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        Nature's first green is gold,

        Her hardest hue to hold.

        Her early leaf's a flower;

        But only so an hour.

        Then leaf subsides to leaf.

        So Eden sank to grief,

        So dawn goes down to day.

      
        Nothing gold can stay.

        Robert Frost
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      The title of this book recognizes that even the most precious and beautiful things in life do not endure. This world and all who inhabit it change for precisely the reasons Frost ascribes: time, growth, error—whatever choices human beings make. Change is inevitable: children grow up and away; husbands and wives become different people; jobs sour; countries, like marriages, take new directions or fail.

      The Israel I left in 2015 to return to the United States was not the Israel I came to forty-five years earlier. This is no cause for celebration, nor is it cause for despair. Nothing gold can stay and it is sentimental and destructive to assume that it will. Those who believe in Israel work to engolden the future, though most disagree on precisely what that work entails. Others turn inward or away in dismay. Still others turn to careless pleasure or to God.

      I believe in celebrating the only gold we have, and hold it precious, and look to the future unblinkered by the memory of the gold we no longer have or are—aware that even this gold we have in the present and that gold we strive for in the future will pass.

      This collection, eighteen stories of Israeli experience, must preclude the expectation of completeness or even broad coverage. Any attempt to encompass all Israeli experience would be presumptuous and bound to fail. What remains are stories about who comes to Israel and why, the people we find there, the people we are there, and the people we become.

      It is a partial and transient view of the gold we are at the passing moment.

      
        
        Brevard, 2022
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      Dina suddenly appeared in the door.

      “Oskar Wiznicienski is here to see you,” she said. She could have used the intercom, but I encourage the human touch. I closed the folder on my desk, information about random access memory, and put it away. I want my clients to remember that they are my only concern.

      “Oskar!”

      “Menachem!”

      “Come in, sit down. You’re looking fine.”

      He is a wiry man about the size of a leprechaun. His complexion is pink, healthy, his eyes almost merry, and his energy quite daunting. But for a man as rich as he is—and I know to the penny how much he is worth—he dresses in surprisingly shabby clothes. Blue serge suit pants, vintage 1950s, with a shiny seat. A long-sleeved white shirt, even in summer, slightly frayed at the collar points. I’ve become accustomed to the eccentricities of the rich.

      “Can I get you something to drink, Mr. Wiznicienski?”

      “Is this on the account, Menachem?”

      “No Oskar, it’s free.”

      “Then I’ll have a glass of orange juice, Dina, not cold.”

      “Menachem?”

      “Coffee.”

      “So, Menachem, I hear you’re going to Poland.”

      “Yes. Germany first.”

      “Germany?”

      “It came as a surprise to me, too. The German embassy got in touch. The city of Freiburg invites everyone displaced by the war to return for a commemorative visit, at their expense, and to dedicate a memorial.”

      “I didn’t know you were a Freiburger.”

      “That’s how I got out—through the Schwarzwald into Switzerland. And now Tova and I are going back for the first time in almost fifty years.”

      “Wives too?”

      “Everything. Airfare. Five-star hotel. Banquet with the mayor and city councilors in the Burgermeister’s hall. All paid for by the German government and the city of Freiburg. A real gift. Completely unexpected.”

      “El Al?”

      “No. Lufthansa—it’s part of the deal. Zürich first and then on to Freiburg. Tova is really quite excited about Zürich. Looking forward to the duty-free shopping. Swiss chocolates, cheese. You want me to bring you presents for your grandchildren too?”

      “No. I don’t need you to buy anything for my grandchildren, but if you’re going on to Warsaw …”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “… there’s something you might do for me, if you have the time.”

      “Of course. Anything.”

      He laid five one-thousand dollar bills on the table.

      “Give these to a man called Krysten Swoboda. If he’s still alive and you can find him. He must be in his middle eighties by now.”

      “Who is he, a cousin? Still living there?”

      “No. No relation. He took care of me during the war.”

      “He must have treated you like a prince. What did he do, put you up in a villa on Lake Como?”

