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			DEDICATION

			For Noga

		

	
		
			Humanity is born for trouble

			As the sparks fly upwards

			Job 5.7

		

	
		
			Part I: Jerusalem, Air 
Tzimtzum, Contraction

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: The Tree

			Every Friday was a race against the light. It moved in a sharp-edged square from the frosted window above the sink, then edged across the table where Malka sat chopping onions. She was trying hard not to cry. The light kissed her fingertips, slipped under her board, and left it floating in a brilliant puddle. If she dived into it, what would she find? Where would it take her? She rubbed her eyes roughly with a forearm, and the dust motes blazed around her like fireflies. The light passed through her unmoved, a door into another dimension, the idea of a window come loose from itself. When it reached the wall behind her, it would blush and fade, another missed opportunity. The ebbing light marked the arrival of Shabbes and all work ceased.

			She chopped furiously, half-listening to her older sister, Estie, who was telling their mother what she’d learned that week, instead of doing her share. Little Devvie stood intent, her spoon poised in mid-air. Cinnamon poured from the jar in her other hand over the braised carrots for the Tzimmes. Malka said nothing. Today Estie seemed charged by the light. Her face was animated, her dark eyes flashed.

			‘We thank God for creating both the sun and the moon. Why do we need both? To teach us how men and women should behave. Men are like the sun – shining brightly in the day – full of action; women are like the moon, softly illuminating the home, and giving way to the shining glory of their husbands.’ 

			Malka rolled her eyes. Her mother nodded from the sink, wrist-deep in noodles for the kugel, her headscarf so askew it seemed to be fighting gravity to stay on her head. Most people ordered their kugel from the local bakery. Not her mother. 

			Surreptitiously, Malka tipped the cinnamon-covered carrots into the bin and replaced them with a new batch, which she seasoned carefully. She kept her eyes on her mother. Her one hope of escape from the inane conversation and the sweating brown tiles was if her mother forgot something and sent her out for it. This week the atmosphere in the kitchen was particularly tense, as Estie’s fiancé, Zechariah Gruber, was coming the following night for Seuda Shlishis, the final Sabbath meal. No cooking could be done on the Sabbath; everything had to be completed beforehand. Her mother, a great, if haphazard, cook, had been preparing all week, determined to leave nothing to chance. She dictated endless to-do lists, but in the middle of a stream of ingredients she would realise something was missing and look at Malka with entreaty. ‘Could you just pop out a minute, Malkele?’ Malka tried to make the most of these shopping trips, taking new routes, ducking down unknown alleyways, daring herself to get lost. Anything to delay her return. The apartment always felt even smaller after one of her walks.

			‘A broch!’ her mother exclaimed, right on cue. ‘We’ve run out of eggs and onions for the salad! How is that possible?’ She took down the shopping list from the fridge, with each item carefully ticked off, and realised that she had written on both sides. ‘I can’t believe it. We only bought half the things we need!’

			‘Don’t worry, I’ll get them!’ Malka cried. 

			She sprang up and seized the list before either of her sisters could volunteer. Not that they ever did. Malka wondered if her mother was just trying to get rid of her, or sensed her restlessness and was giving her a chance to escape. She was too eager to wonder about it for long. She threw off her apron and crumpled the list and the shekels her mother gave her into her skirt pocket. 

			‘Malka! Your coat!’

			‘I don’t need it,’ she called back over her shoulder. The front door slammed, and she was free.

			Their apartment was on the third floor of a narrow block in the Jewish quarter of the old city. On Fridays, this meant dragging all the groceries up three flights of stairs which stank of boiled vegetables and burnt chicken. As if this wasn’t bad enough, she had to do it in the dark. To save electricity, the hall light went on for just a few seconds after the switch was depressed, before plunging you into darkness. Her arms laden with shopping bags, Malka would jab at the ground floor switch with her elbow, then see how far she could get before the light clicked off. 

			Malka shot downstairs, holding her breath. She burst out into the sunlight like a swimmer emerging from under water, taking deep, gulping mouthfuls of fragrant air, inhaling pine, wet earth, and jasmine. She glanced at the list. Sadly, it wasn’t very long. She didn’t see why vegetables needed to be kosher. Rather than catch a bus to the market in Machane Yehuda, Malka headed towards the Christian quarter, a route her father had expressly forbidden her to take.

			The street sloped steeply away beneath her feet, slippery with crushed fruit. The air thick with the sound of Arabic as the merchants vied with one another to sell their wares. She loved it here. No-one noticed her in her uniform of long sleeves, dark ankle-length skirt and thick seamed stockings, her red hair swinging over her shoulder in a tight braid. No one except for the coffee-merchant at the very edge of the Christian quarter. Her feet always slowed outside his stall. Perched on his stool at the door, he nodded cheerfully. With his thick beard and moustache, the merchant wouldn’t have looked out of place in her father’s synagogue. 

			Each week, he taught her an Arabic phrase. She practised them at night in bed, rolling the sounds around on her tongue like sweets. She ordered her usual shot glass of steaming Turkish coffee, taking quick sips and inhaling the aroma of cardamom. The trouble she would be in, if she was ever caught here, only deepened her pleasure. 

			‘Salaam Aleikhum.’ 

			‘Aleikhum Salaam,’ Malka nodded in return. 

			With the caffeine buzzing through her, Malka wove through the throngs of tourists until she reached her favourite stall with colourful mounds of fruit and vegetables piled at its entrance. She read through her list and chose carefully, hefting stubby carrots still sprinkled with soil, stroking the onions’ papery skins. When she went to pay, she found a young boy of around her own age at the till, a slight moustache blooming above his lip. He looked at her appraisingly.

			‘My father is sick,’ he said in Arabic-accented Hebrew.

			‘Wish him a full recovery.’ 

			He frowned, puzzled, and slid her change across the counter. She blushed at her list. In her confusion, she had answered in Yiddish. She was meant to keep any conversation with men to a minimum. Especially men her own age. No wonder she was making a mess of it.

			She picked up her bags and turned to leave. Something brushed against her leg. She started back. It was only a cat. It was a beautiful smoky grey, sleek and well-fed, unlike the hordes of gaunt street-cats that haunted the overflowing municipal bins. She put down her shopping and bent down to stroke it, but it backed slowly away from her towards a nearby flight of stairs, keeping eye contact. Its eyes were pale emerald.

