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         The Tunnel 

         “The Tunnel [is] one of [Yehoshua’s] finest achievements … sharp, carefully sculpted, fully controlled by the sure hand of an expert artist.”

         Dan Miron, Haaretz 

         “A quirky, deeply affecting work by a master storyteller.”

         Kirkus 

         “… the main achievement of the book is to draw us into the process of mental deterioration through aging and the gnawing anxieties about decline triggered by that process [ … ] Yehoshua’s distinctive gift as a novelist is demonstrated yet again in his ability to turn it into an occasion for absurd comedy as well as for fear.”

         Jewish Review of Books 

         “[Yehoshua’s] use of language, expertly rendered in Stuart Schoffman’s translation, evokes both compassion and admiration. The Tunnel is a worthy addition to the long-esteemed Yehoshua literary canon.”

         Jewish Book Council 

         The Extra 

         “Yehoshua’s masterful portrayal of a female musician at a pivotal moment in her life is deep, unpredictable, and, in the end, surprisingly suspenseful.”

         Kirkus 

         “His gift is to present life just as it is lived, without showing off, without forcing conclusions, without literary self-consciousness.”

         The Jewish Chronicle 

         The Retrospective 

         “Yehoshua achieves an autumnal tone as he ruminates on memory’s slippery hold on life and on art.”

         The New Yorker 

         “A compelling meditation on art, memory, love, guilt. A hugely pleasurable read, it shows that in his seventies, A.B. Yehoshua is still producing some of his best work.”

         The Independent 

         Friendly Fire 

         “… these lives haunted by loss are powerfully evoked. The questions Yehoshua raises are deeply moral.”

         The Jewish Chronicle 

         “Part of Yehoshua’s genius lies in his ability to weave broader and narrower swatches of a seemingly straightforward story into an almost seamless tapestry filled with weighty symbolism, yet enriched with personal pursuits and colorful threads of sexual tension.”

         Haaretz 

         A Woman in Jerusalem 

         “There are human riches here. The manager moves from a man who has given up on love to one who opens himself to it. And there are strange and powerful scenes – of the morgue, of the coffin, of the Soviet base where the manager passes through the purging of body and soul.”

         Carole Angier, The Independent

         “Mr Yehoshua’s A Woman in Jerusalem is a sad, warm, funny book about Israel and being Jewish, and one that has deep lessons to impart – for other people as well as his own.”

         The Economist 

         “This novel has about it the force and deceptive simplicity of a masterpiece …”

         Claire Messud, The New York Times 

         The Liberated Bride 

         “Yehoshua seeks to present two worlds, those of Israel’s Jewish majority and its Arab minority. He has done it rather as Tolstoy wrote of war and peace: two novels, in a sense, yet intimately joined. Paradoxically – and paradox … is the book’s engendering force – the war is mainly reflected in the zestfully intricate quarrels in the Jewish part of the novel. The peace largely flowers when Rivlin finds himself breaking through the looking glass into the Arab story.”

         Richard Eder, The New York Times 

         “The Liberated Bride seethes with emotions, dreams, ideas, humor, pathos, all against a backdrop of violence, conflict, and terror.”

         The Sun (New York)

         “The boundaries that are broken down in The Liberated Bride include those within the self and others; mystical boundaries between self and God; political and cultural boundaries and finally, the stylistic boundaries of the novel itself, which Yehoshua is constantly stretching in different directions.”

         International Jerusalem Post 

         A Journey to the End of the Millennium 

         “Yehoshua is so graceful and eloquent that his work’s timeliness also succeeds, paradoxically, in making it timeless.”

         The New York Times 

         “This is a generous, sensuous narrative, in which women adroitly manoeuvre within their inherited role, and theories of irrevocable Arab-Jewish hatred are obliquely refuted.”

         Peter Vansittart, The Spectator 

         “A.B. Yehoshua is an old-fashioned master, without stylistic pyrotechnics or needless experimentation. His chief asset is his belief in a powerful story deftly delivered.”

         Times Literary Supplement 

         “Wherever this innovative, erudite, suggestive, mysterious writer – a true master of contemporary fiction – points us, there can be no doubt, it is essential that we go.”

         The Washington Post 

         “One of Yehoshua’s most fully realized works: a masterpiece.”

         Kirkus 

         “Above all, Yehoshua is a master storyteller, who coaxes his readers far into an alien landscape, allowing him to question familiar orthodoxies – that moral codes are universal, that jealousy governs every personal relationship, and that religious boundaries are set in stone.”