      “Ha-ha! No. I hid in the forest. But I’ll tell you, Menachem, there’s not much to eat in the forest for a city boy. I couldn’t bring myself to eat grubs and worms. Could you? The birds were too fast and the small animals too clever. I ate nuts and roots mostly, some eggs I stole from chicken coops, fruit from orchards. But mostly I starved.

      Dina came in with the orange juice and coffee.

      “Thank you, Dina.”

      “Well, eventually they caught me not because I was a Jew but because I was a thief. Stole food from a peasant’s cart. They sent me to Sachsenhausen. That’s where I met Krysten Swoboda. Everyone knew who he was and he knew everyone. I arrived near the end of the war. No food. No medicine. And there was typhus in the camp. I worked. How I worked. But not even I am immune to the disease. I became ill and crawled into bed to die.”

      I shifted in my chair. I didn’t want the coffee.

      “There’s something familiar and comfortable about dying,” Oskar said. “Yes. You grow accustomed to the fever. The shivers make you smile. The pain in your guts is almost comfortable—I don’t know, because it’s not worse, maybe. That’s the point. It’s not unendurable. It’s familiar. You lie there waiting, knowing you will either die or get better and there’s not much you can do one way or the other. And it really doesn’t matter.”

      “But you didn’t die.”

      He smiled. “But I didn’t know that then,” he said, holding up a finger. “I thought I was going to die. I was waiting to die. And that’s when Krysten Swoboda came down the aisle between the bunks. I had spoken to him, maybe a day or two before. There wasn’t much light and he came slowly. When he got to my bunk, he stopped for a moment to make sure no one was watching. Then he reached into his shirt and placed half a loaf of bread on my chest. Half a loaf of bread! Do you know what that meant in the camps at the end? It was a gift, you see. He gave me my life. I turned to the wall, the precious bread protected by my body beneath the blanket. I ate the bread slowly over the next few days, first the soft insides and then the crust, and I knew I was alive. A few days later we were liberated and got to eat Russian food, cabbage, potatoes.”

      “And now you want to pay him back.”

      “Now I can return the present.”

      “Five-thousand dollars for half a loaf of bread?”

      “Well, of course, I could give more, but I have his pride to consider. Too little isn’t enough and too much is an insult. Anyway, five-thousand dollars is a lot of money in Poland.”

      “Especially for an old man,” I said.

      “If he’s still alive.”

      “I’ll do it, of course,” I said, smiling broadly.

      “And if you see that he’s impoverished and needs more, give from your own pocket. I’ll pay you back when you return.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “I would do the same for you,” he said.

      —2—

      I love to fly first-class, especially when it is free. When I fly to Europe on business, the client eventually pays. But this was different. A gift. All the money was up-front, and I didn’t have to wait for anything. Tickets and spending money in Deutschemarks—not much but enough—arrived by courier from the German embassy.

      And I’ll tell you something else. I like to fly Lufthansa. They project the most civilized aspects of German culture. The music is Strauss and Mozart. The people are courteous. The planning is impeccable and the execution unobtrusive. The food is as good as can be expected for people confined in a small and dangerous place, surrounded by polished steel and suspended thousands of feet above the earth.

      But most of all I like the cutlery. It has the elegance of German functionality and the user-friendly design of the very best German manufactures. Whenever I fly Lufthansa, I always take a knife or a spoon or a fork. They’re not quite elegant or full-sized enough for everyday use, but good enough for picnics with the grandchildren. They’re better than plastic, and we don’t much care if a piece gets lost. They’re easily replaceable. I consider it part of German reparations.

      The city of Freiburg was as generous as could be expected. They met us—we were thirty-three Israelis—at the airport. They immediately separated us from the rest of the tourists, gathered us at a special collection point, waved us through customs, handled all our baggage, provided special transport direct to the hotel where, again, a special selection process eased us through registration. They had our names and country of origin on a list with room numbers already assigned. Instead of the usual hassle of hotel registration, we gave our names, and they gave us a number and a key. We were expected. All the arrangements had been made. Impeccable planning!

      I remembered many of the people who came from Israel and even some of the others who came from the United States, Mexico, South America. One couple came from New Zealand. They said that was as far away as they could get and never expected to return to Freiburg.