			‘You want me to follow you?’ 

			Malka delighted in discovering new corners of the city. Who better to reveal these than a cat? Clutching her shopping, she crept towards it. The cat moved almost lazily up the first two steps, then turned to look at her again. She darted forward, but again the cat evaded her. The chase began in earnest.

			The narrow stone steps were worn water-smooth from centuries of passage. They seemed to curve in on themselves, like an ear listening to her footfalls. As she climbed, unfamiliar cooking scents drifted past, reminding her that she should be heading home. 

			The stairs opened suddenly onto a sweeping promenade, which overlooked the Western Wall from an unfamiliar angle. From here she could see only a curved sliver of the wall, a crescent, which mirrored the symbol on the golden mosque just behind it. She would never dare admit this to anyone, not even Devvie who shared her room, but Malka loved the symbol of this other religion, and secretly called it the smiling moon. 

			She wanted to put her bags down for a moment and enjoy the view, but the cat was a blaze of silver in the sunlight, already twitching its tail at the far end of the promenade, urging her on. Just as she drew close, the cat darted down a narrow passageway. Malka had to turn sideways to pass through it. 

			She found herself in a small courtyard dominated by a wizened eucalyptus tree, which twisted and strained against the paving stones that held it prisoner. Malka spotted her quarry across the courtyard, scratching at a small wooden door. It could not escape her now. She tiptoed through the cool shadows, wobbling a little on the uneven stones. The door had once been sky blue, but the paint was chipped and faded. It was slightly ajar.

			Just as she reached it, the cat sprang through the gap. Malka stood staring foolishly at the door. She suddenly realised how hot and tired she was. She dropped her bags, clenching and unclenching her hands to let the blood flow back through them. The cat’s head peeked round the door frame. Daring her. She grabbed her shopping.

			‘You’re not getting away.’

			The door creaked open at her touch. More stairs. She groaned.

			‘Hello? Anyone home? I found your cat!’ she called. Her words echoed around the high domed ceiling, but there was no sign of life other than the cat, which was doing a little dance of welcome at her feet. Malka knelt and stroked its head. It pushed against her hand, curling its tail into a question mark. 

			Malka stood and looked around her. This was the biggest house she’d ever been in. The domed ceiling was crowned by a circular skylight, and the stairs curved up the wall ahead of her and through an arched doorway. Curious, Malka headed up the stairs, with the cat keeping her company. She ducked through the doorway into a large circular room, with another skylight. Most of the space was taken up with books. They were crammed onto bookshelves, and teetered in piles on the floor. Every chair was filled with papers, many of which spilled or cascaded down in frozen waterfalls. For some reason, the room smelt of cinnamon. As if she was in a forest of spices.

			Then she noticed that a young man with a hat was sprawled in a little clearing on the floor, a mug steaming beside him. Malka tried to leave before he could notice her, and fell over the cat. Her shopping tumbled away from her, and the onions rolled across the floor towards the seated figure. He leapt up as she scrabbled to retrieve them, and their heads almost collided. It was Moshe, one of her father’s students. 

			‘What are you doing here?’ they both said at once.

			‘You first,’ Malka insisted, straightening her skirt. Attack was her best form of defence. Besides, what could she say – she’d followed a cat? She felt ridiculous and panicky. Alone with a man. Yichud. She’d broken so many rules already today, she shouldn’t care, but this was more than a rule. It was a distillation of the air of prohibition that she had breathed all her life. She felt angry with Moshe for putting her into this situation. It didn’t help that she’d surprised him.

			‘I’m studying,’ he said, staring at her curiously. He had high cheek bones, and very pale blue eyes. A scar twisted one eyebrow. She remembered hearing that he’d earned it beating up a group of boys. 

			‘What’s wrong with the books in the yeshiva?’

			He blushed. ‘Nothing. It’s just that there are certain topics we are not allowed to...’ he stammered. ‘Not that I hold that against your father, of course. I came to feed the cat. Then I just lost track of time.’

			‘So it’s your cat?’ It was the simplest of all the questions she wanted to ask.

			‘Who, Reb Moshe?’ He bent to stroke the cat, which purred in most un-rabbinic fashion. 

			‘You named your cat after yourself?’

			He laughed. ‘He’s not mine. He belongs to Reb Zushya.’ 

			She recognised that name. Reb Zushya was a famous recluse. A Kabbalist. She looked at the piles of books Moshe was studying, taking in their titles. Sefer Yetzirah. Sefer Habahir. The Zohar, in several editions. All Kabbalistic books. Every single one. Her father did not allow such books into the house, or in his yeshiva. Tiflus, he called them. Foolishness. There was something dangerous in his voice when he used this word, and any visiting scholar whose thinking smelt of Kabbalah was not invited back. 

			‘Reb Zushya? I thought he was dead?’

			‘Yes. Belonged, I should have said. It was the cat that brought me here. Reb Zushya said that it was a sign. He took me as his student.’ His voice coloured with a pride she remembered from her own years of learning with her father. Until one day his study door closed in her face, never to reopen. 

			‘Why do you need to feed his cat?’ 

			He was gazing towards the window and seemed not to have heard her. ‘He died last winter, the day it snowed. They never found a will. It would be hard to find anything here. They searched through every book, every drawer.’

			‘Who did?’

			‘Rabbinical schools, both Orthodox and non. The Hebrew University. Various interested individuals. They found nothing. And now his home and his famous collection of books are all disputed property. Luckily, I have a key, so Reb Moshe here doesn’t go hungry.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Hey, how did you get in?’

			‘You left the door open.’ She could feel a breeze from the hallway on her neck. If she hadn’t closed it, then technically, they were not alone. She was still safe.

			‘I must be getting careless.’ Reb Moshe was nosing at the bags by her feet. ‘Forgive me, can I get you a cold drink?’ 

			Malka nodded. Sweat snaked down her back, curled the wisps of hair at her forehead into tendrils, which she smoothed down with a finger. She would just drink and go, hoping that no lightning would strike her down before she got home. She didn’t dare think what the time was. 

