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For Zoey




When the Baal Shem Tov was near his death, a student came to him with a written book and said, ‘These are your words which I have written down. This is the Torah of Rabbi Israel.’


The Master read what was written, and said, ‘Not one word of this is my Torah.’


Hassidic Legend, trans. Meyer Levin
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PART ONE


GEHINNOM AND AFTERWARDS




Chapter One


It is told:


Before Yosef died, the three Rosenthal children were summoned in turn to the attic where he’d spent his final decade, a bedroom with an en-suite and adjoining kitchen, all sheeted in a layer of dust; the last cleaner had given notice weeks earlier, and there’d been no need for a replacement. Tovyah, being the youngest, went third. No one said this was going to be the last time he would speak to his grandfather, but he wasn’t allowed up before he’d washed his face and changed into a clean shirt. His mother put one hand on his shoulder while she dragged a brush through his knotted hair. 


‘That hurts,’ he said.


‘Life hurts,’ she replied, and straightened his collar.


He found the old man piled under blankets and propped up by several pillows, his posture not of relaxation but collapse. Zeide’s eyes were screwed shut and Tovyah thought he’d fallen asleep. But then Zeide said his name, as though reminding himself what the boy was called. 


‘I’m here,’ Tovyah said.


Blinking a few times, the old man opened his eyes. He wanted to know if his grandson was doing well in school. Of course! Nineteen out of twenty in his latest maths homework, and no one else got more than fifteen. He left out the part where, after class, Jack Thomas rewarded his success with a Chinese burn. 


Zeide coughed, then resumed his perpetual frown. ‘Gut.’ 


Tovyah had grown up terrified of his grandfather. His earliest memory was of firing marbles across the floor with Elsie, ecstatically happy until Zeide thundered down from the attic and screamed at them. ‘Five minutes together of peace! What’s so hard?’ The old man waved his stick in the air, and Tovyah had feared the beak of the eagle-shaped grip would come swooping down towards him. 


But illness had transformed the man. These days his hands wobbled and his speech was choked. Looking closely, Tovyah could see a line of red beneath each of his grand­father’s faded eyes, almost colourless themselves, like raw egg whites. As for the tautness in his bearing, the sharp edges, the irresistible glowering that could force even his mother into submission – all of that was gone.


Now Zeide’s breathing grew hoarse and uneven. Tovyah wondered if it might stop altogether, if he was about to witness the moment the line was crossed. Could the old man die before his eyes? What then? Sam Morris, who on weekends derived great frustration and a little sadistic pleasure from hammering basic Hebrew into kids like Tovyah, was cagey when asked about the afterlife. ‘That’s not for us to know,’ he’d say, before changing the subject.


Zeide’s breathing returned to a steady rhythm. Attempting to push himself upright, he beckoned the boy closer. So this was it, the reason he was here. Now he would receive his grandfather’s parting gift, the great revelation, something he’d carry with him through the course of his life.


‘Don’t make me shout,’ Zeide warned. Tovyah approached his bed. 


Doggedly, the old man rose and sank against the headboard until he reached a stalemate. The effort seemed to do him good. His voice rang out clearer now, more insistent. ‘The second son is very special. Abel was the second son, Isaac was the second son, and Jacob was the second son. I was the second son, and you also are the second son. Not Gideon, you.’ 


Unsure if a response was expected, Tovyah kept his mouth shut. He’d heard this sermon before. Zeide continued. ‘Tell me. You believe in God?’


The question struck, a blow from the dark. ‘Of course,’ Tovyah said. His toes pressed into the carpet.


‘No, not of course.’


Zeide coughed again and there was silence. 


‘Let me show you.’ With pitiful slowness, the way he now performed every little action, he tugged at the sleeve of his nightshirt. Tovyah wished his grandfather would stop, and not expose that ancient limb. 


‘You know what this is?’ Zeide asked, holding the raised sleeve above the elbow.


Tovyah stared at the white forearm and couldn’t speak. The goose flesh, those horrible black marks. 


‘And you know what it means?’


Tovyah nodded. 


‘You don’t know. It means there are people who think they decide who is human and who is not human.’ He paused, scratched his sagging elbow, and went on. ‘It has no point, a life without God. What meaning is there? Don’t shake your head. What means something to you?’ 


There was nothing to say. 


‘You think God cares you don’t believe in Him? God laughs.’


Still Tovyah didn’t speak. And soon, he didn’t have to; Zeide, having expended what small reserves of energy remained, drooped against his pillows. His eyes closed. When he spoke again, he asked his grandson if he had seen Ariel lately. Tovyah was used to this kind of talk, the dropped threads, the questions from nowhere. But he’d never known anyone called Ariel. 


His grandfather continued. ‘Elsie plays with him sometimes, doesn’t she? He’s only a little boy. Be gentle.’


‘With who?’


‘Ariel! Listen. He has colour on his face. Here.’