      In many ways, the best part of the trip was the banquet in the medieval Burgermeister’s hall. How we ate! A feast served by waiters in medieval costume. Bright scarlet and blue silk, brass buttons, gold braid and epaulettes. Some unfortunates, of course, had food prepared especially for them by a cook flown over from a kosher hotel in Switzerland, but the rest of us ate like we’ve never eaten before. Such meats, such vegetables, such cakes and breads. And beer and wine and desserts like only the Germans can make. The whole thing was impressive. The various dishes, skillfully prepared, arrived hot all at the same time. How they do that for a banquet of over one hundred people, I’ll never know. A real triumph of German efficiency.

      My chair was next to one of the oak pedestals on which the refectory table rested, and there, carved into the wood, was a little medieval mouse, caught forever scurrying up the table leg to get the last morsels of food before the brothers cleared it away.

      —3—

      Then Tova returned home and I went by myself to Poland. Germany is modern; Poland is medieval. Germany is rich; Poland is impoverished. Germany is busy about the future; Poland remembers the past. It was like stepping back into the muddy Middle Ages. The markets were empty. A few shriveled carrots. Shabby cabbages. Oh yes, they have trains and heavy industry, but I always felt this was a facade imported to impress foreigners with Poland’s modernity when all the time the real Poland of horse-drawn carts, sudden violence, and milking by hand was just beyond the wall. Not waiting to be discovered or changed. No. Waiting with the stolidity of the bovine to return.

      After I finished my business in Warsaw, I was to return to the twentieth century by catching a LOT flight to Frankfurt and then the Lufthansa flight home. But first I went to find this Krysten Swoboda fellow for Oskar. Oh, I found him. Yes. He wasn’t hard to trace. His pre-war union had merged with another and been absorbed by a third, but in all the permutations Swoboda’s name remained constant. He was almost a hero, a semi-famous man. On the one hand, he was an original communist from the days before the communists came to power. Now that the communists were out, he was a fossil, an irrelevant historical anecdote. He had a government pension and had lived for many years already in a retirement home about forty miles from Warsaw.

      And so on a golden day in late summer, a rented car and driver took me for a ride in the Polish country-side among wheat fields ripe for harvest so that I could deliver a gift to an old man from an old friend who remembered.

      The driver knew I was a foreigner and therefore rich. He expected an enormous tip which, converted into zlotys, was worth a week’s wages. He tipped his cap and opened the door obsequiously. He chattered like a child. He pointed out notable sites, former gypsy camps and Jewish villages.

      “The Polish people are 97% pure now,” he said proudly.

      When we stopped at a traffic light, he pulled a bottle of wine from beside his seat, uncorked it with his teeth, and tipped it up. He offered me a swig, but I said “No, thanks.”

      The place where Swoboda had been sent to die had been the summer residence of some Polish prince, a scion of the Radziwells. It endured all the benefits of communist equality. The walls were freshly whitened with a lime-wash. The brass-and-gilt filigreed shutters were painted black. The walnut wainscoting was institutional green. Only the floor remained as it was: black and white stone squares in the foyer, old parquet in the side rooms. But the parquet was worn and varnished, not waxed, and pocked with age, neglect, indifference. Some strips had lifted off and disappeared. Each design squealed in a different voice and gave like spongy carpet as I walked across what had once been a dining room to meet Krysten Swoboda.

      I expected senility—he was near 90. I would present the money to the institution to guarantee a little better care or more food or warmer blankets for the winter and then return home in good conscience, having honored Oskar’s memory of a kindness that saved his life.

      But Krysten Swoboda wasn’t in a wheelchair; he sat in the sun beside an open window. He stood up quite easily, I thought, and, resting on a cane, bowed slightly toward me as we were introduced. His clothes were neat though old, not shabby. What was frayed had been neatly trimmed away. The buttons were sewn with thread that looked like twine. His clothes displayed care and crispness, that same rigor of mind that must have preserved him in the war and in the camps and in the unions both before and after. I felt I was in the presence of a remarkable man—erratically wrinkled around the eyes. His brow and cheeks were smooth, pink even, like a boy’s. His eyes were small and watery and blue. He wore no glasses.