			Moshe disappeared through a curtained archway, and she heard a fridge door open and close, the hiss of a kettle. In the yeshiva, they called him the Russian Ilui. A genius. The term was not used lightly. Her father often brought his best students home for dinner on Friday nights. They all clamoured for his attention, each trying to out-argue the other. Moshe was always there, but he rarely spoke. She had caught him looking at her across the table once or twice, in a way that sent her racing for the safety of the kitchen.

			He returned with a glass beaded with tiny droplets. Rather than pass it to her directly, he put it on a low table so they would not have to touch. She gripped it tightly. A sliver of lemon bobbed on the surface. Tiny green flecks swirled through it. Mint, she realised as she sipped. How had he had time to make this? He was watching her closely, and she drank too fast. The cat cocked its head to one side, a welcome distraction.

			‘Why… why is he called Reb Moshe?’ she coughed.

			‘Reb Zushya believed the cat was a gilgul of his teacher. A reincarnation.’ He drank his cinnamon tea slowly. Steam arabesques curled in the air above him.

			‘I know what a gilgul is.’

			‘Of course you do. Sorry.’ When he was embarrassed, his Russian accent thickened and vowels rolled in his mouth, refusing to leave. He pursed his lips. ‘Remember the municipal cull last summer?’

			Malka shuddered. In the hottest months, the council left out poison for the feral cats that had plagued the city since the time of the British; domestic cats often ate it too. The cats screamed all night, like children in pain. Although she put her pillow over her head, she had not slept. She’d held Devvie as they both cried angry, helpless tears. In the morning, when they went to school, they passed heaps of dead cats being loaded onto wheelbarrows, and carted away to be burned. Devvie, who usually skipped ahead, held her hand so tightly that she’d left indentations in Malka’s palm. 

			‘I remember.’

			‘The morning after, I was on the way to yeshiva, but instead Reb Moshe led me here. He seemed so alive in the face of all that death, like a blessing. Reb Zushya was so grateful, he actually hugged me. He said there was no such thing as coincidence. If Reb Moshe had brought me to his home, I was meant to be there.’ He smiled at the memory, and for a moment his face was beautiful. Behind his curly beard, he was still a boy. ‘We only had a few months together, but he taught me so much. I treasure every word.’ 

			She sipped from her glass and found it was empty.

			‘Would you like another? It’s no trouble. Reb Zushya loved it. I still keep a jug in the fridge.’ 

			Of course she would. It was delicious. ‘I’d better be going,’ she said hastily. She set the glass down carefully on the little table. For a moment, they both stared at it. Moshe swallowed.

			‘Can I ask you a favour? Please don’t tell your father I was here.’

			She smiled at the very idea of telling her father about the events of this afternoon.

			‘Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.’

			Malka stopped at the head of the stairs. There was a tree growing inside the house. Why hadn’t she noticed it before? It was huge, the branches reaching almost to the skylight.

			‘It’s magnificent.’

			‘What?’

			‘The tree.’

			‘What tree?’ He looked at her curiously, his head on one side, just like the cat.

			She reached over the railing to show him. The tree had strange, crumpled leaves. She pulled one off, and smoothed it in her palm. It had writing on it. She knew what it was. A kepitel. 

			Growing up almost in its shadow, she went to the Western Wall almost every day. Jews travelled from all over the world to pray there, and so they wanted to leave something of themselves behind. They wrote out their most fervent hopes, things which they didn’t dare say aloud, and slipped these paper prayers, or kepitelech, into the cracks between the ancient stones, pressing these furled buds of longing together so tightly the huge stones seemed held aloft by prayers alone. Perhaps they were. She had seen the kepitelech dusted with snow and dripping with rainwater, painted rose by the dawn, glowing and ghostly in the moonlight. Someone had been collecting them, bringing them here, and attaching them to this huge tree. But who? Why?

			She stroked the kepitel flat, trying to see what was written there. But it clenched tight like a fist, then lifted from her palm, as if caught by the wind. A roaring filled Malka’s ears, of many voices speaking at once. It was coming from the tree. The air around her grew thick, and warm as bathwater. She gasped. All the kepitelech on the tree had begun to open and close in unison, beating like tiny hearts. Each called aloud the prayer inscribed upon it, in languages familiar and unknown. As she watched, a clump of paper prayers tore themselves free, and circled above her like a huge bird. The beating grew fiercer, the crying louder. They were all chanting the same word now, over and over. 

			‘Ayeka? Ayeka? A-ye—kaaaa?’ 

			It was the first question in the Torah. The one God asked after Adam and Chava ate from the tree of knowledge. Where are you? Malka felt it was being asked of her. She didn’t know how to answer. She bit her lip, and the taste of iron filled her mouth. The whirling prayers darted arrow-like towards her. Moshe made no move to help her. Malka screamed. She hurtled down the stairs, towards the door. She slammed it behind her. She heard a sound like hailstones hammering against the door. The prayers were trying to get out, trying to get to her.

			She ran through the streets until she found one she recognised, and didn’t stop running until she reached her own block. She hurtled up the stairs in the dark, navigating by touch and smell alone. After what she had just seen, she didn’t know if she would ever trust her eyes again. 

			She was about to knock on the door, when she realised that she had left the shopping back at Zushya’s. She couldn’t go back, and it was too late to replace what she’d bought. What should she do? The hallway light blinked on, dazzling her. She heard footsteps on the stairs. She flattened herself against the wall so they could pass, but the steps slowed and then stopped. She looked up. It was Moshe. 

			‘I think these are yours.’ The light clicked off. There was a rustle as he put the bags down beside her. When she found the switch, he was gone.

			‘Thank you,’ she whispered. 

			Devvie opened the door to her frantic pounding.

			‘Malka, what happened to you? Estie’s going to kill you,’ she said.

			Malka hurried past her, trying to look suitably contrite. The kitchen was like a furnace. 

			‘So you decided to pay us a visit?’

			Her mother looked flustered, rather than angry, but Estie’s face was pale. Now she really does look like the moon, Malka thought, and smiled. She couldn’t help it. 

			Estie snapped, ‘She just wants to ruin everything for me!’ 

			‘I ran all the way here.’ Malka said. She tied on her apron with shaking fingers, then heaved the bags up onto the table. Miraculously, the eggs were unbroken. She handed them to her mother, who slipped them gently into the bubbling pot. There was a twist of paper amongst the coins at the bottom of the bag. A receipt? She didn’t remember getting one. Absently, she crumpled it into her apron pocket, pushed the change into the charity box. Her mother looked up at the sound.