Zeide was tapping the ridge of his eyebrow, and Tovyah felt his memory prickling. The dimmest of recollections, a shadow at the edge of his mind. On some distant night, he’d been woken by voices from Elsie’s room. He’d tiptoed over, wondering who Elsie could be talking to. There was a little light spilling from the open door. And when he peeped through the crack, he saw Elsie’s face lit up by her reading lamp. Sitting on the end of the bed, with hands folded in his lap, was a boy his own age. No one he knew. And above his eye was a dark patch, reminding Tovyah of the dappling you get on cows. When he spoke, the language that came out was not English. 


Tovyah couldn’t be sure if this was a true memory, or something he’d dreamt. It was so watery in his mind. Zeide, meanwhile, was squirming.


‘Where am I going?’ he said. 


Tovyah didn’t understand. 


‘Will they keep me locked up, or set me free?’


The boy lowered his gaze. No answer was required; his grandfather was talking nonsense to himself again. 


‘Listen!’ Zeide said, alert to his grandson’s presence once more. ‘Watch out for Elsie. And Gideon. The second son protects the others, yes? He carries the torch. Now help me change my pillows. They’re scratching. Filthy chicken feathers!’ When this was done, he told Tovyah to refill the glass by the side of his bed. For a moment, the boy lingered. Was there nothing more? His grandfather’s bent finger and fierce eyes sent him on his way. 


Before he reached the kitchen, he was ambushed by his brother and sister on the landing. They led him to Elsie’s room, and Gideon shut the door. ‘So?’


Tovyah was conflicted. Elsie was his closest ally in the family; the perfect daughter, she always defended his minor lapses to their parents – chocolate and milk within a few hours of Sunday roast, flicking the light one sleepless Sabbath to see where he was peeing. But Gideon made him uncomfortable. His brother was sixteen now, had a man’s hard voice, and made a point of standing in front of the bathroom mirror, door wide open, his face slathered in shaving cream. It wasn’t just his body that had changed. His interests were evolving too; he no longer participated in the games and fantasies that filled Tovyah and Elsie’s free time. 


Gideon was speaking again. ‘Come on, Tuvs! He told me I was the spitting image of his brother Mendl, who I guess was some kind of war hero, and then he said I was gonna move to Israel. And he basically told Elsie she’s a prophet.’


Elsie clicked her tongue. ‘He said I hear the voice of God.’


‘Same diff. What did you get?’


Tovyah glanced from his brother’s face, filled out like risen dough, to his sister’s. He wanted to talk to Elsie alone. 


‘He said the second son is special. You know, like Isaac.’


Gideon waited a moment, expecting more. ‘That’s it? You got a Torah lesson? I know you’re not his favourite, but man, that sucks.’


Elsie looked like she was working something out. ‘Did Zeide forget how to count? I’m pretty sure the second child is me.’


Gideon shook his head. ‘You’re a girl. Girls aren’t sons.’


‘Don’t be so literal.’


If Tovyah mentioned that Zeide had tasked him with protecting the others, he knew he’d be laughed at. Why didn’t he get any wondrous predictions about his future, something he could boast about with his brother? Like so much else, it wasn’t fair. 


‘And he showed me his tattoo!’ he blurted. 


‘No way,’ Gideon said. 


‘I swear!’


Gideon laughed. ‘Of course he showed you the arm. He’s always whipping it out.’ He yanked up the sleeve of his shirt, looked down at his own forearm, and gasped in mock horror.


Elsie slapped Gideon’s knee. ‘It’s his first time seeing it.’ 


‘All right, all right, fair enough,’ Gideon said, pulling down his sleeve. ‘That shit is pretty real. Specially at your age. Was there, like, a reason he showed you?’


Tovyah said Zeide just wanted him to see it. 


‘You sure he wasn’t threatening you?’


‘I’m sure.’


‘My first time was on holiday. Bournemouth or Cromer or somewhere, one of those little bitch towns on the English coast they used to drag us to. This was before your time, Tuvs. We got undressed on the beach, and I said, “Zeide, you’ve got a tattoo! Awesome!”’ 


‘I expect he hit you,’ Elsie said.


‘You’re damn right. “Nu, nu,” he said. “Zis iz nawt awesome.” Thumped me round the back of my head so hard I fell over. Hannah told me he never wanted the tattoo, that bad men put it on him. And for years, I thought the old guy was some kind of gangster.’


Satisfied there was nothing more to wring out of his little brother, Gideon left to cook dinner – something he said Eric and Hannah would be in no mood to do. Calling their parents by name was another thing that made Gideon so different, suddenly. Elsie was less impressed. She said it was pretentious, a word Tovyah didn’t know. 


Now that the two of them were alone, Elsie studied her younger brother. Her expression softened. ‘Did Zeide also tell you he wants to be incinerated?’


Another word Tovyah didn’t know. But he was a quick child, and in a flash the meaning came to him. A black gate holding back terrible light, an orange glow, flames. The smell of ashes, like after a barbeque. 