         The Jewish Chronicle 

         Open Heart 

         “… the work of a superb novelist: haunting and annoying by turns, with considerable emotional payoff at the close.”

         Kirkus 

         Mr Mani 

         “Mr Mani is conceived on an epic scale as a hymn to the continuity of Jewish life. This formulation sounds pat and sentimental, but Yehoshua’s achievement is the opposite: it always suggests even more complex worlds beyond the vignettes of which the novel is composed.”

         Stephen Brook, New Statesman and Society 

         “Suffused with sensuous receptiveness to Jerusalem – its coppery light, its pungent smells, its babble of tongues, its vistas crumbling with history – Yehoshua’s minutely researched novel ramifies out from the city to record the rich and wretched elements that have gone into the founding and continuation of the nation whose centre it has once again become.”

         Peter Kemp, The Sunday Times 

         “A.B. Yehoshua has created a historical and psychological universe – nearly biblical in the range and penetration of its enchanting ‘begats’ – with an amazingly real Jerusalem at its centre. It is as if the blood-pulse of this ingeniously inventive novel had somehow fused with the hurtling vision of the generations of Genesis. With Mr Mani, Yehoshua once again confirms his sovereign artistry; and Hillel Halkin’s translation has a brilliant and spooky life of its own.”

         Cynthia Ozick

         “In Yehoshua’s rich, grave fictions, private and public lives cannot be separated; the tale of a flawed individual or disintegrating relationship is simultaneously an emblem for a country in crisis. Literature is history, an event a symbol, writing a way of exploring the world. Yehoshua is a marvellous story teller but also a profoundly political writer, always arguing for uncertain humanism rather than zealous nationalism in a country where everyone lives on the front line.”

         Nicci Gerrard, The Observer 

         Five Seasons 

         “… [a] gentle comedy of manners about a widower in want of a wife.”

         Clive Sinclair, The Sunday Times 

         “… a meditation on the cycles of change and renewal, and a portrait of a middle-aged man, glimpsed at a transition point in his life.”

         Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times 

         “Molkho’s adventures are quietly hilarious in the way Kafka is hilarious.”

         The New York Times Book Review 

         “The novel succeeds in charting the ways in which grief and passions cannot be cheated …”

         Financial Times 

         “A wonderfully engaging, exquisitely controlled, luminous work.”

         The Washington Post Book World 

         “one of Israel’s world-class writers”

         Saul Bellow 

         A Late Divorce 

         “In his fiction, Mr Yehoshua is subtle, indirect and sometimes visionary, even phantasmagoric.”

         Harold Bloom, The New York Times 

         “… thank goodness for a novel that is ambitious and humane and that is about things that really matter.”

         New Statesman 

         “Anyone who has had experience of the sad and subtle ways in which human beings torment one another under licence of family ties will appreciate the merits of A.B. Yehoshua’s A Late Divorce.”

         London Review of Books 

         “… there is something Chekhovian about Yehoshua’s affectionate impartiality toward his characters, who like Chekhov’s, combine hopeless, maddening egotism with noble impulses and redeeming outbursts of affection.”

         Gabriele Annan, The New York Review of Books 

         “He is a master storyteller whose tales reveal the inner life of a vital, conflicted nation.”

         The Wall Street Journal 

         The Lover 

         “Mr Yehoshua’s inventiveness and hallucinatory intensity should be vividly evident. He is a writer who exhibits the rigorous fidelity to his own perceptions that produces real originality.”

         Robert Alter, The New York Times 

         “We see an Arab and an Israeli locked into a debate of proximity, alikeness, mental hatred, that Yehoshua’s superb ability to render both presences relieves of all sentimentality. What I value most in The Lover is a gift for equidistance – between characters, even between the feelings on both sides.”

         Alfred Kazin, The New York Review of Books 

         “Delicate shifting tensions between political surface and elemental depths … elusive, haunting.”

         The New York Times Book Review 

         “It is a disturbing, brilliantly assured novel, and almost thirty years after its appearance it retains a startling originality.”

         Natasha Lehrer, TLS 

         “In this profound study of personal and political trauma, Yehoshua … evokes Israel’s hallucinatory reality.”

         The Daily Telegraph 

         The Continuing Silence of a Poet 

         “The originality of these stories, their characters, and the emotions they express so precisely and movingly have remained so clearly in my mind that I feel justified in taking risks. I was as moved and impressed by them as when I read Mann’s Death in Venice and some of Chekhov.”