			‘Sorry, Mamme, I got everything you need.’ 

			‘Except for the time to cook it in.’ Her mother’s pursed lips softened, like a challah crust dipped in milk. ‘You’d better start chopping while there’s still time.’

			This meant that she was not in trouble, at least with her mother. Estie looked ready to spring at her. She focussed on the onions, which turned slippery and pungent once released from their delicate wrappers. Their pale rings brought back in a rush her glimpse of the mosque, the sliver of lemon in the drink Moshe had given her, his slender fingers as he put the glass down, the cat which was a reincarnated rabbi, and the demonic tree. She pressed her fingers against her eyelids, trying to stop what she was seeing. Somebody took her arm. Malka flinched. Their family never touched one another. Then the familiar smells of baking and lavender water lifted her head. Only one person smelled like that. Malka buried her face in her mother’s shoulder for as long as she dared, and let her mother stroke her hair.

			‘Here,’ her mother said at last, handing her a dish towel. ‘You dry the dishes. I’ll finish those.’ 

			The egg salad was done with minutes to spare. Her mother clapped her hands, and straightened her headscarf.

			‘Come my shaineh maidelech. Let’s light the candles.’

			As Malka pulled off her apron, the receipt fell to the floor and unfurled. A single word glared up at her. Ayeka. One of the kepitelech had followed her from Reb Zushya’s. She had to hide it. She scooped it up and pressed it surreptitiously into the slot of the charity box. As she covered her eyes and recited the Sabbath blessing with her sisters, the setting sun stained her fingers like blood.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: Holy Pizza

			How she hated Zechariah Gruber. She hated the way he chewed with his mouth open, his coarse lips flecked with grease. She hated the way he held his knife upright in his fist, like a weapon. She hated his scab-coloured beard. Only his bulk distinguished him. He moved with lazy grace, as though he were saving his energy for something much more important. But what could be more important than her sister?

			She took refuge in the kitchen as often as she could without attracting attention. It wasn’t only Zechariah she was hiding from. She had to force herself not to look at the charity box. Touching it was forbidden on the Sabbath, otherwise she would have emptied it onto the table, to see if she had imagined that scrap of paper last night. Of course she had. Haunted by the memory of the prayer-bird, she jumped every time she felt a tremor in the air. Thank God we never have chicken, Malka thought. Luckily, Estie saw her attempt to re-arrange the food platters as an act of contrition.

			‘Thanks Malka. Sorry I shouted at you last night. I was just anxious. But it’s going well, don’t you think? Wasn’t it thoughtful, the way he passed me the potatoes?’ 

			‘I passed you the potatoes,’ Malka said. 

			But her sister’s optimism was incurable. This was only the third time she had met Zechariah. The first had also been in their home, with her parents just out of earshot in the kitchen, so it didn’t count as far as Malka was concerned. But he had impressed Estie by taking her out for pizza on their only date. It seemed a bit juvenile to Malka as a setting to entertain the possibility of marriage, but Estie had never eaten pizza before. Neither had Malka, although she’d often pressed her face to the window of the supervised pizzeria. It had separate seating for men and women, of course, but a few stools near the counter allowed them to sit tantalisingly close to each other as they waited for their orders. For this reason, the place was off-limits, as it was ‘a place of levity’. But a shidduch date was different. It was a vital step towards marriage, the only time the couple would see one another alone before they wed. ‘He had to book our stools, just like in a real restaurant,’ Estie reported with excitement. Malka had annoyed Estie intensely by asking more questions about the food at that momentous encounter than the conversation. 

			‘Next time I’ll bring some home for you,’ she said.

			‘That would be great, Estie,’ Malka grinned. ‘If there is a next time. By the way, you still have some pizza sauce on your chin.’

			‘What!’

			‘Just kidding.’

			Estie had chased her round the table.

			Devvie popped in to see what she was missing. She joined the sisterly huddle by the counter.

			‘So when are you getting married, Estie?’ she asked. 

			‘Shh! He hasn’t asked me yet. But it’s only a matter of time, God willing.’

			Devvie was only fourteen, but Malka knew she kept a wedding scrapbook hidden under her bed. Malka had woken once late at night, thinking she heard mice, and watched as bridal dresses, bouquets and sleek toasters floated past in the glow of her sister’s torch. No magazines were allowed in the house, and Malka had wondered how her sister had smuggled them in. She kept her sister’s secret, and had to bite back the urge to tease her about it now. 

			Of course, Zechariah wouldn’t ask her sister directly. He’d go through her father. Already, there had been circumspect investigations on both sides, to unearth any family secrets, such as madness, disability, or genetic conditions that might preclude this match. That was why she hadn’t breathed a word to her sisters about her own strange vision last night. She had managed to glean a few salient facts of her own about Zechariah. In Malka’s community, scholarship was valued above all else. Traditionally, the man who married the Rosh Yeshiva’s eldest daughter became his successor, and was supposed to be a great scholar. 

			‘Zechariah isn’t even in the top shiur,’ Malka said, before she could stop herself. 

			‘That just means he’s normal,’ Estie hissed back. ‘Not that you’d know anything about it.’ 

			‘Is he?’ This was as close as Malka dared come to asking why he was an only child, and Estie understood her. ‘What if he’s spoiled, like rotten fruit?’

			‘They couldn’t have any more,’ Estie whispered furiously. ‘His mother nearly died. Happy now?’

			Malka felt terrible. She’d had no idea the family bravado was concealing tragedy. That made it almost heroic. She tried to catch her sister’s arm, but Estie shrugged her off. Why was she making things so difficult for Estie? She knew why. Tradition dictated that they had to be married in turn. After Estie, she was next. And she was never getting married. For Malka, marriage was a cage, a prison by another name. No matter how many pictures Devvie stuck in her album. 

			Back in the dining room, Zechariah’s father was holding forth. A successful businessman, he sported a clipped goatee instead of the full beard men in their community usually wore. It bobbed when he spoke and made him look like a startled goat. He caught Malka staring, and her face burned. He tugged the clump of grass on his chin with one hand.

			‘Regrettably, one has to show a different face in our dealings with the Chiloinim,’ he said. She tried to revise her opinion of him more favourably. He owed her no explanation. 