Unable to sleep a few nights before, Tovyah had wandered from his room and settled at the top of the stairs. Gripping the banisters, he’d listened to a puzzling conversation his parents were having in the living room below. An argument. According to his mother, Zeide wanted to be cremated. The last few months, she’d gone up to the attic daily, just to sit and hear the old man talk. This in itself was odd; she’d always had a distant, even frosty relationship with her father-in-law. But since she’d got it into her head to write a book about his life story, the two were inseparable. This, Eric did not like. 


Nor did he like the idea of cremation. ‘Impossible,’ he declared. And Tovyah, slinking down several steps to hear better, understood why. The law commands that the dead must be buried. Anything else is a desecration. 


‘Yes,’ Tovyah said now to Elsie, speaking very seriously. ‘He doesn’t want to be buried under the ground.’ 


Elsie smiled. ‘Who does?’ 


Tovyah still had the empty glass with him when he left his sister’s room. As it turned out, the request for water was the last thing he heard his grandfather say. When he returned to the attic, he found the old man sleeping with his mouth open, teeth bared, and a little drool running down his chin. Snoring uncomfortably, Zeide fought to dislodge something at the back of his throat, while Tovyah crept from the room.


All the next day, nothing happened – no one died. Elsie was noticeably quiet, keeping her door closed throughout the afternoon. At dinner, she bolted her pasta and asked to be excused from the table before either of her siblings had finished. Alone once more, she worked on a long poem for her grandfather. When she read it aloud to the family the following morning, Tovyah thought it was beautiful. Though some passages were hard to understand, the final image imprinted itself with total clarity: a silhouette receding into a dark tunnel, following in the path of a smaller, murkier shape, a boy’s shadow. Elsie wanted to chase the figure of her grandfather before he disappeared, but she had to let him go. If she chased him, she was afraid of the face that might turn to meet her.


‘I don’t like it,’ Hannah said. She did not believe in fulsome praise. She believed, without having been told, that her children appreciated her honesty. She believed everyone appreciated her honesty. 


‘I think it’s wonderful,’ said Eric, whose preference for his daughter above his other two children was an open secret.


‘Tunnel as symbol for death? It’s a whopping cliché.’


‘She’s thirteen! To you it’s a cliché, to her it’s a discovery.’ 


Elsie bristled. ‘I’m not a child, Dad.’ 


‘Ignore your mother. It’s a lovely metaphor. A variation on an ancient trope.’ 


‘But it’s not a metaphor,’ Elsie said. ‘It’s a description. A metaphor is something that isn’t really happening.’ 


That evening, when Tovyah’s mother pushed open his bedroom door and finally delivered the news, he had an urge to go upstairs and look. He had seen a dead mouse, flattened against the curb with blood pooling round its head, but he’d never seen a dead person. Not even in pictures. ‘It’s OK if you want to cry,’ Hannah said. She was not crying. She kissed her youngest on the top of his head and left the room. Gideon was out with friends at the time, officially playing five-a-side, unofficially doing who knows what. The report of Zeide’s death filled Tovyah with a coiled unease. Once, playing a game with Elsie in which they’d imagined themselves arctic explorers, he’d been trapped in his mother’s wardrobe. When his sister left the room tittering, he couldn’t find the handle to let himself out. Panic-stricken, he threw his shoulder against the door, and cried for help. Nobody came. Again he cried out but still nobody came. Soon his shoulder hurt and his mind spun. He groped among the coats and dresses, felt something rough against his face. When he stopped crying and listened, he couldn’t hear a sound. A frightening realisation swept through him: if, for a joke, Elsie had gone out, there was no one in the house. Only Zeide, cocooned in his attic. Eventually, he found the interior handle, just within reach. But if he hadn’t? How long would he have spent enclosed in that dark space, bellowing sporadically? Impossible to say. There would have been no way to measure the passing seconds. Just indivisible darkness, folds and folds of limp cloth. 


No wonder his grandfather didn’t want to be interred: he didn’t want to be packed into a small box for eternity, shouting at darkness, slack linen against his face. 


*


Although Yosef Rosenthal kept little company in his final years, an impressive crowd met the coffin at the burial ground. All of Eric and Hannah’s friends, the adults who populated Tovyah’s universe outside of school, showed up. Up front was Sam Morris, his black yarmulke an island on the sea of his bald head, his eyes like a pigeon’s, broadcasting disbelief. Behind him walked Ida from the kosher butchers, who sometimes made jokes Tovyah didn’t get and that turned his face red. Then came Bryn Cohen and his second wife Clare; the Konigsbergs and all their stocky children; Freddy Marx with the knot of his tie loose as a schoolboy’s; Jane and Jonathan Strasfogel, swapping pleasantries with Benny Michaelson, whose father had married out, bestowing on him the humiliation of converting. (Rumours, there were, of adult circumcision.) As they approached the newly dug hole in the ground, Gideon kicked Tovyah’s ankle and directed his attention to Ruth and Rebecca Solomon, sometime baby-sitters, and heroines of much nocturnal speculation. They were trailed by unmarried Lotte (let us not forget her in our prayers); all three Shaw sisters; Yehuda with his repulsive face-mole; and enormous Harry Nathan arm-in-arm with slim, six-footed Vera, a couple once described by Hannah as the dish who ran away with the spoon. There were as many faces again that Tovyah didn’t recognise. All black-garbed, solemn-eyed, and silent, as if to bid goodbye to a departing era. Was Zeide so important? 