         Susan Hill, New Statesman 

         “… for Yehoshua has found a way of writing inside that no-man’s land where the perception of objective reality and private dream or hallucination jostle for position. Reading his stories you realise that this shifting between real and unreal is not peculiar to his characters. It is actually what goes on in our heads most of the time. I don’t know any writer who has transcribed this phenomenon so economically.”

         Victoria Glendinning, The Sunday Times 

         “It seems typical of this highly talented Israeli writer that we are left with more questions than answers after reading what he has to tell us and that the most urgent and disturbing questions are always more suggested by his work than stated in it.”

         Robert Nye, The Guardian 

         “Yehoshua … is very much the enfant terrible whose stories evoke the dreadful silence of a people who live on the edge of destruction.”

         Bryan Cheyette, TLS 
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            The Only Daughter

         

         1

         The teacher doesn’t hear the knock on the door. The pupils, captivated by the story, ignore it. This is the last class before the Christmas holidays, and the last of the autumn leaves flutter past the big windows. The students in the upper forms are reluctant to part from one another, and congregate in the playground, together with parents who have come to pick up younger children. But for the teacher, Emilia Gironi, this is her final lesson before retirement. She won’t dismiss the class before further immersing the youngsters in the humanistic precepts of one of their great writers, Edmondo De Amicis.

         Only Andrea, intrigued by the boy who is caring for a dying stranger in hospital instead of going home with his father who is recuperating, hears the knocking and cuts the story short: Miss Emilia, he says, someone’s at the door. With her copy of Cuore open in her hand, the teacher walks to the door. Cicillo! She greets an older boy who has stepped in straight from the pages of the story to inform her that her student Rachele Luzzatto should come to the headmistress’s office with her bag and coat.

         In the middle of the classroom a tall, pretty, curly-headed girl stands up, as if expecting urgent news. She stuffs her textbooks and notebooks in her bag, and quietly makes her way to her coat. But the teacher, finding it hard to part from a beloved student, ties a silk ribbon around Rachele’s thin wrist. Ask your father, she says, to get you a copy of Cuore, and finish reading it on your own, and maybe other stories as well. But we read all of it in primary school, grumbles Rachele, why read it again? Because you might forget, says the teacher, you have to read and remember it, and in the new year come and tell me what you felt and thought about it, and if you were sad and even cried, whom did you cry over? The stranger who is ill? Or Cicillo, who refused to leave his bedside?

         But how can I tell you? You won’t be here anymore, you will no longer be teaching us. That’s true, smiles the teacher, so not here at school, but at my house. Here, this silk ribbon will remind you of me. She carefully lays a hand on Rachele’s curly head, and sends the girl and the boy into the dark corridor dappled by light seeping from empty classrooms.

         You don’t have to show me, I know the way. But the messenger isn’t ready to let go of the radiant beauty. The headmistress sent him to get her, and that’s what he will do. Rachele studies the fair-haired boy, three years her senior. Is he really called Cicillo? No way, he laughs. Then why didn’t you correct her? Because I know this teacher, I was her student, and I remember that she loves to nickname her students after characters in the stories she’s teaching. Then what’s your real name? Enrico. Enrico? smiles Rachele, that’s the protagonist of the entire collection of stories in Cuore. Maybe, I don’t remember, but so what? I’m Enrico too, and so I’ll remain. We’re here.

         The headmistress is not in her office, and the devoted messenger is happy to lead Rachele to the staff room, where all the teachers have gathered around a huge panettone, crowned by a cupola studded with raisins, bits of dried fruit, and sugared citrus peel, to celebrate the coming New Year. So as not to lose the girl in the crowd, Enrico holds her delicate hand and clears a path to the headmistress. Here’s the student you asked me to fetch, and if need be, I can also take her to the rehearsal.

         But Rachele will not take part in the play, and won’t even sing in the choir, because her father will not allow it. Her father? Enrico is surprised. Why not? The headmistress ignores his question, takes the girl into her office, and tells her that her grandfather’s secretary called to say that Rachele should not go home but to his office, because her father and mother have been delayed in hospital in Venice.