			‘In the world, but not of it,’ her father commented approvingly. His deep bass thrummed through the table top. Malka could feel it through her glass. Once he had spoken, there was no more to be said.

			Malka hid her grimace behind her hand. She glanced at Mrs Gruber. She was little better. She had arrived swathed in sagging layers of purple fabric, like an expensive wedding cake which had been left out for too long in the sun. She pursed her lips each time her husband spoke, only resuming eating when he’d finished. It was as if her whole life took place in his silences. So far, there hadn’t been many of those. She kept hoping Zechariah would say something stupid, but he was clearly under strict instructions. He barely said a word during the meal, opening his mouth only to cram another mouthful in. There were fragments of carrot decorating his beard. He nodded vigorously as her father spoke, and a brief orange shower pattered into his plate. Malka was used to hearing her father addressed in the third person by his students, but there was something ridiculous about it from a prospective son-in-law. 

			‘Would the Rebbe like some more of these delicious carrots?’ 

			This innocuous comment was enough to set Estie aglow. 

			‘See,’ she whispered when they were next in the kitchen. ‘He knew I made the carrots. He wanted me to feel appreciated.’

			Malka considered several responses to this. She rejected them all. Time was short, and there were more important things to say. 

			‘Estie, what do you actually like about him?’

			Her sister eyed her suspiciously. Malka kept her face carefully impassive.

			‘How does he make you feel?’ she persisted. Her sister pursed her lips, and looked down at the bowl of sliced cucumbers in dill and vinegar she was holding.

			‘Safe,’ she said at last.

			Her mother nodded approvingly from the counter. But Malka needed more.

			‘What is it you like about him? What is it about him that makes you think he’s the one?’

			Estie gave her a long look. ‘You just see someone and you know. You know they’re for you. Every person is born with the image of their intended mate implanted in their brain. That image stays clear for those of us who haven’t filled our heads with forbidden knowledge.’ 

			This last was clearly a dig at Malka’s long-abandoned learning sessions with their father. He had singled her out, and Estie was not going to let her forget it. Malka tried to visualise her sister as a young girl carrying the picture of Zechariah in her head. It would be like one of those Russian doll sets in reverse, with the biggest doll inside the smallest doll. But for Devvie, this image had a different resonance.

			‘Has he touched you?’ she chimed in. 

			‘Devvie! Tsnius!’ their mother warned.

			Estie arranged the pleats in her skirt carefully. Tsnius meant they were forbidden to reveal or even speak about anything that related to their bodies, which were to be treated as cumbersome sleeves for their souls. Devvie had clearly been spending too long with her wedding albums if she could break such a cardinal rule. Their mother interposed herself quickly between her daughters, and handed Devvie the fish platter with a meaningful look as she hurried past. Soon Malka was left alone in the kitchen. She hesitated, knowing she was missed. But Devvie’s question had stirred something in her.

			Touching between unmarried couples was tayva, and strictly forbidden. It was discouraged within families too. Malka realised she had never seen her parents touch one another, even slightly, and they only touched her or her sisters in an emergency. That was why her contact with her mother last night had been so precious, and so unsettling. Why had her mother done it? Did her parents love one another? Why did this suddenly matter to her? She hurried back out, in time to hear Estie giving Zechariah a shy compliment. 

			‘You have a beautiful suit.’ 

			He grinned like an idiot. Mr Gruber nodded affably at Estie and answered for his son, his goat-beard wagging. 

			‘You and your sisters will become the moral foundations of your own families one day. In our community, appearances are everything.’ 

			However it had been intended, this remark seemed like a coded criticism. In the ensuing silence, the room filled with the flutter of papery wings. Malka could feel them brush the back of her neck. It was all she could do not to turn around. There was a muffled clinking noise from the sideboard. From the corner of her eye, Malka watched as the charity box started to sway drunkenly from side to side, as though something were trapped inside and raging to be free. With a start, she remembered the kepitelech she had stuffed into it. Somehow, it was trying to get out. To get at her. The box lurched forwards. Now it was right at the edge of the sideboard. Why did no one notice? In a moment, unless she did something, it would fall. She scraped her chair back and stood up. To her relief, the box straightened too, and was still. She leaned against the sideboard, and pushed it back surreptitiously with her elbow. Her father looked at her sharply.

			‘Malka, is everything alright?’ 

			‘Please forgive me, but I’m not feeling very well. I think I just need some fresh air.’

			No-one said anything as she walked across the dining room to the hall. She kept listening for the crash of the fallen charity box behind her. As she closed the door, Malka waited for the rustle of wings. For the first time, she was afraid of what might be lurking in the dark. It was still the Sabbath, so she couldn’t switch on the light. She had never gone down the stairs so fast.

			Outside it was freezing cold, and she had no coat. Idiot. A few stars were struggling to be noticed. She counted three easily. So the Sabbath was out. Now her father and Mr Gruber would be able to get down to the details of their proposed merger; sign documents, talk figures. Barter for her sister. Suddenly just being outside wasn’t enough. She had to get as far away as possible. 

			She began to run, not caring where she was going. Her braid came undone and, as she raced across the empty road, the wind whipped her hair into her eyes. So she didn’t notice someone rushing the other way until they had almost collided. They both tried to stop, but it was too late. Something hard struck her in the stomach, and she doubled over, gasping. Holy books spilled across the street beneath her feet. A pair of white running shoes pointed towards her.

			‘I’m so sorry. Are you OK?’

			The accented Hebrew was strangely familiar. Malka looked up at her assailant. It was Moshe. What was he doing here? At least she had another chance to show that she wasn’t an ungrateful idiot.

			‘Thanks for bringing my bags yesterday. I’m sorry I forgot them. You saved me.’ 

			Malka helped him pick up his books, and dusted off a volume tenderly. It was an ancient volume of the Zohar. It must be one of Zushya’s. Her resentment flared up again like toothache. Clearly no one told Moshe what he was allowed to study. She handed it to him angrily.

			‘Where were you running to?’ 

			‘I’m just popping out for some food. How about you?’ 

			‘Trying to get as far away from home as possible.’

			He looked startled.

			‘I think I made a fool of myself at a meal with my future in-laws. I may even have ruined my sister’s chances.’