Rabbi Grossman, clutching his script in his tiny hands, took a few goes to unclog his throat. In an interval between Hebrew incantations, he praised (in English) Yosef Rosenthal’s heroism as a witness and a survivor, a man who refused to give up no matter what, as evidenced by a sight no less miraculous than that of his adult son, and his three beautiful grandchildren. By the law of averages, none of them had any right to be born. And yet despite tremendous forces of antagonism, here they were today, healthy, united, and loving.


At this moment, Eric placed a hand on each of his son’s shoulders, and Tovyah had the strange sense that without their support, Eric would fall down on the spot. He had never seen his father cry before. Looking up at that familiar face, transformed by grief, Tovyah flushed with guilt; he’d thought only Elsie was upset. Soon, he too was crying. 


Like any verbal will whose instructions confound its listeners, Yosef’s final wishes were simply ignored. Following centuries of custom, Eric decreed that his father would be wrapped in his tallit and buried in East Ham Cemetery next to Janet of beloved memory. Only Elsie objected. As the body was lowered, she stood back, clicking her tongue. And when her mother handed her a small round stone to place on the grave, she stowed it away in her pocket. ‘This is all wrong,’ she said. Elsie was drawing attention to herself now, but Hannah let it go. ‘Funerals do funny things to people,’ Eric said later. 


Afterwards, the family huddled in the attic and sat shiva along with various honoured guests invited to complete the minyan. There was much weeping and rocking back and forth. All the mirrors in the house were covered with black cloth, and for seven days the portals to those illusory depths were closed.


That was in summer, the last of the century. And so, Yosef Rosenthal, child of the twenties, never made it to the new millennium. He was a Jew born into Warsaw’s lower middle class, whose first home was long ago obliterated by ancient hatreds and modern politics well beyond the reach of his imagination. As the course of his life bundled him across first countries then eras, his memories of childhood came to seem no more than a series of pleasant tales, an evening’s diversion. Meanwhile, the surviving world made less sense with each passing year, until, by the end, coughing away his last hours in that dusty attic, he hardly believed in it at all. 




Chapter Two


Elsie kept hold of the stone her mother had given her on the day of the funeral. Grey with white striations, it had a perfectly formed hole to one side, as though it had been drilled. She took to rolling it between her fingers while she talked, and when she was anxious, she would clasp it to her chest. No one in the family remembered where the stone had come from, and soon they stopped remarking on these new habits. 


In the park, one day, Elsie’s school friends saw her toying with it for the first time. Everyone noticed, but it was Meredith who commented. 


‘What’s with the rock? That your new boyfriend?’


Meredith had a fat smile that revealed a little too much pink gum. When she found something ridiculous, as she did now, she would shake her frizzy hair and wince. In their circle of friends, Elsie was better-liked and, as both girls knew it, Meredith was always looking for opportunities to bring her down a notch. There were a few of them in the park that day, legs dangling from motionless swings. 


Elsie stood up and turned to face the group. ‘You can do a lot with a stone,’ she said.


‘Eww gross,’ one of the other girls said. A few of them laughed.


‘I wasn’t talking about that.’ Elsie lifted the stone level with her cheeks and crooked her elbow, as if she was about to let fly. Meredith flinched.


‘What’s the most violent thing everyone’s ever done?’ Elsie asked. No one answered. Elsie continued, ‘If you ever catch a fish, you have to hold it by the tail and smash its brains against a rock.’ She tensed her bicep a moment, then, slowly, slowly, lowered her arm. Her father hated all blood sports, and no one had ever taken her fishing. 


Afterwards, there were no more jokes. For a brief spell that August, Meredith and a few of the others picked around in the soil of their parents’ back gardens, searching for pebbles, and would sometimes choose one to carry around for a bit. But they never really saw the point, and the fad soon died out. 


*


Come autumn, some way into the first term of the new academic year, Elsie’s English teacher called in Hannah and Eric for a meeting. Ms Varden had concerns about their daughter, which she preferred not to mention over the phone. An unexpected summons. As far as Hannah and Eric knew, Elsie had always been a model pupil.


Mrs Wilson, round-cheeked and heavily pregnant in a loose floral dress, met them at reception, then led them to Ms Varden’s room. Wilson was the Head of English, apparently, and would be sitting in on the meeting. ‘Just for support.’


Hannah strode into the room first, letting the teacher hold the door. You’d never know this commanding woman, suited and high-heeled, felt anxious about the encounter, for reasons she herself could not name. In the carpark outside the school, she’d had the distinct urge to throw up. Now she took her seat opposite Varden – younger than Wilson, and slightly better dressed – and waited for her husband to follow. 