         Does the girl know the way to the office, or does she need an escort? No, she knows the way, and doesn’t need an escort. Be that as it may, where’s your grandfather’s office? Not far from the cathedral. But this is not enough for the headmistress, who asks for the name of the street. Rachele doesn’t remember the name of the street but has walked there countless times. Nevertheless, the headmistress is wary of sending a young girl alone to the centre of town, and asks for details of the route, which Rachele sketches in the air. Her right hand represents the cathedral, with three fingers raised to signify its three towers. Her left hand strolls down an alley past a pasticceria and bookshop, arriving at a square. Her grandfather’s office is on a street off the piazza. There’s a blue gate, which isn’t the one, and likewise a grey gate, but there’s a third gate, which the girl’s graceful fingers push open. In an interior courtyard, tucked behind a statue of a mournful-looking woman, is a tiny lift that Rachele is forbidden to enter alone, so she takes the stairs to the third-floor office that is not only her grandfather’s but her father’s as well.

         The headmistress is duly impressed by Rachele’s charming sketch, but urges her nonetheless to call home and ask the cook to come and accompany her.

         “The cook?”

         “The woman who cooks your meals and sometimes comes here to pick you up.”

         “The one who sometimes comes isn’t the cook, it’s Tersilla, the housekeeper.”

         “So, let’s call Tersilla.”

         “But Tersilla’s not there, my father let her go yesterday, to spend the holidays with her children and grandchildren.”

         “In that case, let’s call the cook. What’s her name?”

         “Martina. But Papà sent her off too, to take the dog to the village, because at our hotel in the Dolomites, where we’re going skiing over Christmas, they won’t let us bring the dog, she’s a hunting dog and a bit wild.”

         “You keep a wild hunting dog at home?”

         “Yes, and she’s got a younger brother in the village.”

         The girl’s big eyes seem damp with tears as the headmistress listens to her, stunned. She has no choice but to send her on her way. The sky has darkened. Do you have an umbrella or at least a hat? Rachele hates umbrellas, and didn’t take her hat because Papà promised her it wouldn’t rain today. The headmistress goes to the metal filing cabinet containing student records and takes out a large, faded khaki beret, shakes off the dust and places it on Rachele’s head. At least this way your curls won’t get wet if your father doesn’t stop the rain. Then she lifts the girl’s backpack to make sure it isn’t too heavy, and they say goodbye.

         By now most of the teachers have dispersed, except for the music and religious knowledge teachers, who are waiting for Emilia Gironi to dismiss the students participating in the play. Enrico, picking at the remains of the cake, wants to know why Rachele’s father won’t let her act in the play. Because Rachele, the headmistress explains, is not Catholic like us, so her father doesn’t want her to perform in a church.

         “But it’s not praying, it’s only a play.”

         “That’s right, it’s a play, and we’ve explained this to him, but Signor Luzzatto was not convinced. ‘You’ve already eliminated enough of us Jews, so don’t try to steal one of the remaining few.’”

         “We eliminated them?” Enrico is shocked. “Us?”

         “He meant the world war,” explains the headmistress, regretting that she hadn’t asked him to escort Rachele.

         “But it wasn’t us, it was the Germans,” says the young man.

         “We tried to explain that too,” interjects the music teacher, “but he insisted that the Italians helped the Germans hunt down the Jews.”

         “And we must admit he’s partly right,” says the headmistress. “Our fascists helped the Germans.”

         “What do you mean?” persists the messenger, smitten by the girl who had walked so delicately beside him. “Her father’s not Italian like us?”

         “Like us, but also a little different.”

         “How? What does he do?”

         “Nothing special. He’s a lawyer like his father, and often appears in court. All in all, it’s a well-to-do family.”

         The headmistress turns to the teachers with a smile. “Can you imagine? This Jew keeps several women servants at home, not to mention a hunting dog.”

         “A hunting dog?” smirks the music teacher. “To hunt who?”

         “And to think,” interrupts the religious knowledge teacher, who had been a nun in her youth but had renounced her vows, “I wanted our Rachele to play the part of the Mother of God, and stand beside the altar with her infant child. The Messiah wasn’t born here in Italy, but in the Holy Land. It’s as if her curls, and olive skin, have been sent to us from there.”