      “From the Holy Land?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I have never been there. Nor have I ever wished to go. It was enough for me that our Lord was from that place.”

      “You don’t mind if I ask you some questions?”

      “No. I have been interviewed many times.”

      “I want to ask you about the war and about the time you were in Sachsenhausen.”

      He looked at me keenly before he said, “You Jews are only interested in the war and the camps. Yes. It was a terrible time, but no worse than any other war. The first war was worse in many ways. But you Jews only want the second war. You think it is your war.”

      “Many of us died, and we were civilians, not soldiers.”

      “Many die in all the wars and most of the dead are civilians. You must learn to forget.”

      “Our strength is that we remember,” I said.

      “A mistake. The Swedes conquered us and butchered us and now they are our friends. Then the Russians came and did the same. Then the French. Then the Germans. Each time it was terrible. But now we are all friends. The lesson of history is to forget the past. That is how we survive. Even after Pearl Harbor, the Americans are friends with the Japanese. And look at the Germans.”

      “That’s what I want to talk about.”

      “The Germans were no worse than Napoleon or the Cossacks.”

      “Do you remember the end of the war?”

      “Yes.”

      “You were in Sachsenhausen.”

      “Yes.”

      “There was typhus in the camp.”

      “A terrible disease especially to the weak and malnourished. All were dying, prisoners and workers alike. There was no water to drink. Everything was filthy and dying. There was no food.”

      “And yet you gave away half a loaf of bread.”

      “No,” he said.

      The sun danced with shadow in the shredded garden. The sheer curtain stirred with the odor of wheat fields and manure.

      “You didn’t give a ration of bread to a sick man?”

      “Never.”

      “Toward the end there in Sachsenhausen? Just in the last days?”

      He was silent for a moment, but his clear eyes never wavered from my face.

      “I know what you mean,” he said at last. “I went to see Peter Kruglanski, a man from my quarter of Warsaw, who was dying of typhus. He had received his ration of bread the day before, and I wanted to see if he had eaten it. But Kruglanski was dead when I got to the workers’ barracks. The loaf of bread was under his blanket, his dirty hand still stuck in it. The bread would have been found by those who came to bury him, but at the end no one worked, and the dead lay among the living until the Russians came.”

      “That was the bread?”

      “Yes. I took it. Who better to inherit than I, his friend from Warsaw? I put it in my shirt.”

      “Then why did you give it away?”

      “Yes. I was hungry, you see, but not starving. Even at the end, I had some privilege and was not prepared to eat rotting potato peel—like some. I was still in the workers’ barracks, among the dead and the dying. The stench was awful. The lights were erratic because of the Russian advance. The electricity went on and off and on. And as I walked between the rows of corpses, I thought ‘This bread is surely contaminated. If I eat it, I will die.’ It was yesterday’s bread, you see, in the dirty hands of a man dead from typhus in the barracks where the very air was poisonous to breathe. I took the bread out of my shirt and left it on the chest of a dead man there. I didn’t give it away; I threw it away. Anyone willing to take contaminated bread off the body of a dead man could have it as far as I was concerned.”

      “Two days later the Russians arrived?”

      “Yes. Two or three days. I don’t remember. And when the Russians arrived, we ate like princes! Such feasting! Soup made from cabbage and potatoes. Tea with sugar. A little beet borscht. I have never eaten so happily or so well.”

      “Do you remember Oskar Wiznicienski?”

      “No.”

      “He also survived in the workers’ barracks until the Russians came.”

      “I don’t remember everyone.”

      “A Jew,” I said.

      “Really? A Jew? What was he doing in the workers’ barracks? It was not allowed.”

      “He was imprisoned as a thief, not as a Jew. He was the one you gave the bread to.”

      “Impossible.” He sat quite still. “I put the contaminated bread on the body of a dead man.” He leaned forward in his chair and looked me evenly in the eye.

      “I would never have given that bread to a Jew,” he said.