To one side of the room was a row of blue and green lockers that recalled the changing areas at the public swimming pool. Inside those tall metal boxes, no doubt, were textbooks and diaries, a few crinkled love-letters, and perhaps the odd stash of cigarettes. In Hannah’s day the school lockers had been grey, and no stickers were permitted on the outside. Even so, she had loved them. Having your own key and a locked door barring access to your possessions gave you a terrific, adult feeling. The tables and chairs were wooden with a dark varnish, and on the walls various posters displayed the talent and creativity of the girls of 4B. But where was Elsie’s work? None of the displays bore her name. Was it possible that her projects were not deemed worthy? Hannah’s brilliant daughter, whose precocious creativity was maturing under her influence – surely some mistake. Just look at the stuff that had made the cut. 


Mrs Wilson asked if anyone would like a cup of tea, or a biscuit maybe. There were no takers.


‘Do you sometimes help Elsie with her homework?’ Ms Varden asked. ‘If she’s given an essay to write for history or for English, does she show it to you?’ Through the lenses of her glasses, thick and wide, her eyes stretched beyond the limits of her face, an effect both clownish and mildly sinister.


Hannah said, ‘Our children are very independent. I hope you don’t think they’re handing in work that’s not their own.’


‘Nothing like that.’


Eric shifted in his chair. ‘Generally, Elsie shuts herself in her room to do her schoolwork. Her grandfather used to look over her work with her sometimes, especially when she was younger. More on the maths side though – he was good with numbers.’


‘He passed away recently, didn’t he? Must be tough on Elsie.’


Ms Varden nodded as she spoke, and for a little while after she finished speaking. The Head of Department frowned sympathetically.


‘We get by,’ Eric said, just as the teacher’s head slowed to a stop. 


‘I’m afraid this isn’t going to be easy,’ Ms Varden said. ‘As you know, I take the girls for English, and lately, well for a while now, some of the things Elsie writes have been . . . what would you say, Maggie?’


‘Concerning,’ Mrs Wilson suggested.


‘Concerning. Yes.’


Hannah asked how so.


‘To put it bluntly, Elsie has a violent imagination. This week, for instance, she wrote a story about a young woman whose father, after returning from war, tied her to a fence, bound her hands behind her back, and then set her on fire, while all the neighbours watched from their front gardens.’


Mrs Wilson’s eyes widened. There was a brief silence, which Eric broke. ‘What was the assignment?’


‘To write a story about a family reunion,’ Ms Varden replied.


This was not the only example. Another story centred on a girl named Dinah, who fell in love with her own rapist, a foreigner. When her brothers discovered the affair, they approached the boy’s parents and proposed a marriage that would unite the two families. Then, having lulled the foreigners into a false state of security, Dinah’s brothers slaughtered the lot of them. Mrs Wilson hoped it went without saying that xenophobia was not tolerated at the school. In a third story, Ms Varden carried on, a young man has a premonition of his own death when he sees the ghost of his father. 


Hearing these things, Eric wondered how well he knew his daughter. Elsie wrote all that? The same Elsie who insisted on eating her salad with ketchup, who often narrated her actions in scraps of song, Now I’m going up the stairs / To have a bath and wash my hairs? The Elsie who only last week cried over a bad roll in family monopoly? The one with the impish overbite, the little girl whose blue scrunchies found their way to every floor and carpet in the house? That same Elsie was now fantasising about rape, immolation, and mass death? 


Hannah had a different question in mind. ‘Was it any good?’ 


‘Excuse me?’


‘Elsie’s story. Were you impressed? Or did it simply get you reaching for the parents’ phone number?’


‘Literary merit is not really the point here,’ Mrs Wilson said.


Hannah begged to differ. If her daughter was just coming up with horrible images, hoping to shock teachers, then that was pornography. But if she was producing something with real power, then wasn’t that the aim? Or would she rather the girls wrote stories like the pictures on the wall: garish, saccharine, unserious.


‘Perhaps you’d be a better judge of this than me,’ Ms Varden said. ‘From a purely academic standpoint, I have no worries about your daughter. But where does she get these ideas?’


To Eric and Hannah, that was obvious. They never kept things from their daughter; her own curiosity set the limits. And since Yosef’s death, she’d spent more time closed up in her room, fondling that stone, reading. Especially scripture. The sacrificed child was Jephthah’s from the Book of Judges, and Dinah was one of Jacob’s daughters. 


‘It’s all in the Tanakh,’ Hannah said. 


‘She means the Old Testament,’ Eric said.


‘This is not a religious school,’ Mrs Wilson put in. ‘Here, in our English classes, we focus on secular literature.’


Hannah tried not to smile. ‘You must be joking. Secular literature only. What, so no Chaucer, no Milton?’


Confused, Mrs Wilson turned to her younger colleague. 


‘Elsie told me you were readers,’ Ms Varden said. 


Hannah laughed. It was obvious now. Elsie had been mocking these absurd ladies. 


‘I don’t see what’s funny,’ Mrs Wilson said.


How much this moment resembled a dream. The school in which there were no children, the classroom that was also a changing room. Look how they were discussing Elsie, but the Elsie in this dream world was not the same as the one she knew. Elsie was happy, she sang every day of her life. And yet these women, these supposed English teachers who didn’t read books, were saying her daughter was broken and needed fixing.


