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         I look at the tiny fingers of a newborn baby and try to understand how they could possibly grow into the fingers of a killer. The dead boy is named Jamal Jones. In the newspaper photo, his eyes are as dark as velvet. My boy is named Adam Shuster. His eyes are the color of the sea in Tel Aviv. They say he killed Jamal. But that’s not true.

         2

         My name is not Leela. It’s hard for Americans to pronounce Lilach, so everyone here calls me Leela. But my name is not Leela.

         With Mikhael, it’s easy. They just call him Michael. He never corrects them. It’s not polite. Unlike me—I always say “Lilach” the first time and then let my new acquaintance turn me into Leela without making an issue of it but without cooperating either—Mikhael started saying “Michael” a long time ago. He claims that with his name, it doesn’t matter, it’s almost the same thing. But four and a half months after Jamal died, when they hooked Mikhael up to the polygraph and asked him what his name was and he said Michael, I know that the needle jumped.

         When we make love, I call him Mikhael. I called him Michael once, and it felt as if I were having sex with someone else.

         When our son was born, we gave him a neutral name—Adam—that would work in both Hebrew and English. A name that would slide down the throats of the Americans like good California wine and not stick in the esophagus like Lilach and Mikhael, names that give us away the minute they read them on our passports: Not from here. We raised a child in America. We stored our Israeli-ness in the closet, along with the soccer trophies Mikhael had been saving since high school—for the memories, not because they were of any use. We raised an American child who went to high school with American children, and now they say he killed another American child.

         3

         Jamal Jones. Your face is kind, but your size is intimidating. Your shoulders are broad, so broad that they seem to surprise even you. Perhaps it happened all at once, that growth spurt during one summer when, without warning, you changed from a short, skinny kid into a giant of a teenager. But your face didn’t keep up with your limbs. Your body stretched and swelled, but your eyes remained the eyes of a child, and your lips, without the shadow of a mustache, retained the sweet pout of a child.

         On the street at night, I would be afraid of you. I wouldn’t linger to look into your eyes, which seem kind and pleasant in the newspaper photo. I would probably walk faster, put a hand in my pocket to be sure my phone was there in case I needed it. I would cross over to the illuminated side of the road and wait for your silhouette—that of a broad-shouldered Black man—to walk past me and disappear around the next curve.

         If Adam was with me, I would be twice as stressed. Not only a woman on the street with a Black man behind her, but a woman with a small child she has to protect. And it wouldn’t matter that you’re the same age. You’re a man, Jamal, and Adam is a child, short and skinny, his shoulders slightly stooped, like a chick that hasn’t yet managed to raise its wings. That’s why I can’t understand. Your picture in the paper. The kind eyes. The broad shoulders. To think that, while all this time I was afraid of you, maybe it was you who should have been afraid of me, of what I was capable of giving birth to.

         Now I’m afraid all the time, Jamal. Afraid of everything. But then, I wasn’t so afraid yet, only rarely. I remember: Every night, all three of us took off our slippers and put them on the hardwood floor before going to sleep. In my double bed, I would read the news from Israel on my phone until Mikhael said, “It’s late,” and closed the blinds with the press of a button. Beyond the blinds was the yard, and beyond the yard was a green, quiet street that led to a green, quiet avenue in one of the greenest, quietest, safest cities in America.
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         On the first night of Rosh Hashanah, a man with a machete walked into a Reform synagogue in one of those greenest, quietest, safest cities in America. There were two hundred twenty worshippers and fifteen catering-company employees inside the synagogue. In the large hall, usually used for bar mitzvahs, tables were being set for the Rosh Hashanah dinner. Propped up against the wall were high chairs for babies and young children because, even though most of the regular worshippers were senior citizens, young families came for the High Holidays, so they were joined by grandchildren and great-grandchildren. The prayers on the top floor had just ended, and people were beginning to trickle down the steps. In the hall on the first floor, workers were spreading white cloths on the tables and placing plates of sliced apples and jars of honey from Israel on them.

         Later, on the news, they said they had been lucky; the man who attacked the synagogue in Pittsburgh was armed with a semiautomatic rifle and had managed to wound several people and kill eleven congregants before he was stopped, but here in Silicon Valley, just four were injured and only one person, a young woman, was killed. I understand what they meant on the news. But I knew that as far as Leah Weinstein’s parents were concerned, that was definitely not luck. Their daughter had been standing right next to the door when the man ran inside with his machete.