      Out in the driveway beyond the garden, my driver was polishing his ancient car in erratic sunlight. He saw me watching through the window and gaily waved his snotty handkerchief.
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      Avshalom showered the freckles of moshav muck from his body and, although it was only Wednesday, he washed his hair. He came out of the bathroom, which had no door, into the disheveled bedroom, toweling the dainty water from his back. He stood at the open second-story window. He saw the evening welling from the orchard of avocado trees he shared with his father-in-law and rising in the lane still muddy from the automatic sprinklers. The lane ended in a distant stand of trees, a dark shadow in the darkening landscape. An early owl perched in the spruce across the way and watched him. It called to him and waited. Then it flew off again, shaking dust from the bough, in search of softer prey.

      He draped the damp towel over the rail at the foot of the bed and crossed to the open closet. From the shelf, he unfolded a freshly laundered but unironed blue work shirt, left over from his days on the kibbutz at Sasa. Although the shorts he had just taken off were clean, he decided to change into a cleaner almost identical pair. He transferred his belt, change, handkerchief, and keys to the clean shorts and slipped into his sandals. He scrunched along the hall gritty with sand and into the kitchen. With the doors open and the wind blowing and the children running, it could not be otherwise.

      “Mmmm, there’s a good smell,” she said, cutting cucumbers for the salad.

      “You smell like strawberries in sunshine,” he said, nuzzling her behind the ear and kissing her where the uplifted hair was damp from the day and the cooking.

      “Well,” she laughed, turning down the fire under the noisy eggs, “I’ll smell better after I’ve finished cooking, had a shower, and put the other two to bed.”

      “You’re not coming with me, Hami?”

      “No,” said Nechama, rinsing her hands, “you can relive your past by yourself. I’ll be the clean-smelling girl in your bed when you return.”

      “I’m not reliving my past,” he protested. “Stacy and I were in college together.”

      “There’s no lover like a Harvard lover,” she said, kissing him properly. “I know from my experience.”

      “Come on. She married Eric, after all. Not me.”

      “The roommate who died.”

      There was no response to that. Avshalom had a cold surprise when he saw Eric’s name in the shiny alumni magazine which, together with elegant and articulate requests for financial contributions, the college sent with depressing regularity into this windswept collection of stony fields and ragged orchards in Israel.

      He had read her the brief obituary.

      Class of ‘88. Eric Percival Zilbersteen. November 10, in Brookline, MA, suddenly by misadventure. He was the theater and film reviewer for the Boston Globe and winner of the Pelham King Award for Short Fiction. Married in 1990 to the former Stacy Borsowitz (class of ‘89), he also leaves his parents, and a brother.

      “So now her husband’s dead and she’s come here,” Nechama continued. She took three tomatoes from the basket on the counter.

      “It’s one of those whirl-wind tours, Hami. Stacy didn’t come to see me.”

      “Funny that she should come to see her husband’s good old college roommate only after her husband has died,” said Nechama, cutting tomatoes for the salad.

      “What’s funny about that? Most Diaspora Jews come sooner or later. It’s a way of saying they’re Jewish.”

      “But she wrote you that letter,” said Nechama, scraping the cut tomatoes into the salad bowl.

      “Yes.”

      “Now she just wants to see you and ask something,” said Nechama, stripping an onion of its skin.

      “That’s what she said. Probably something about Eric. I don’t know.”

      “And you’re going to see her,” said Nechama, cutting into the onion.

      “It’s just here in Tel Aviv. You saw her schedule. This is the only time she’s free.”

      “Have a nice time reliving your past,” Nechama said, the knife flashing the onion into tiny shards.

      “Hey! Are you crying?”

      “Don’t be silly. It’s the onion,” she said brightly.

      —2—

      They escaped from the garish lobby of the Daniel Hotel with its grotesque chandeliers and shiny surfaces into the more subdued light of the bar.

      “This is more like it,” Stacy Zilbersteen said as they sat on low-slung tufted love seats in a corner by the darkened window. They sat on opposite sides of a low square table. A candle burning in a faceted crystal lamp was the only light between them. He sat back and crossed one bare leg over the other in a T. His dusty sandal dangled. She sat sideways on the leading edge of her seat, her pleated skirt falling in a graceful white arc from her knees to the floor in exactly the same arc that her smooth golden hair made falling from her forehead to her shoulder.