Eric put his hand on Hannah’s knee. 


‘We’re very grateful for you calling us in like this,’ he said. ‘And I can see why Elsie’s choice of subjects is worrying you. But I don’t think there’s anything to get excited about. She misses her grandfather, and she’s passionate about scripture. My father was too.’


Ms Varden removed her glasses and, with a licked thumb, peeled an eyelash from one of the lenses. She was quite pretty, really, when you looked at her. Young, too. Twenty-three, twenty-four at the most. 


Squinting, the teacher said she was worried about the effect Elsie was having on the other girls. ‘They’re frightened of her. I know this must be difficult to hear. But she makes them do things that are against their nature. They misbehave. Sometimes, when they all get together, they can be cruel.’ 


Earlier that week, a girl in Elsie’s form – no need to name names – was found by a prefect crying in the school library, angry red marks along her neck. The prefect took her to Mrs Larsson, her Head of Year, who soon got the story out. It seems the girl had been pressured by her classmates into playing this horrible game, where someone lies prone, and one of her friends pushes down on her neck until she passes out. The game was known, apparently, as ‘seeing the other side’. They had lectured the year group, of course, on the dangers of what they’d been doing, and an article was circulated about a student at another school who never came round after blacking out. Anyone who was involved henceforth would be immediately suspended. 


‘But what does this have to do with Elsie?’ Eric asked. ‘Or her stories? I thought that’s why we’re here.’


‘What I’m about to say is going to sound a little strange, so bear with me. Sometimes the things Elsie writes come true.’ 


She’d written a story in which a beloved pet fish was poisoned, and a week later the goldfish at the top of the L building were found belly-up on the surface. It seemed she was getting the other girls to act out her fantasies. And the phrase ‘seeing the other side’ was used again and again in her stories. Mrs Wilson and Ms Varden could hardly ignore the situation. They wanted Elsie to begin therapy sessions with the school counsellor immediately. They would closely monitor the girl, and hopefully in time she could have back the same liberties as any of her peers.


The clock on the back wall ticked off fifteen, twenty seconds. Hannah dragged her chair forward a few inches.


‘Let me get this right. Your students are getting up to dangerous activities in their breaks, and on the basis of a single sentence in a short story, you’re blaming my daughter? And now you think Elsie and her friends are going to burn one of your girls at the stake? So you want her to go for a cup of hot cocoa with some quack once—’


‘Mrs Rosenthal, please—’


‘Once a week with some quack, and that’s going to fix everything. That’s what you’re saying here. Yes? I’ve seen some things, believe me, but never in my life have I encountered ridiculousness, downright—’ 


‘Darling—’


‘—downright stupidity on this scale. It’s just a shame you weren’t around to confiscate the pen from William Shakespeare before the maniac started blinding pensioners. It’s a pity you—’


Losing her breath midsentence, Hannah stopped speaking and the outpouring was cut short; whatever climax she was working towards had to be imagined from her warlike expression, her face almost within kissing distance. 


‘If you can’t remain civil, I am going to have to end this meeting,’ Mrs Wilson said. 


Eric nodded.


In a chastened voice, Ms Varden asked if they would agree to the plan of action. If not, the situation would be discussed by the senior leadership team. They couldn’t rule out disciplinary measures. 


On the drive home, Eric and Hannah talked it over. Eric agreed the teachers were both fools, and yet the meeting had unsettled him. Didn’t those stories worry Hannah? She claimed not. Elsie was a teenager. She was on the cusp of adult life, she was grieving, her body was flooded with hormones, and she was just discovering what sex and death are all about. ‘Even a frummer kid like you must have gone through something similar. A hysterical teacher is the last thing she needs.’ 


‘True,’ Eric conceded, not wholly convinced. He was more annoyed than he let on by Hannah’s reference to his teenage years, of which she understood nothing. 


‘But I don’t think the woman’s concerns are baseless.’ 


Something disturbed him that he did not mention to Hannah. Later, much later, he would wonder why he hadn’t come out and said it right then. The apparition of the father as a harbinger of death is not a biblical idea. He’d have to look it up when they got back, but he was reasonably sure it came from the writings of the Zohar, the book of splendour, whose pages Jews are forbidden to open before they reach the age of forty. Neither Hannah nor Eric were adherents of Kabbalah, but their bookshelves at home were well stocked, and it was obvious where Elsie had begun her explorations of mystical beliefs. Just then, having indicated late for a right turn, Eric was scolded by a horn-blast, a Volkswagen right up on his bumper. Hannah wound down her window, leaned out, and cried, ‘Nazi piece of shit!’


The next day, Elsie was asked by her geography teacher to hand over the stone she held in her left hand while she copied notes from the board. Elsie refused. The teacher insisted, but Elsie remained firm. She wasn’t doing anything wrong! The teacher said that a stone could be used as a weapon, to which Elsie asked if the teacher had ever seen what a pair of house keys can do to an eyeball? The whole class laughed then, and Elsie was sent to the Deputy Head’s office. 