         2

         As Rachele exits the school gate, she is quick to remove the beret, but a constant drizzle compels her to put it back on. Yes, indeed—she recalls with a smile what the headmistress said—Papà can’t stop the rain today, or maybe in watery Venice a drizzle doesn’t count as rain. She’s curious to know how she looks in this weird beret, but if she goes back inside to check the mirror by the staff room, the headmistress might have second thoughts and insist she be escorted. She hopes to find another mirror elsewhere, and before turning onto Garibaldi Street she heads for the municipal cemetery where her mother’s grandmother is buried, having died unaware that her granddaughter would become Jewish. With a bowed head and serious demeanour, she joins a group of mourners marching solemnly among rows of crosses to a small chapel. She slips away to the ladies’ room, in the hope of finding here in a Christian cemetery a mirror that enables a living person to look at herself.

         The curls are tucked under the weird beret, but her face is sweetly mischievous. Of course, she could wear it all the way to Grandpa. She returns to Garibaldi Street and enters a pasticceria with a Christmas tree in its window. The assistant, who knows Rachele by name, slices her a piece of Christmas cake—a smaller sibling of the panettone from the staff room. After the golden slice is adorned, at Rachele’s request, with a wreath of mascarpone, she retreats to a counter in the corner and relieves her anxiety with it. Out of the window she can see the towers of the cathedral in the distance, the beacon that will guide her to Grandpa. And as she winks at the mischievous reflection in the windowpane, she hears the voice of her teacher, Emilia Gironi, who has come to the pasticceria, on this last day of her career, to make up for her colleagues’ failure to leave her even a crumb of the panettone in the staff room.

         The student quickly ducks so the teacher won’t notice her. She has neither the strength nor the time to cry over some character in a book, because she might soon be crying over a man who won’t appear in any book. She hurriedly licks the cream from her lips and walks down a corridor towards the lavatory, hoping to find a rear exit from the shop. But when she pushes open the last door she finds herself in the large kitchen of the small pasticceria. Facing the ovens are tables with trays of rolls in various shapes and sizes, waiting to be baked, and the warm, fragrant ambience arouses a yen for something beyond the cake she has just consumed.

         “What are you doing here, young lady?” From behind a stove darts a short man, a dwarf almost, whose baker’s toque resembles the white headgear of the hazzan, the cantor who walks through the synagogue with the Torah scroll in his arms.

         “Nothing, sir, I only thought you might have a bread roll to spare.” The baker, his hair and moustache white with flour, studies the girl, whose coat and boots indicate she comes from an affluent family and has no need of a spare roll. No, there are no spare rolls here, he smiles, but maybe, young lady, we can find you one that’s not spare. He opens an oven door and deftly scoops a mound of browned dough, sticks it in a paper bag and warns her, let it cool down.

         Gripping the hot bag and trusting the generous man, who is scarcely taller than she is, but as humane as any of De Amicis’s characters, Rachele asks if there happens to be an exit from the kitchen to the outside. She fears that her old teacher, sitting near the front door, will try to detain her.

         “Why? Have you escaped from her class?”

         “I didn’t escape, I left. The headmistress told me to go to my Grandpa’s office, because my parents are stuck in a hospital in Venice.”

         The baker gently takes hold of her hand and leads her among ovens, sacks of flour, and egg trays, to a flour-dusted flight of stairs, and from there, in a creaky freight lift, they descend to a rear exit facing the ruins of the ancient city wall. No teacher will be lurking here—but do you know the way to your Grandpa?

         She is, in fact, confused by the sharp transition from an elegant city street to the remnants of an ancient wall, yet certain that she’ll find her way, if she can just spot the three towers. So, she asks the baker to point her in the direction of the cathedral.

         “Which one?”

         Rachele is surprised to learn that there are a number of cathedrals in her city, and when the baker names them and she only knows that hers has three towers, the baker realizes she means the Basilica of Saint Anthony. In that case, he says, there’s no need to return to Corso Garibaldi, just keep going along the Roman wall, and about 300 metres down, next to the convent of Saint Mary, if you lift your eyes to the sky, the towers will be there. All three? she smiles. Yes, all three, because the towers don’t like being apart. The baker’s heart goes out to the young girl wearing an army beret, resembling a lost soldier. And before they part, he recommends she eat the bread roll to give her energy, and she pulls it from the paper bag and takes a bite, and though it tastes raw and hot, she says it’s delicious. And because the drizzle has stopped, she takes off the beret and wraps it around the remains of the roll, shakes out her curls, and asks the baker, as he bids her farewell, to put the beret in her backpack.
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         Now, as she advances along the wall, the river on her right, she thinks about a similar wall, not as high, with colourful posters pasted randomly, not far from the house of her other grandfather, Nonno Ernesto. Thousands of years ago, he once told her, the entire city was surrounded by a wall, which the Romans built to protect themselves. The Romans? The same ones who destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem? Yes, said her grandfather, sticking to historical truth. In Jerusalem they destroyed, in Italy they built. Where did they disappear to? Nowhere, smiled her grandfather, a devout Catholic who had worked on the railways as a train driver. They didn’t disappear, they just changed, and today in every Italian—he placed his hand on his heart—there are traces of Rome. Also in me? Rachele is shocked. There’s a little bit of the Roman who destroyed Jerusalem in me too? Yes, even you are a little bit Roman, which you inherited from your mother, but don’t worry, dear, the Roman in you is as nice as you are, and didn’t destroy anything, he just built a wall to protect you.