      As he looked at her over the crescent rim of his Goldstar beer, Avshalom tried to determine what made Stacy so American, what gave her, even in the dead heat of August, that blend of New England crispness, Boston grace, and Cambridge polish. He decided it was her escape from weather. Buffered from birth against discomfort, she assumed all rooms would be centrally heated against the cold and air conditioned against the summer’s heat. That American assumption gave her an air of energetic eagerness and a readiness to open new worlds with an iron wedge.

      “So you’re a kibbutz farmer now,” she said.

      He explained the difference between moshav and kibbutz and said, “but I am a farmer.”

      “Who ever would have thought when we left Harvard, Teddy, that you would be a farmer? You, of all people. It seems so … the antithesis of your spiritual potential. You were so socially committed. I remember when you taught English to Mexican migrant workers one summer and then worked as a guard in an integrated inner-city school in the Back Bay. Whatever became of your commitment to the impoverished and the dispossessed?”

      “Now I teach English to impoverished avocados,” Avshalom laughed, “and guard the dispossessed eggplant. With about the same rate of success, I might add.”

      She laughed too, but she also persisted. “And you wrote so beautifully.”

      He demurred with a smile.

      “I was so proud,” she went on, “when the American Repertory Theater put on ‘When Soft Was the Sun,’ a play by Ted Danziger at The Loeb. Robert Brustein wanted to take it to New York. Even the Crimson loved it,” she said, as though that were the ultimate accolade.

      “Well, they had to, didn’t they?” Avshalom laughed. “Eric wrote the review. He knew if he didn’t praise the play, I would short-sheet his bed and put frogs in it.”

      Stacy laughed too in that echoing musical way she had.

      So they talked about Eric and his pointless death—a city death by kids wilding at Revere Beach. Instead of giving up his wallet, he tried to talk to them about improving their lives. Avshalom recognized Eric’s disengaged, intellectual, liberal Jewish reaction that typically led him to sympathize with the migrants, the impoverished, the damaged, the homeless, and the Palestinians. So as he was talking, they knocked him down and stomped him.

      “You never had any children?” Avshalom asked.

      “No. You remember how he was. Managing Eric’s life was a full-time job. I had no time for children.” Then she turned her golden smile upon him. “But you’re married too, I hear.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have any children?” she asked.

      “Two of each.”

      “And your wife?”

      “She has two of each, too,” he laughed.

      “No, I meant …”

      “Her name is Nechama. Hami.”

      “What sort of name is that?” Stacy wanted to know.

      “A standard sort of Israeli name. It means Consolation. I have an Israeli name, too,” he said.

      “What’s Israeli about Theodore Danziger?”

      “Well, my name’s Avshalom Golani now.”

      “What? Avshalom Go-what?” She was upset. “Why do you have a new name?”

      “You took a new name when you got married,” he said. “You abandoned the Son of Bors to become the Silver Stone.”

      She was incredulous.

      “Why ever would you want a new name?”

      “It’s part of the prehistoric ritual for entering a new life.” He went on, amused at her disbelief. “New name. New clothes. New life. It’s official. Passport and everything.”

      “Well, let me tell you, it hasn’t been very funny for me to enter into my new life,” she said. “I’m a widow now. My life is lonely—and I don’t like to be alone.”

      She paused, remembering.

      “Oh, sure, after Eric died our friends would come over to extend their condolences. The couples were an affront to me, as if Eric’s death were something that I had done wrong which they were trying to convince me to correct. The women invariably talked while the husbands invariably lingered. And then one husband or the other would stop by on his way home from work to fix a leaking this or broken that and would offer to service me as if being a widow were somehow a return to an undesirable virginity.”

      He raised his glass to signal the waitress for another beer.

      “But that’s not what being a widow really is,” Stacy said. “Being a widow is like being born again.”

      Avshalom raised his eyebrows and looked at her.

      “I was suddenly free,” she went on. “I could do whatever I wanted, go anywhere, see anyone I pleased, without having to answer to any other person in the whole world. I was overwhelmed by the opening up of my life. It was—it is— exhilarating. Free. Absolutely and completely free. You have no idea what that is.”

      Avshalom absolutely looked at her being completely free.