Hearing all this on the phone later, Hannah bit her tongue. 


*


In her therapy sessions, Elsie spoke about the stories she’d written and her relationships with the other girls at school. She discussed her imaginary friends, too, including the spirit of her grandfather, and a ghostly little boy called Ariel who was searching for his parents. They talked about her studies, and they talked about bereavement, and they talked about healing. ‘There are things that happen, that you don’t get over or move past,’ the counsellor said. ‘And that’s OK. They become a part of you, for better and for worse.’ 


On another day, in a different session, she said, ‘It’s fine to have negative emotions. This isn’t about trying to stop you from having normal thoughts and feelings.’ 


Elsie smirked. ‘Who said I want to have normal thoughts and feelings?’


Meanwhile, troubling things kept happening in class. Complaints were made. The report sent home just before half term said that Elsie’s progress was ‘disappointing’, and that Elsie was ‘uncooperative’. During her week off, she was sullen at meals, and became protective of her solitude. 


After the break, Hannah and Eric were called into the school once more. This time, the Deputy Head was present in the conference and the possibility of expulsion was raised. Elsie’s behaviour had reached new lows. She’d stolen another girl’s wallet. 


Back home that night, Eric gave Elsie a real talking to. She’d had almost two months of counselling, and nothing had improved. She was missing lessons, getting into fights with teachers, losing friends. And now she had broken a written commandment. If she didn’t turn a corner soon, Eric told her, then it might be too late. And when she gave the first adolescent shrug he’d ever seen her give, he felt his grip on himself slipping. ‘I’m not going to just stand here and watch you fuck up your life.’ He had never shouted at one of his children before, let alone sworn at them. Until now, he’d left that privilege to Zeide.


Elsie asked if she could go. Some girls from school were meeting at the cinema in half an hour.


‘And you won’t be joining them,’ Eric said. 


‘I thought you were worried I was getting anti-social.’


‘Don’t be clever with me. And can you put that fucking stone away.’


She was rolling it under her chin. She stopped rolling it and held it in her left hand. 


Eric opened his palm. ‘Actually, you know what, give it here. Now.’


When Elsie shook her head, he grabbed her forearm and wrenched the stone from her grip, surprised by his own violence. The wrist of her left hand was red, and in a moment she was massaging it, like someone newly freed of handcuffs.


She looked at her father with horror and confusion, tears blurring her eyes. 


‘We only want you to be happy,’ Eric said, pocketing the stone. 


Minutes later, having retreated to the bathroom, he stood before the mirror; a pair of frightened eyes stared back at him. With his hands clamped onto the towel rack to stop himself shaking, he replayed the conversation in his head, a conversation so like the ones he’d been on the receiving end of throughout his childhood – the ones that were no doubt instrumental in forming his watchful, closed-off, tightly sprung character – and he promised himself that whatever the provocation, he would never lose his temper like that again. Not with his own children. 


In his frustration, he hurled Elsie’s stone from the bathroom window, and heard it crack against the road outside, then skitter down the street. 


Remarkably enough, Eric’s dressing-down had the desired effect. The next two weeks saw a steep improvement in the quality of Elsie’s work. She began participating in class again, raising her hand to answer questions before she was called on. Her teachers said it was like having the old Elsie back, though no one was so tactless as to say the one from before her grandfather died. She was even getting on better with the other girls; Meredith invited her to come ice skating one weekend, and someone called Pauline asked her teachers if she could sit next to Elsie in science, as everyone else was horrid to her. 


Then one night, Hannah got in late and found Eric sitting at the foot of the stairs, the phone nestled in his shoulder and its cord wrapped around his finger. Aside from the light hanging above the downstairs landing, the house was dark. Still buzzing from the meeting she’d had with her agent to discuss her manuscript, and a little tipsy from drinks with a former colleague, she knew at once something had happened. Her husband looked ridiculous, crouched there in the hallway. He hadn’t changed out of his suit, still had his shoes on. He hung up on whoever it was without replacing the phone in its cradle, just squeezing the button below the earpiece. 


‘Where the hell have you been?’


Was Eric drunk? She’d told him that morning she’d be back late. Now she slung her coat over the banister and asked, with deliberate calm, what was going on.


‘Elsie’s gone! Do you know how many people I’ve called? I even tried your parents, you can imagine how that went down. She never came home. The boys are clueless. Fat lot of use the school’s been. They didn’t even notice, can you believe it, no one even saw her going. With the fees they charge, you’d think they could post someone at the gate—’


‘Slow down. You’re not making sense.’


‘She’s missing, Hannah. Don’t you understand? It’s late, it’s dark out, and nobody knows where she is.’


Hannah took this in with a nod. Something kept her from exploding into panic. A small miracle: Hashem had blessed her with the cool lucidity demanded. ‘You’ve called the police?’


‘She’s fourteen years old for fuck’s sake.’


Hannah bent down, cupped her hand around the back of her husband’s sodden neck, and pressed her thumb to the base of his skull. 