         In the photo on the news, she looked younger than nineteen, perhaps because of the makeup. She had a round face and soft brown eyes, and the makeup, instead of making her look older, actually emphasized her youth. In pictures taken a short time before the attack, you see her at the door of the synagogue in her white holiday dress. Her arms hug her body in the gesture of someone who doesn’t really like to be photographed but knows she must be because the family insists. A well-brought-up girl. But when that man ran into the synagogue with his machete, Leah Weinstein did not act like a girl. She pushed her grandmother back and faced him, and that was the last thing she ever did.

         I saw the video several times in the days that followed the attack. The plump young girl in the white dress stands in the lobby beside her grandparents. In the background, you can hear the voices of the synagogue choir singing a medley of holiday songs. It’s difficult to pinpoint the precise moment when the joyous hubbub of song and speech turns into screams of terror. At first, you hear some sounds from outside, but you really can’t know for sure yet because those are the shrieks of young girls, and sometimes it’s hard to distinguish between screams of laughter and screams of panic. Then all at once, there’s no mistaking it anymore: Smiles vanish, people scramble for shelter. The man in the hoodie bursts inside, and they trample one another in their mad dash to get away from him, all but Leah Weinstein. Instead of fleeing, she pushes her grandmother back, and perhaps because that movement is different from all the others, it catches the man’s eye, leading him to her. In the video, he bends over her for a moment, only a moment, then brandishes his machete and continues running. The person who videoed all that, one of the worshippers on the upper floor, kept the camera on the attacker as he moved forward. That’s why you can’t see exactly what happened to Leah in the minutes that followed, although the screams of her grandparents are clearly audible, as are the screams of the young boy standing next to them, who hadn’t known Leah before then but saw the girl in white suddenly collapse, covered in blood. By the time she was loaded into the ambulance, Leah had already lost so much blood that nothing could be done for her.

         We were at home when they reported the attack. I remember exactly where each of us was standing: Mikhael was at the barbecue grill outside, along with his brother, Assi, who had arrived that day from Israel with Yeela and their twin boys, Tamir and Aviv, for a visit. Adam was in the pool behind them with his cousins. Yeela and I were in the kitchen, trying to salvage a honey cake that hadn’t risen. Mikhael suddenly burst in with his phone in his hand and said, “There was a terrorist attack,” and when Yeela asked with concern where in Israel the attack had taken place, he shook his head and said, “Not in Israel. Here.”

         We listened to the news all through dinner. After dessert, the kids went upstairs to watch something on the computer and we sat in the living room and watched the TV reports. Late that night, when we were already in bed, someone sent a WhatsApp video of what had happened in the synagogue. I didn’t know if we should watch it. I told Mikhael that maybe it was disrespectful to the people who had been there. After all, it wasn’t an action movie. Those were real people, and that was the moment when their lives were destroyed. But Mikhael insisted we watch it, said it was important.

         “We’re not watching it to be entertained,” he said, “we’re watching it to try and understand what happened there and to think about what to do if it happens again.” We viewed the video once. And then again. When Mikhael started to play it a third time, I said, “Enough.”

         Later that night, my mother called from Israel, wanting to hear more details. The text I’d sent her right after we found out about the attack wasn’t enough for her. I assured her again that we were all fine and told her what they knew here.

         “They said on the news that he was Black,” she said. “Since when do Blacks attack Jews? That’s always been white people’s job. An attack on Erev Rosh Hashanah,” she went on. “That means he planned it ahead of time.” She added that she’d sent a holiday gift for Adam—he should get it in a couple of days.

         “Did you see the video from the synagogue?” she asked.

         “Yes,” I said, “it’s horrible.”

         My mother sighed on the phone. “Just don’t tell me later that it’s saner to raise children there.”

         Afterward, I had nightmares that I couldn’t remember when I woke up, but I knew that the girl from the synagogue was in them. In the morning, I asked Adam not to watch the video if someone happened to send it to him. He asked whether Mikhael and I had seen it. I said no.