         She sees strings of coloured lights hanging from the wall, but no sign yet of the three towers that will show her the way. Rachele torments herself: was dodging a meeting with her elderly teacher worth giving up a lovely safe street, to inch her way alone along an ancient city wall? Except that here she’s no longer alone. Cheerful girls in grey uniforms, escorted by nuns in black robes, exit the Sacred Heart School, carrying branches with colourful bells attached, and here and there, the sparkle of tin helmets signifies the Romans who ruled in Bethlehem when the Messiah was born. A tall monk in a brown robe holds high a baby’s cradle, and a white dress peeks from under one girl’s coat, and Rachele’s heart beats faster: Is this the Mother of God? But where will the play take place and where’s the altar?

         She is shocked to find, among the marching girls in grey, Sabrina, her friend from Hebrew classes, taught by a rabbi from Israel. Which means, Rachele thinks bitterly, that Sabrina’s father doesn’t mind if his daughter performs in a church, because he understands something her own father does not, that this is a play, not a church service.

         The nuns steer the pupils to a stone building, large and plain, with neither a dome nor a bell tower, which merges with the Roman wall. Rachele remembers what the baker told her, lifts her eyes to the sky, and there they are, the three towers of the cathedral, a little cloud trapped between them. Now that the towers have been located, they’ll wait for her, so why not tag along with the girls, to have a peek at the forbidden play?

         Hesitantly, she walks through the convent gate and enters a wide courtyard with a large Christmas tree in the middle. A young nun is kneeling before it, trying to free a furry dog, whose lead is tangled between the trunk and branches. She pulls on the lead so hard she might strangle the dog. As Rachele draws closer it becomes clear that this is not a dog but a lamb—a lamb with a part in the play. In the play? Yes, it will represent a horse in the stable where the Messiah was born, explains the nun, her brother brought it from the village and tied it to a tree, and the rope got tangled. If you keep pulling, the Jewish girl warns her, you’ll choke him and there’ll be no horse in your play. Let me help you carry the lamb and not pull it.

         But the nun is afraid the lamb will bite her. Bite? Why would it want to bite you? Look, it doesn’t want to bite me. With nimble fingers Rachele unties the rope and cradles the lamb to her chest, planting a kiss between its big ears to inspire trust. But the lamb is heavy, so she asks the nun to support its hind legs. Together they carefully descend the rough stone stairs leading to the crypt of the convent. There are no statues or paintings there, only giant candles blazing by an altar, beside which stands the girl who has shed her coat to reveal the white dress as she prepares to give birth to a baby boy who will save the world from torment.

         Someone shouts, “Lay out the straw,” and the Mother Superior of the convent, an elderly, white-haired, heavyset woman, holds out her arms to receive the lamb, and clasps it to her heart as she approaches the altar. Don’t slaughter it, cries the Jewish girl, suddenly realizing she needs to escape. As she passes Sabrina, she says shalom in Hebrew, loudly, and the word empowers her to fly up the stairs, across the courtyard, and through the gate, and she lifts her gaze to confirm that the triple beacon has not abandoned her. The towers indeed have not budged, and await to guide her to her grandfather, but the pesky cloud that obscured them has vanished.
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         In the maze of alleyways, the towers disappear once again, but now Rachele, knowing the name of the cathedral, is not worried. She need only utter the blessed name to passersby and they will show her the way, sometimes in excruciating detail, but she doesn’t require every detail, just the right direction. Moreover, bells have suddenly begun to ring, drawing her to the piazza where the cathedral stands in its full glory, exulting in festive song.

