second foot in the air. They 
synagogue was quiet, and the windows were wide open. 
She stretched her neck, hung her arms on the windowsill 
and raised herself to the window. The synagogue was 
empty. She took a step and pressed the door handle, the 
door opened easily. She stood in the doorway and looked 
in, her breath whistled heavily. The same purple curtain 
embroidered with words, the same old pulpit and Holy 
Ark against the wall. An eternity candle was burning on 
the pulpit, immersed in murky oil, the same candle, she 
thought, the same oil. But her feet were getting ahead of 
her thoughts and detached from the floor. She ran between 
the empty benches, and stormed the Holy Ark. Suddenly 
she grew small hands that pulled on the door handle. 
She’d take a peek in and run away before the caretaker 
got there, but the little hands were shivering on God’s 
door. She pulled the handle with all her might and was 
repelled back, to the pulpit. But the eternal candle fell 
and the fire caught the edges of her dress and singed her 
thighs. She screamed, but no one heard her screams. God 
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was the only one there. Panicked, she pulled the curtain 
and thumped her thighs with it, the fire spread to the 
curtain and burned her hands, she threw it away in alarm 
toward the open window, and the drapes caught fire, and 
the fire crawled toward the book shelves. She ran toward 
the door. Tongues of flame erupted from the window 
into the street. She heard a flurry of voices outside. But 
it was only him in the doorway, old and bent he limped 
towards her, “who are you… what are you doing here? 
You’ve burned down my synagogue…” She remembered 
his voice very well, she slipped away from him and mixed 
with the people who were gathered in the street, and 
disappeared into the narrow alleyways. With the last of 
her strength, she ran to the main road. She heard sirens, 
her hands and thighs burned, but she’d run, the whole 
way, even when a fire truck would pass her by. She ran to 
the dirt road, she squeezed through a hole in the fence, 
went around the cement building in the field. The shades 
in her apartment were open. She raced to the entrance 
and climbed the stairs. On the third floor, she pounded 
on the door until it slowly opened.

Her mother would be standing in the doorway, empty 
and small. Joseph will also be standing there, and his eyes 
will be crazy. But it doesn’t matter. Her mother will pet 
her… heal her… feed her. She will be Joseph’s daughter. 
She will be five years old, with no lover, no husband and 
no child – with no country.
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