         On the morning of the funeral, Mikhael and I dropped Adam off at school. We didn’t know the family and weren’t members of the Reform synagogue, but we wanted to show solidarity. When we arrived, we saw other Israelis who had come to offer support. Someone told us that Leah Weinstein had graduated from Adam’s high school two years earlier and was going to college in Boston. Her parents had bought her a plane ticket to come home for the High Holidays. Israelis stood together in the cemetery parking lot and spoke Hebrew, and not far from them, American Jews were speaking quietly in English, and in both groups, the same thing was being said: How could this happen here in Silicon Valley? Then we entered the cemetery. Leah Weinstein’s parents wept bitterly. She was their only child.

         That evening, we picked up Adam from school and drove to the synagogue to light a candle and leave a flower on the sidewalk. The street outside the synagogue was crowded with people, along with a few news crews. A TV reporter with a blond bob spoke to the camera, her expression grim. We all listened to her as if that outsider had been given the authority to tell us who we were, what had happened to us.

         “Paul Reed was born and raised on the east side of town. When the neighborhood was flooded by high-tech people who had come to work in the Valley, the rents also climbed in the poorer neighborhoods, and the Reed family had to move to Oakland. An hour before he left home with a machete in his bag and took a bus to the synagogue, Reed posted an antisemitic rant on Facebook. His parents say that, over the past few weeks, his mental state had deteriorated. He had been hospitalized twice in psychiatric institutions.”

         “He’s not mentally ill,” Assi muttered. “He’s an antisemitic shit and a terrorist. They better not turn him into a lunatic who’s not responsible for his actions and then release him.”

         “Nobody will release him,” Mikhael said, “but we have to consider that the guy was institutionalized twice. He could just as easily have attacked a mosque or a bank, which means that what he did in the synagogue was not really an antisemitic act.”

         Assi waved his hand dismissively. “If your lunatics here in America can attack anywhere, why do they somehow always end up in a synagogue?”

         The reporter looked away and listened to something said to her through her earpiece, then she put her grim expression back on and turned to the camera. “Eyewitnesses claim that they saw two suspicious people near the synagogue before the attack. The area is being searched. The FBI has yet to determine whether Reed acted alone or was part of a hate group liable to strike again.”

         That last sentence caused a stir in the crowd. Yeela and Assi exchanged glances. Adam said, “Mom, if it’s a hate group, then it makes sense that they’ll come back to strike again, because right now, there are a lot of Jews on the street.”

         Mikhael put a hand on his shoulder. “That reporter is causing hysteria for no reason. I’m telling you, ninety-nine percent of analysts say that these attacks are carried out by mentally ill people acting alone.”

         “We can’t know for sure,” I said and saw the same doubt in the eyes of the people around me. The row of lit candles cut us off from the street. Police barriers fenced us off from the other side of the lawn. Tensing at every sound, nervously looking around, we huddled together on the grass like sheep at night, searching for the wolf.
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         The anxiety that began that night intensified in the days that followed. Even after the FBI determined that Paul Reed had acted alone, the Jewish community refused to calm down. Perhaps because this was a case of not only panic, but also humiliation: The outdoor security-camera video showed Reed charging into the synagogue observed by at least ten men who did nothing, too paralyzed to act. The video from the indoor security cameras showed the kippah-wearing worshippers fleeing to the side as Reed, screaming, races straight ahead, a lone, single-minded man doing the thing he’d set his mind on.

         Perhaps that’s why, when one of the Israeli parents suggested that we start a self-defense class for the young people, people eagerly agreed. Einat Greenbaum told me about it when we came to pick up our kids from school three days after the attack. “It’s the father of a boy in the middle school,” she said. “He has experience in Krav Maga and volunteered to teach the kids.”

         When Adam got into the car, I told him enthusiastically about the class. He said right away that he wasn’t the slightest bit interested. I wasn’t surprised. He never liked things like that. A mother once told me that the world is divided into two kinds of children: Those who choose to learn karate and those who choose to learn chess. Adam went for chess, and I’d actually been happy about that. But after Rosh Hashanah, after the video of Leah Weinstein, I suddenly regretted that he had never formally learned how to fight.

         “There are only three sessions,” I told him, “and you’ll learn things that will serve you for the rest of your life.”

         Adam stubbornly refused all the way home and asked me not to nag him about it. I knew there was no point in insisting. The best way to make a kid hate a class is to force him to attend. But the images from the synagogue—the possibility that it could have been Adam—haunted me. I knew Mikhael was right, it was only mass hysteria, but I still wanted Adam to go to that class, just as I’d wanted him to get a hepatitis vaccination—not because the disease was an immediate threat but to be on the safe side.