         Years ago, Nonno Ernesto took Rachele to a children’s celebration at the cathedral and Papà was angry with him. But now Papà is in hospital, and won’t know that she yearns to revisit the interior she saw in her childhood. She carefully pushes open the heavy wooden door, then pauses. The cathedral is empty, the aroma of incense hanging in the air, afternoon sunshine dancing in the big, colourful stained-glass windows depicting ancient animals and forgotten prophets. Deep inside the church is the altar, upon it a sparkling golden chalice. Is there any wine left? For a moment she wants to take a peek, but knows that Papà will be very angry if he finds out that she went to the altar, and her father, say his friends, can get people to confess to things they haven’t even done. She freezes in place, her gaze wandering across the vaults over which the three towers rise high. Does the pinkish baby, floating up above at its mother’s breast, know he will end up naked and wounded on the cross, as in the painting behind the altar, or is he an innocent babe, who believes he will manage to remain a simple Jew?

         The first, muffled chord of an organ hastens her exit. For a moment she’s not sure she’s found the right alley, because the bookshop has been taken over by a pizzeria that has kept a few books on two shelves, to give added value to the pizza. But the square is the same and Grandpa’s street hasn’t moved. The blue gate, then the grey one, and now the gate that leads her to the courtyard, where the woman carved in stone grieves in front of the little lift. A young man holds the door open for Rachele. Which floor, Signorina? Third floor, please, she answers, and he presses the third button, and also the second, whereupon her hand goes out to block the door. No, sorry, sir. She is not allowed to ride alone in this old lift, not even one floor. But the young man won’t pass up the company of such a beautiful girl, so he’ll escort her to the third floor, then go down to the second. But why the third floor? he wonders, it’s all dark, everyone’s left for the holidays. Not my Grandpa, the lawyer Luzzatto. Ah, the young man says, smiling strangely, you’re the granddaughter of the Jewish lawyer. Exactly, the only grandchild.

         The floor is dark, and the office too, because the assistants, interns, and staff left for their Christmas holidays yesterday. Only Valeria, the personal secretary, was asked to stay behind. What happened to you? We thought maybe you stayed for the rehearsal after all, the janitor said the headmistress sent you here almost an hour ago, so what happened? Your grandfather is so proud that you know your way around. Yes, I’m sure of the way, but an elderly teacher, who won’t be teaching us anymore, delayed me, to ask that I finish reading a story I missed the ending of in class, and she wants me to cry for its hero. A story? The secretary chuckles. Why cry over a story? Because it’s a story from Cuore, a famous book that you surely know, an old book. It’s not worth crying over old books, says the secretary, now let’s tell Grandpa you’re here, he’s in a meeting, and I have to run home to cook for the holiday. You Jews already had your holiday, but ours is just beginning. Yes, confirms Rachele, and ours is not a complicated holiday, just candles and potato latkes. But wait, what about Papà? Are they still in Venice? And why Venice, anyway? Because your grandmother arranged a meeting with her friend, the director of the hospital in Venice, who will supervise the tests personally, but let’s go and say hello to Grandpa, because he’s worried about you.

         With the pack still on her back, Rachele enters the smoke-filled conference room. Grandpa Sergio sits at the head of the table, surrounded by his “farmers”. as his son calls people from the surrounding villages, who believe that a clever Jew can make difficult decisions for them.

         “See,” says the grandfather, rising to his feet, “I told you my granddaughter knows the way.”

         The heavy-set “farmers”, some wearing overalls and old caps, plus an aged monk in a black robe, a large gilded cross upon his chest, politely echo the Jewish lawyer’s pride in his only grandchild.

         But Valeria has no time for pleasantries. She takes Rachele to her father’s office at the end of the corridor and opens the blinds to let in the light. Since the office kitchenette is closed, she has nothing to offer the young visitor other than tea. No need, says Rachele, I’m not sick or hungry, on the way here I ate a slice of panettone, and a dwarf baker gave me a bun. The secretary takes a woollen blanket from the cupboard and lays it on the big leather sofa, and parts with a kiss from the girl she has known since birth.

         But Rachele doesn’t want to lie down on the sofa. She prefers to sit at her father’s desk and inspect his drawers. She removes the backpack and takes out the remains of the bun. Apparently, it continued to bake inside the weird beret, for the original raw taste has acquired a sour sweetness. There aren’t as many files here as in Grandpa’s office, or even a tiny office like Valeria’s. I take care of people, her father brags, I appear in court and argue with human beings, while your Grandpa is busy with documents. Hearing this, the grandfather would respond with a smile. Without documents there are no people.
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