			‘I find that hard to believe. Your in-laws? Of course. How could I have forgotten? I’ve been hearing about it all week. Zechariah is my room-mate. I can tell you, I’m not going to miss his snoring when he finally moves out.’

			‘He snores? Yet another reason for my sister not to marry him.’

			‘Just tell her to get some ear plugs.’

			They both laughed. On this horrible evening it was like a sudden gap in the storm clouds that pursued her. Then they closed in again. What would people think if they saw her talking to a man in the street? 

			‘If you left early, does that mean you haven’t eaten?’

			Malka nodded. 

			‘Malka, could I… would you like to join me?’

			It was the first time she had ever heard him say her name. She had always hated it, but Moshe made it sound like music. She blushed. Thank God it was night.

			‘Join you for what?’

			‘Pizza. Let me buy you a slice to say sorry, for bumping into you so literally, and for scaring you the other day.’

			‘You didn’t… I wasn’t…’ 

			Malka felt torn. She was both shocked and secretly delighted. Perhaps, as an immigrant, he didn’t fully grasp the rules. Asking her directly for a date was unheard of without due preparation, going through the proper channels. But she didn’t want to go back home yet. She remembered Estie’s taunt about forbidden knowledge. Pizza with Moshe was exactly the kind of forbidden knowledge she was interested in. 

			‘Alright. But just a slice.’

			‘Sure. I can walk you back afterwards if you like.’ 

			‘Is it far?’

			‘Not really.’

			‘Then no thanks. Too many eyes, too many spies.’

			He grimaced, then set off without looking back. She followed at a safe distance. His white feet floated through the half-darkness ahead of her. They walked in silence until he suddenly stopped. 

			‘Here we are! Lazlo’s. The best pizza in the city.’ 

			She tried not to let her disappointment show. The exterior was nondescript, almost shabby. She told herself not to judge by appearances. She was proved wrong as soon as they stepped inside. The place was like a fairy-tale king disguised in beggar’s robes. Each wall had been painted a different, jewel-bright colour. They were hung with gold-framed mirrors, and the table tops sparkled. The place was packed, mostly with secular people, who all seemed to be talking at the tops of their voices. Was it even kosher? If Moshe ate here, surely it must be. The smell of baking dough silenced her doubts. You didn’t have to be religious to like pizza. Hopefully, this meant that no-one would recognise her. She looked for Moshe, and saw him leaning against the counter at the front. Why hadn’t he waited for her? She struggled to get through without touching anyone. Finally, she made it to the counter. There were still a few empty stools, and she slid onto one, suddenly conscious of her long-sleeved green dress, and how much she stood out. Moshe didn’t seem to care. He wiped off the counter with his forearm and carefully put down his books; then he pulled over a stool and sat right next to her. In public. She felt ridiculously excited. 

			‘Lazlo!’ he called.

			‘Moshe! What’ll it be tonight?’ came the cheery reply. The speaker was very tall, his straggling oak-pale hair and shirt dusted with flour, as were his arms. His rolling accent was similar to Moshe’s. 

			‘A slice of Margherita with extra cheese.’ He turned to her. ‘How about you Malka?’ 

			‘Ah, the same, please,’ was all she could manage. 

			They sat quietly a moment and watched Lazlo spin the dough above his head, then lower it gracefully, spread tomato sauce with the back of a ladle and sprinkle it liberally with two kinds of cheese, all before it had stopped moving. He slid the pizzas into an oven on the kind of long-handled wooden shovels they used to bake matzos. She looked sideways at Moshe. What should she say? Her experience of talking to boys was a complete zero. Then she thought of a safe question she could ask, something she’d actually been curious about.

			‘Why do you never say anything when my father invites your shiur home for Friday night? Everyone else spends the evening trying to out-quote one another, but you just sit there.’ 

			‘Learning isn’t really about scoring points, is it?’

			‘So why do you come if you don’t want to take part?’ 

			‘I have my reasons.’ He stroked the scar above his eyebrow.

			‘Did you really get that fighting?’

			His hand dropped quickly into his lap. ‘A gang of boys were throwing stones at someone driving on Shabbes. I made them stop. They told me they had gathered the stones earlier so they weren’t breaking any laws. I said that only made it worse. They wouldn’t listen, and started throwing them at me too. One caught me on the forehead.’ 

			He stroked the cover of the uppermost book. It was such a familiar, intimate gesture, it was almost shocking. It was the book she’d picked up. The same dark green as her dress.

			‘Doesn’t this belong to Reb Zushya?’

			He nodded, blushing to the tips of his ears. His scar stood out, a white seam. ‘I know I shouldn’t take it out. It’s an early edition of the Zohar, hundreds of years old. But then, so is everything in Reb Zushya’s library. I’m sure he’d rather it was used than locked in some humidity-controlled vault.’

			‘I doubt he’d appreciate food stains though.’ 

			‘Well, I can’t take this book to the yeshiva, or I’d get into trouble. To be honest, I love studying Kabbalah here. First, it means I look like a weirdo, so no-one bothers me. Second, I can’t imagine a more mystical place.’

			Malka looked around in case she was missing something. ‘You must be joking.’ 

			‘Actually, one of my favourite ideas from the Safed Kabbalists,’ he said, stroking the volume again, ‘is that there is a spark hidden inside everything and everyone in the world – every encounter, every experience, and every sensation. If you can be really present in the moment, you can set a spark free and return it to its source.’ 

			Holy pizza? The only sparks she saw were the ones dancing in the air around the oven. With a flourish, Lazlo placed two huge wheels spinning on the counter before them.

			‘I thought you said just one slice?’ Malka suddenly remembered the stories about Moshe being a glutton, the bags of food he carried away from her house after the meal. It was Lazlo who answered her.

			‘Believe me, one slice is never enough. As it’s your first time here, it’s on the house.’ 

			The pizza did smell heavenly. Malka was ravenous. She tore into it with her fingers, relieved that they no longer had to talk. It was so hot that she burned the roof of her mouth, and gulped from the glass of water Moshe handed her. 

			‘Why are you always in such a hurry? Let it cool down first,’ he laughed. Somehow, she didn’t mind him laughing at her.

			‘Lazlo is right, this is my first time.’ Eating pizza, and going on a date, she thought. This was a date, wasn’t it?