      “And I was free to do things a second time. Bobby Frost was wrong. I can choose both ways and be one person. I can live my whole life over again if I want.”

      So here it comes, he thought.

      “And you’ve decided to start here in Israel,” he said.

      “Yes,” she said. “I thought I would start with you.”

      “Something you wanted to ask me.”

      “Yes. I want you to come back with me. I know you have talent. I’m convinced you have genius. I want you to know that it’s not too late.”

      “To do what?” he asked.

      “To start again. With me. The way it was always supposed to be. You owe it to yourself to achieve the fame you were born to achieve.”

      “Soooo,” he said evenly—and then added with seeming inappropriateness, “Is this your first trip to Israel?”

      Stacy considered quickly before she admitted, “I was here for about fourteen hours in 1990.”

      “Fourteen hours? With Eric?”

      “No, before I married. I landed at Lod and took a cab to Sasa, the driver didn’t know where it was, and then once I got there—it took about five hours—no one knew where you were. In the army some place.”

      Avshalom looked at her for a moment before he continued as though he were asking about her tour.

      “What have you seen in Israel this time?”

      “Oh, everything,” she said, dismissing the irrelevant.

      “Yes,” he smiled ironically. “It’s one of the advantages of a small country. You can see everything in a short time.”

      “Well, I have seen everything,” she insisted. She paused and then said softly, evenly. “I’ll never understand how you could have left what you had in the states to come here, to bury your talent in the desert. And change your way of life. Even change your name.”

      Stacy looked at him keenly, trying to pierce his rumpled shirt, his dusty, scruffy sandals, to get to the skin she once had memorized. They were sitting in the subdued light of a bar that could have been overlooking the sea in Swampscott or Marblehead. They were surrounded by people wearing American clothes, drinking American drinks.

      “The Ted Danziger I remember,” she continued, “loved music and books. He wrote dialogue like an angel. He had the chance to open a play on Broadway when he was twenty-one. Instead, you disappeared. You left all this,” she spread her arms, “for … for a frightful desert filled with soldiers with guns and Arabs who want to kill you. It’s dangerous and terrifying, the opposite end of the world from Boston. How could you have?”

      Since it was a question that required no answer, he sipped his beer.

      “Don’t you remember who you were?”

      “I know who I am,” he said.

      “I know who you used to be,” she insisted. “But I don’t know who you are anymore. You’re not the man I thought you were.”

      “I never was the man you thought I was.”

      “I thought you loved me once,” she said.

      “I did.”

      “So what happened?”

      “I fell in love with …”

      “Nechama?”

      “Well, yes, but I was going to say that I fell in love with this country first.”

      Again, she looked at him with incredulity.

      “You fell in love with a country?” she said. “With this country? This dirt-poor, rocky, hot, unbearable, wounded country where nothing grows but stones? You’re joking.”

      He looked at his watch. Not far from where he was joking, the sprinklers among the fig trees would be shutting down. Water was collecting at the end of the glistening leaves, gathering in the lobes, and dropping silently into the night. The ground lines among the red and green bell peppers would engorge with water now and drip into the wounded fields.

      “And its history. And its people. And its calendar,” Avshalom continued.

      “We have history, people, and a calendar in the United States, too,” she said.

      “What do I care,” he said in return, “about the Battle of Cowpens or the Viet Nam war? The Tingaling Indians or Halloween?”

      “You have family in the states.”

      He paused before he said, “It’s only biological.”

      She was not to be convinced.

      “How can you possibly love a country more than a person?”

      “Ahhh,” he said.

      “What do you mean, ‘ahhh’?”

      “Here we see,” he said, uncrossing the T he had made with his legs, “the fundamental Romanticism of our education. We learned to privilege the sanctity of the individual above everything else.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said.

      Avshalom sat forward on the well-worn love seat. “Remember that ethical nugget we used to delight in when we were children in college? How did it go? ‘If ever I am presented with the choice of betraying my country or my friend, I hope to God I have the courage to betray my country.’”

      “So?” she responded. “I still believe in the sanctity of the individual. I only have one life to live and it’s going to be the best I can possibly make it for me. And you have only one life to live too, Ted, and you’re throwing it away in the desert.”