‘She’ll be back,’ she said. And then, as if editing herself, ‘We’ll find her.’




Chapter Three


I met Tovyah Rosenthal in the Autumn of 2008, on my first day of university. Although I was given the room next door to his, a whole term had to pass before we were friends. Even then it was rocky. 


His name was spoken often in freshers’ week, on account of his mother, and sometimes you heard people describe him as not normal. The other historians resented him; in seminars and tutorials he was both brilliant and a complete jerk. He once told a fellow student that the depths of his stupidity were ‘unfathomable’ and another that her presentation was ‘barely sane’. Outside class, he was a solitary kid. Studious, quiet, unobtrusive. And so, when it became clear he wasn’t interested in the social life of the college and couldn’t be drawn by bringing up his mother’s controversial writings in earshot, the bulk of students might have forgotten Tovyah was there, closed in between walls of books, working towards his inevitable first. 


On that first morning, my parents and I arrived later than most. As I walked through the front quad dragging my overstuffed suitcase, new students were already being led to their rooms, or milling about to make small talk, having unpacked as much as an hour ago. My mother, doing the talking for three, spoke too loudly about the beauty of the college and how lucky I was. Though my father said nothing, I thought he was coping admirably; I squeezed his hand as we joined the registration queue. The weather helped. It was a bright day for October and the sun was only half-veiled by clouds. I suspect I knew even then such days might come along three or four times in a lifetime, and this was the first of its kind since I began secondary school, seven years earlier: a day of infinite promise, ferrying this cargo of strangers whose lives were about to collide with my own. I also feared that I was bound to squander it. So far, I’d clung to my parents and spoken to no one my own age.


Amid the bustle of new students, one caught my eye. Hard to say why. He stood with his hands buried in his pockets and gazed up at the bell tower above the great hall, looking bored, even resigned. He was accompanied by a short man, heavy-set and bearded. The father – who surely had work later – sported a three-piece suit the colour of slate, while his son wore trousers that sagged at the heel and a green rain jacket, in pessimistic defiance of the Indian Summer. A third figure, no more than a child, fiddled with the drawstrings of her white hoodie, her face concealed. None of them spoke. After a minute, the man patted the boy heavily on the shoulder, handed him a satchel, and then took the girl by the hand and marched her back towards the front gate. At the exit, she spun round to take a last look at the place, and I saw this was not a child, but a young woman, at least in her twenties, her hand still locked in the man’s grip. That’s how you walk with a little girl, I thought. Now alone, the boy looped the satchel over the handle of his suitcase. Another moment and one of the second years led him to the room he’d been assigned. At the door to his housing block, he lifted a finger to touch the brickwork then quickly withdrew his hand, as if burnt. I didn’t know then that he was reaching out to touch a mezuzah, one of the little boxes fixed at the entrances to Jewish homes, containing a scrap of parchment inscribed with prayers. Such boxes offer divine protection to the house. But on the walls of the college, founded by Christians and now inhabited largely by sceptics like me, there was no mezuzah for him to touch, no seal of God’s protection. 


Watching him, I found myself engrossed, and it came as a jolt when my father’s panicked voice said, ‘Sweetie, we’re at the front of the queue.’


Soon, the moment came for my own parents to leave. My father reminded me that if I didn’t like it, it was only the next three years of my life. My mother, swatting his arm, told me not to work too hard. As a bookish and driven child, not always overburdened with friends, I had looked forward to this moment since I was twelve. And this was their way, I gathered, of wishing me health, happiness, and prosperity. That they had come here together to drop me off, which entailed both taking a day’s holiday, was suddenly quite moving.


Newly alone, I decided it was time to start meeting people. I began by knocking on the door next to mine, and a deep voice from within asked what I wanted. When, after a moment’s hesitation, I pushed my way in, I was surprised to encounter the same boy I’d seen outside, still wearing his rain jacket. He was kneeling beside a suitcase, now, unloading and piling up books on the floor. 


‘Tovyah,’ he said abruptly, looking up at me. And when I said nothing in response, he added, ‘That’s my name.’ 


Later, I would conclude that he didn’t look much like his famous parent, whose auburn curls and heart-shaped face regularly appeared above printed columns up and down the country. Unlike her, he had straight hair, almost black, and his bony features were sharp and serious. But, standing on the threshold of his room for the first time, I had no idea that his mother was well known. 


Having taken out the last of his possessions – there were notably few – he shoved his suitcase under his bed and stood up. I’ve never seen anyone offer their hand with so much discomfort. 


‘Never shaken a girl’s hand before?’ I asked. 


‘Actually no,’ he said. 


I decided there was something of the basement-dweller in his pale looks and drooping eyelids. Still, though I would not have described him as handsome, his was a face you noticed: those wide cheekbones, at least, were impressive. As a teenager, impatient for the growth spurt that was ultimately cancelled, not delayed, he discovered that if he angled himself to the mirror just so and pushed his ears out with his fingertips, he looked exactly like a young Franz Kafka. 
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