			‘Well, if you eat it slowly, it’ll last longer. Unless you need to get home?’ 

			She shook her head, her mouth full, and watched his long fingers tear thin strips from his pizza, roll them up, and pop them into his mouth. Was that how you were supposed to do it? He had a splash of sauce on his cheek. She touched her own cheek and made a wiping gesture. He grabbed a handful of napkins from a metal dispenser, mopping roughly at the stain. 

			‘Sorry, I’m not used to company. How is your pizza? Or should I say, how was it?’

			‘Delicious,’ she said, her mouth still full. ‘The dough is so crisp.’ 

			‘Hear that Lazlo? Another convert!’ 

			Lazlo favoured them with a gold-toothed grin. 

			‘He was an engineer back home,’ Moshe said.

			‘Now I engineer excellent pizza!’ Lazlo grinned again.

			For the first time she could remember, Malka felt included in a conversation. Was there something wrong with her that she preferred the company of men? Why did she listen so hard when men spoke? Perhaps because they could travel freely in a world that was forbidden to her. Half-heartedly, she tried to rekindle her resentment. But she was having too much fun. 

			Moshe leaned forward. ‘Now it’s my turn to ask you some questions.’

			‘About what?’

			‘The tree that you saw at Reb Zushya’s house.’

			Malka took a deep breath. I will not run away, she told herself. Whatever she said would sound crazy. So she decided to trust him. As simply as possible, she described what she’d experienced in Reb Zushya’s hallway, leaving out how terrified she’d felt, and the kepitel that had followed her home. She waited for him to tell her she’d imagined it.

			Moshe looked at her strangely. ‘You saw the heavenly tree?’

			She laughed. ‘There was nothing heavenly about it.’ 

			Moshe opened the green volume carefully on the counter. ‘This is by the great Lion of Safed, Isaac Luria. He was the last person to see the tree you are talking about. Here, let me show you.’ She peered over his shoulder, their heads almost touching. There on the title page was a diagram of a tree, its shape familiar, its branches curved around empty spaces, with words scattered amongst the leaves. 

			‘I recognise some of these.’ She pointed. ‘Chochma. Bina. Daat. All words for wisdom.’ 

			Moshe turned to her. The flecks in his eyes seemed to dance. 

			‘We have as many words for wisdom as the Inuit do for snow. Chochma is rational knowledge, book-learning. But that is only part of the story for the Kabbalists. On the opposite branch is Bina, intuition, the knowledge you feel in your gut. Between them, fed by both, is Daat, true understanding.’ There was a new energy in his voice.

			‘What does this have to do with my tree?’

			‘Many of the oldest Kabbalistic texts, like this one, draw the Sefirot, this map of our connection to the Divine, as a tree. See how each word is drawn on a leaf, just like your vision? I think that what you saw was a version of this frontispiece, of the great tree connecting heaven and earth.’

			‘But it felt so angry. Not divine at all.’

			‘Angry, you say?’

			She let herself remember. ‘Well… hurting, maybe. Broken.’ She shuddered.

			‘Look here, at the bottom of the tree.’

			She followed his pointing finger. Unlike the others, the sphere at the root of the tree was split in two, and each half had a different name, Malkhut and Shekhina.

			‘What do these mean?’

			‘In the Kabbalah, the tree is the point where our world and the Divine meet, or where they once met. As you can see, this connection is damaged. This break is symbolised by the missing Shekhina, the Divine Feminine. The Kabbalists seek to return Her to Her Beloved, and heal the cosmos.’ 

			‘So in the Kabbalah, God is female?’

			He nodded. ‘Of course. Our ideas of God reflect all that is human.’

			‘But then why are women forbidden from studying religious texts, as if our brains would burn up? Why are we shut out? It makes no sense.’ 

			‘You are asking the wrong person. I’ve never understood this about your community. Either we are all in God’s image, or none of us are.’ 

			He looked at her and pursed his lips. ‘Maybe that’s why they all failed. All those great Kabbalists. They were all men. Perhaps it takes a woman to find the Shekhina. The legends say that every day God’s voice cries out, seeking his Beloved. Asking her…’

			‘Ayeka. Where are you. Are you saying that the voice I heard was God’s voice?’ 

			‘You didn’t just hear it. You saw it. Reb Zushya, who shaped his entire life around the quest for the Shekhina – he never saw it. But you have. That has to mean something.’ 

			‘But why me? I’m not a Kabbalist. I’m just a girl.’

			He looked at her closely. ‘Are you sure about that?’

			‘Of course. I know nothing about Kabbalah.’

			He smiled. ‘Remember the tree. Chochma, or book-knowledge, isn’t everything. I’ve read as much as I can, and I had a great teacher in Reb Zushya. But for me it has always been just words on the page. Perhaps you are the real thing, and your gift waited quietly inside you, curled up like a cat, until the moment it could spring to life.’

			‘So that’s why you wanted to see me? To let me know I’m a Kabbalist?’ Malka tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice. ‘That’s like telling a lion at the Zoo about the plains of Africa. You can access all these books. I can’t. My future is to get married, and have babies. As many as possible.’

			Moshe’s face was a sunset. After a moment, he spoke, so softly she had to lean close to catch his words.

			‘You could think about it another way. Maybe the Ayeka you heard was aimed not at the Shekhina, but at you. Maybe that’s why it was so scary.’ He looked down at his hands, and spread them on the counter until they were almost touching hers. She withdrew her hands quickly. Her voice was fierce.

			‘It wasn’t just scary. It was terrifying.’ 

			‘The Baal Shem Tov, founder of the Hasidic movement, writes that when Moshe saw the burning bush, what he actually saw was the divine spirit, the ‘chashmal’ that sustains all matter. He was terrified too.’

			‘Chashmal? Isn’t that electricity?’

			‘Maybe in Modern Hebrew. But that’s not its true, original meaning, is it?’ His voice was a challenge.

			Malka closed her eyes, and saw pages turn. It had been a long time. She waited till the words steadied and came into focus. Other books in her mental library opened, offering themselves to her in a competing array. Passages highlighted themselves helpfully. When she looked up, Moshe was smiling, expectant. 