         “Do it for me,” I said as we turned onto our street, “so I won’t have to worry so much.”

         “You’re really forcing me,” he said. “It’s not fair.”

         “At least think about it,” I pleaded, hating him in my heart for making me beg.

         “Okay,” he said as I parked in front of the house. “I’ll think about it.”

         That night, all the adults sat in front of the TV again, something we didn’t usually do, and Adam joined us. CNN showed the synagogue security-camera videos. Assi watched and muttered, “Why didn’t anyone stop him?”

         “It’s not so easy to stop someone like that,” I said as I put a plate of the sunflower seeds they’d brought from Israel on the table. On every visit, Assi would schlep three kilos of sunflower seeds with him and present them to us with the pride of a doctor introducing antibiotics to a remote tribe.

         Adam sat on the couch next to me, shifting his gaze back and forth between me and his uncle. The guest-room door upstairs opened, and Tamir and Aviv ran out. I heard their strong, confident steps on the stairs, and I knew that Adam would never have run down the hallway of someone else’s house with such freedom. They came into the living room, sat down beside Adam, and buried their heads in their cell phones. I thought they weren’t listening, but a few moments later, Tamir looked up and pointed to the TV. “That would never happen in Israel.”

         “But there are terrorist attacks in Israel,” Adam said.

         “Sure,” Tamir replied. “But there’s no way a terrorist walks into a place and no one tries to stop him.”

         I wanted to say something about the class but stopped myself. I ordered Indian takeout. I thought we’d stay up late, but by nine o’clock, our guests were already beat from the jet lag and said they were going to sleep.

         “The kids get up early,” Assi said proudly.

         Tamir and Aviv were training to join an elite combat unit. Every day they were with us, they went running in the morning an hour before we all got up. When Adam woke up and went downstairs, he would find them making protein shakes in the kitchen, sweaty and panting after a long workout. There were athletes at his school too, boys who charged each other on the football field, but he had nothing to do with them. For him, they were distant creatures, like grizzly bears. Tamir and Aviv were his cousins. Every morning, he encountered a reflection of the life that could have been his. Their damp, post-workout smell lingered in the kitchen after they’d gone. During our meals together, they asked Mikhael about the elite combat unit he’d served in. His discreet answers only excited them more. After a few days, Adam began asking as well. He had never shown an interest in it before.

         On the following days, the presence of the twins, strong and tan, loud and brash, filled the house. My son trailed after them like a dog hoping to be adopted, and though they let him follow them around, they never invited him along on their own initiative. He admired them, eagerly drank in every word they said in their up-to-date Hebrew, which he didn’t always understand. They liked him, I think. From the minute they arrived, they treated him like an old pal. Instead of Adam, they called him Edamame. That made us all laugh.

         Before they came, I was afraid Adam would be an outsider, just as he had been during their last visit two years ago. The twins had been immersed in their own private world then, always laughing and whispering in the latest slang, which Adam wasn’t familiar with because, even though we spoke only Hebrew at home, our usage had grown old-fashioned without our noticing it. Tamir and Aviv spoke like sixteen-year-old Israeli kids, and my son spoke like his forty-year-old parents, so that’s why—but not the only reason why—during their entire stay with us, Adam walked around like a stranger in his own living room. This year, I tried to prepare myself: Another family is coming to live in our house for two weeks. They’ll see what we have in our fridge, go into our bathroom after us, wash their hair with our shampoo until we all smell the same. They’ll notice the minor tensions in our household, and we’ll see the cracks in theirs. Arguments between couples will be hushed. Arguments between parents and children will be loud. Other arguments will not take place.

         That’s how I prepared myself for every eventuality, except the most unforeseen one—an attack that would unite us, because even though nothing happened to any one of us individually, something had happened to all of us together.

         “I think we can talk to him about the class again,” Mikhael said to me a few days later, after Adam had spent a couple of evenings with Tamir and Aviv. I wanted Adam to learn self-defense, but I think my reasons were different from Mikhael’s. When we got into bed, he said, “Maybe now he’ll finally agree to do something athletic. It could be healthy for him, physically and socially.”