      “But I no longer think friendship more important than patriotism,” he said. “Here I could never betray my country.”

      “You already betrayed your country by coming here.”

      “But this is my country,” he said.

      She could only say, “I’ll never understand how you could possibly choose this country over your genius—over me and everything I have to share with you. Money. Security. Boston—and the life we could live there. And the chance to achieve the fame you were born to achieve.”

      “I know,” he said.

      She looked at him perplexed. “What do you know?” she asked.

      “You’ll never understand.”

      —3—

      He turned off the road to Tulkarm, away from the sparkling hillside before him, and on to the black secondary road until he came to the crushed stone road that led toward the moshav. The headlights of the car drowned out the starlight and made the night seem black. The gate was still open, but Avram had just come up and was standing by to close and lock it behind him. Avshalom stopped the car beside his father-in-law.

      “A good evening, Avshi,” said Avram, smiling at the strange American his daughter had chosen to marry. “Everything okay?”

      “Hey, grandfather,” Avshalom said in greeting. “Do you want Tzvi and Daphna to help with the flowers tomorrow?”

      “I need everyone I can get. Send Dror and Noa, too.”

      “Six and four?” Avshalom laughed. “But they can never be too young to help with the harvest, can they?”

      “Igal’s home,” Avram said.

      The two men smiled at each other. They knew what it was to be home from Lebanon.

      “Every day a miracle,” Avram said.

      “See you tomorrow,” said Avshalom as Avram stood back from the car and waved him into the safety of the community.

      He drove carefully. Though the road within the moshav was paved, it fell off sharply into drainage ditches on both sides. There were no streetlights, but yellow lamplight or the blue light from television sets marked where the houses were.

      He pulled into the drive and turned off the engine. Only then was he aware of the noise it had made. He stood a moment beside the creaking car as it settled down for the night. He waited for his eyes to become accustomed to darkness and his ear attuned to the night—the racket of crickets, the belching of frogs, the buzz of insects, and the swing of the wing of owl and bat busy about the night’s slaughter. Behind the house, a domestic cat crept stealthily along the line between the trim grass and the field, paused, and carefully entered the taller grass beyond.

      As usual, the back door was open and a small light glowed above the stove. He scrunched up the stairs and looked in on the sleeping children before making his way to the bedroom.

      “Hi,” said Nechama in a low night voice.

      “Hi,” he whispered as he sat on her side of the bed.

      “How was it?”

      “Okay.”

      “What did she want?”

      “Stacy? She reminded me of something I have to do.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing important. I’ll tell you about it in the morning.”

      “Mmmmnh.”

      “Night.”

      “Night,” she said.

      “You smell good,” he said.

      She reached a warm arm out from under the sheet, hooked his neck, and drew him to her. He kissed her gently.

      As he came out through the back of the house, he took a mattock from the tumble of tools leaning against the toolshed in the garden. The crumbling cardboard box he wanted was in the lower left-hand drawer of the worktable in the shed where he repaired small motors and faulty tools.

      He swung down the lane away from the house, past the avocado orchard and the mango trees. His feet were cool in the black air of the lane wet with dew as the earth absorbed the cold starry sky. The potato or the onion fields would not do because of the way they were harvested, but somewhere among the tangle of melons he stopped and dug a hole. The mattock blade flashed in the moonlight as it plunged again and again into the loamy earth. He put the decaying box into the hole and covered it over with dirt.

      Before the field was harrowed, the worms would find it out. By the end of the year, with the first rains, it would begin to molder and rot. It would soak in the heavier winter rains that fell between Hanukkah and Purim. Before Pesach and the spring flowers, all the decrepit words he had written would dissolve and run together. By Remembrance Day and Independence Day, they would melt into the stony soil.

      As he stood from his labor, he looked out toward the small dark stand of trees, close to him now, at the end of the lane where the moonlight was shining on the sillion the tractor raised. In the starry light, he could just make out the jagged outline beneath the trees.

      White stones set perpendicular to the earth.

      The year each stone was planted had been carefully marked.

      And each stone had a name.

      One stone bore the name of Nechama’s husband who did not return from Lebanon.
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