			‘You’re right. Chashmal is actually two separate words, Chash and Mal. Speech and Silence. So literally it means the silent language, or maybe better the language of silence. It first appears in Ezekiel’s vision as the energy that sustains the Universe. But no one knows what it really is. It is as if…’ She broke off, and found herself whispering. ‘The Babylonian Talmud warns that looking for its true meaning is dangerous.’ She quoted from memory. ‘In Chagigah, page 13a, it says that a child was contemplating this word, and suddenly understood it. Instantly, a fire came out of the word and burnt him up.’

			Moshe grinned in delight. ‘God, I love it when you talk Torah. That’s exactly what makes me want to learn Kabbalah. The lure of the forbidden.’ 

			‘Why would you want to learn something so dangerous?’

			‘The hope that there might be something hidden beneath the surface of my life, like a secret map of dreams.’ He closed the volume gently.

			‘The Zohar hints that the Shekhina gives voice to the silenced, the supressed. She brings world and word back together, as they were at the moment of creation. I had the good fortune to stumble into a teacher who taught me how to listen for that silence. I can’t find it in the yeshiva, so I come here instead.’ His fingers thrummed on the counter.

			‘To raise the sparks?’ Despite her misgivings, Malka caught his excitement.

			‘Exactly. In the Torah, the world was spoken into existence. So for the Kabbalist, it is God’s language we see when we look around, that we can still hear if we allow ourselves to listen.’ He leaned towards her again, so that their shadows overlapped on the counter. 

			‘Malka, please don’t be offended. How do you know so much? I thought girls in your community are allowed only a very basic religious education?’

			‘It’s your community too, no?’ Her face darkened. ‘My father used to learn with me.’

			‘Really? But I thought…’

			‘Don’t say it.’

			‘Listen. My mother cleans floors here, but back home she was a translator. She speaks eight languages. I got my love of books and reading from her. So I’m the last person to think women are less intelligent than men. It’s clearly nonsense. But that’s what people in your community think. Or at least, how they act.’ 

			‘Moshe, what about your father? Where does he fit in?’

			Moshe looked down at his empty plate, as if the answer lay there. He pushed some of the crumbs together, pinched them in his fingers and scattered them again. 

			‘He doesn’t. He stayed behind in Russia. My parents are not together. He abandoned us, really. So we needed your community, my mother and I. They offered us food and a place to stay, if I studied in your father’s yeshiva. But however hard I try, it doesn’t feel like home. I’m still shut out.’

			Moshe was so close that she could see tiny flecks of green in his eyes, like the mint in the glass he’d given her at Zushya’s. She understood the hurt in his voice. Shut out. That was exactly how she felt. With an effort, she looked down at the counter, only for it to become a door beneath her palms. She recognised the grain, the familiar whorls and knots. Her father had made her swear never to tell anyone about their learning together, but breaking that promise now felt good, it felt right.

			‘My father’s study does not have a ‘do not enter’ sign on the door. It doesn’t need to. The eleventh commandment when I was growing up was simple. His study was the Holy of Holies, and only he, the High Priest, was allowed inside. So as soon as I could walk, I used to stand outside, leaning my forehead against the wood, willing it to open. Imagining that if I concentrated enough, I could pass through. Then, one morning, the door suddenly swung away from me, and I fell across the threshold. When I looked up and saw my father, I was ready to run. But instead of shouting, as I expected, he invited me in.’

			‘How old were you?’ 

			‘I was five. I was shocked by what I saw. Hundreds of books lay in drifts across the floor, tumbled across every available surface. The room had been visited by its own private hurricane. The disarray was all the more shocking because my father looked as though he ironed his beard every day.’

			‘He still does,’ Moshe laughed. ‘But how can you remember all of this?’

			‘When your deepest desire comes true, you remember. He swept a big blue chair clear of papers with one arm. My feet didn’t even reach the edge of the seat. At first I was disappointed that the room was not filled with the trees and magical fruit I’d imagined.’

			‘You thought there was a forest in your flat?’

			She laughed. ‘In a way, there was. When my father started opening books to read to me, I realised that the embossed covers of blue, red, and black were really doorways. They led to places of wonder and delight. That was why he couldn’t bear to close any of them.’

			Moshe looked down at his empty plate. ‘Your father is a great teacher. But he’s also very… traditional. He took a real risk studying with you. It makes me see him differently. Do you still learn together?’

			Malka sighed. It still hurt even to think about it. ‘For seven years, we studied every day, early in the morning before prayers, and last thing before I went to bed. At first, he read to me, but soon, we were having a conversation. As I grew taller, so did the pile of books between us. All day at school, I counted the moments until I could race home and be back in the study with him. I felt chosen, special. Apart from one locked cabinet, there was nothing he would not study with me. He did not learn with my sisters. Estie, my older sister, still hates me for it. But then, just before my twelfth birthday, it all stopped.’ 

			‘Just like that? Why?’

			She shook her head. ‘He never said. One morning I came down, and the door wouldn’t open.’

			‘That must have really hurt.’

			‘It did. I knocked until my knuckles were raw.’

			‘That’s not what I meant.’

			‘I know.’ Malka struggled to hold back tears. It was painful, to be this open, this visible.

			Moshe watched the weather of her face closely. 

			‘Thank you for sharing this with me. It means a lot. Reb Zushya used to say, there are no accidents. We have run into each other twice in the last two days. I never take books from his home, but tonight I felt I had to bring this one to Lazlo’s. Then you tell me about the tree, and I understand it for the first time. Malka, would you like to learn Kabbalah with me? We could meet here, so no-one would know about it.’ 

			Malka’s blood thundered. It was a long time since she’d let herself want something this much. Wanting anything meant you could be hurt. If anyone did find out, she’d never be allowed out again without being watched every moment. If at all. She would kiss her beloved walks goodbye. For the first time, Malka noticed how quiet it was. She looked around. They were the last customers in the place, and Lazlo was wiping the counter with a cloth. It must be very late. Her parents would be beside themselves. She slid off the stool and brushed the crumbs off her dress. 

			Moshe stood up too. ‘You don’t have to answer right away. Just promise me you will think about it.’ 

			‘I don’t think it would be a good idea.’ she said in a rush. ‘I’m in enough trouble as it is. Thanks for the pizza.’ 

			She carried his hurt smile home with her through the dark. It no longer mattered so much what her parents might say. At least, not until she got to the front door.
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