         My stomach clenched. It was the first time Mikhael had spoken about Adam that way, as if there were something wrong with him that had to be fixed. I knew it was because of Tamir and Aviv. It wasn’t the way they carried themselves, because they slouched, almost deliberately, and dragged their feet. No, it was the way their bodies gloried in a comfortable slackness that amplified their strength. Mikhael noticed this about Assi’s kids—it was impossible not to. Thirty years ago, he and Assi used to pee together on the kibbutz fields in a never-ending competition: who peed farther, who peed longer, who could hit the bushes. They compared their children now the way they had compared their pricks then. And Mikhael, the strong, smart, levelheaded one, was losing.

         6

         I could never say exactly when that fence had been erected—Mikhael and I on one side, Assi and Yeela on the other—but it was obvious to me that the fence was made of money. At some point along the way, money became something we didn’t talk about. And not talking about something makes you realize it’s important. When we’d first arrived in America, before Mikhael moved up in the company, we talked freely to Assi and Yeela about money. I complained to them about the insane cost of preschool in the States, and they grumbled about the interest Israeli banks charged on mortgages. But as the gap grew larger, we talked about it less frequently.

         The worst times were when Assi told Mikhael about his idea for a start-up. He’d speak enthusiastically while looking around suspiciously, as if at any moment someone would snatch away his brilliant brainchild. Mikhael would listen, ask a question or two. I think he did it out of politeness, but for Assi, Mikhael’s questions were gasoline poured on the fire of his hopes—he would light up immediately, wave his arms as he spoke, plan the presentation they would both give to the investors. It used to happen every time they visited us, but since the loan, it occurred less often.

         The annual visit always passed quickly. We made great shakshuka for breakfast. In the evenings, we picked up Adam from school—Tamir and Aviv were shocked by how seriously people took their studies here—and went to eat in the best restaurants in town. Every time the check came, Mikhael whipped out his credit card, saying, “It’s on me.” His intentions were good, but I think the gesture caused damage. The loan Mikhael had given Assi three years earlier sat between them, unmentioned. Fifty thousand dollars to get his sure-to-succeed initiative going. When everything collapsed, Assi paid back what he could. He wanted to pay back more, but Mikhael told him there was no need. I thought Assi would love Mikhael forever for saying that. But apparently something inside him would always hate him for saying it.

         Even after the loan and the collapse, our joint vacations happened at their usual times: Rosh Hashanah at our place, Passover at theirs. The present visit wasn’t supposed to be different from the others, but the attack on Rosh Hashanah, although we weren’t directly involved, affected everything. Assi talked about it constantly. At every opportunity, he said he thought it was just getting started, that antisemitism in America was only beginning to rear its ugly head.

         Tamir’s and Aviv’s induction into the army at the end of the year was another ever-present part of our conversations. How many sit-ups they did. How many kilometers they ran. On Saturday, when they were packing for their flight back to Israel, cramming their suitcases full of things they’d bought, I was surprised at how relieved I was.

         The next day, I woke Adam early for the first session of the self-defense class. He’d been sound asleep and didn’t want to get up. Mikhael drove him, yawning and grumbling, to the old rec center on the edge of town, and I picked him up two hours later. Waiting for him in the parking lot, I worried that he’d get in the car and announce that once was enough for him, but when he opened the door, he was surprisingly positive. The sleepy kid who had entered the class that morning emerged with a rousing dream—a terrorist would come to the synagogue and he would be the one to stop him.

         I didn’t have to wake him for the second class. He woke up and got ready by himself. When I came to pick him up, I saw the boys leaving the center together, chattering away in English, walking shoulder to shoulder to the parking lot. I think that was the first time I realized that I had never seen my son as part of a group. He’d had friends over the years. Not many, but he’d had them. Quiet, polite boys. I knew that he would have preferred his teenage years to be different, and I noticed how little they resembled what we saw on TV. But I didn’t worry. High school might seem an eternity when you’re there, but in reality, it’s very short. And then you have your entire life ahead of you. Only after everything went off the rails did I understand how wrong I’d been, how clueless about his longing to be part of a noisy crew of kids walking together down the street, each drawing strength from the presence of the others.

         The difference was the instructor. He didn’t let the boys make the natural though unspoken division into a central group surrounded by hangers-on and rejects. At the very first meeting, he told them he didn’t care about well liked and not well liked, about popular and unpopular. If anyone tried to attack them, they were one another’s only hope. They had to be united because tomorrow morning another piece of shit like Paul Reed might come along, and the only way to stop him was through cooperation. Adam’s eyes glowed as he told me that. It sounded a bit pompous to me, like the speech given by the commander of an officers’ course, but I kept my cynicism to myself. For Adam and the other boys, that class was what might stand between them and another massacre in the synagogue. They gave themselves over to it totally. And when the three sessions were over, they asked for more.

         “Does he have any maneuvers left to teach you?” I asked.

         “Of course he has more maneuvers to teach us,” Adam said. “Besides self-defense, there’ll be Krav Maga, assault course training, orienteering…”

         If it hadn’t been for the synagogue attack, I might have raised an eyebrow and said that the class was beginning to sound like a combat-unit boot camp. But the fear still pulsed under my skin. It calmed me to know that Adam was continuing the class. It made me happy to see him fitting in with the other boys, and I liked the fact that the instructor taught them in Hebrew. When Adam said he needed a compass for the next session, I smiled to myself and hurried to order one. It was great to see him finally blossoming, part of something larger.

         I was afraid that after another meeting or two, he’d drop out of the class and withdraw into himself again. I worried that a sixteen-year-old boy’s natural laziness would keep my son in front of his laptop at home, especially since it took twenty minutes to bike to the rec center, so I was pleasantly surprised when he persevered despite the distance. Once, he had spent his afternoons alone in the amateur chemistry lab he had set up in our garage. Now he barely went in there. He would come home sweaty from the bike ride, cheeks red and eyes shining. And I knew it wasn’t only because of the ride that his whole body was like that. It was because of something else.

         Only after Jamal Jones died did I discover that they were a fairly large group. Ten teenage boys. They met every Sunday at noon. Under the gentle caress of the California sun, they navigated, camouflaged, attacked, and neutralized, then went home to eat schnitzel for supper and study for their math tests.

         One rainy Sunday, Adam came home completely soaked.

         “You should have called,” I said. “I would have picked you up.”

         He laughed. “We trained in the rain. Uri said there are no umbrellas in war.” That was the first time I heard the name—Uri—and the way Adam said it: with profound respect, almost awe, as if merely uttering it were a great honor.

         “You’ll catch cold,” I said, but he swore that he hadn’t been cold for even a minute. And he didn’t rush to take off his wet clothes. Pride kept him warm.

         Over the following weeks, Mikhael and I heard more and more about Uri. His name punctuated every one of Adam’s sentences. Rumor had it that Uri had been part of the IDF general staff. The boys in the class said that after leaving the army, he joined the Mossad. Uri didn’t talk about that and wouldn’t answer questions. I had already encountered that reticence of former elite combat-unit members, the quiet way they moved around in the world, with the pride of modesty. And the truth was that the less information he volunteered, the more the boys were drawn to him.

         “Maybe Uri is still in the Mossad,” Adam told us one evening. Mikhael stepped in at that point. He was squeezing oranges while I was making potato pancakes and Adam was setting the table. Adam said that maybe Uri’s entire stay in the United States was part of a secret mission, and Mikhael, with that ironic half smile of his, said, “You think he’s recruiting the future generation of Mossad agents?”

         Adam laughed. Mikhael sliced an orange in half with one stroke of the knife and went on in the same amused tone: “Maybe the whole idea of the class is just a cover story. Maybe next time you meet, he’ll send you all into a forest to kidnap a senior Hamas member who traveled to San Francisco.”

         I waited for Adam to laugh or offer a sarcastic response of his own. Nothing prepared us for the hurt, sullen silence that prevailed for the rest of the meal.

         Only later, when TV voices had dulled Adam’s angry silence and Chandler and Joey got us ready for bed, covered us with a blanket, and kissed us good night, only then did Mikhael say in a sleepy voice, “I think I know him.”

         “Who?”

         “That Uri. I think he was three years behind me.”

         “And what was he like?”

         Mikhael didn’t say anything for a while. I thought he’d fallen asleep. “Brilliant. They said he would be chief of the general staff.”

         I turned to face him. “And look at what became of him, a Krav Maga instructor in Silicon Valley.”

         Mikhael ran a warm, heavy hand over my thigh. “You mean a Mossad agent in California.” In the darkness of the room, I heard the smile in his voice, which made me smile too. And so, smiling, we fell asleep.
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         I thought I recognized her standing next to the fruit display, but I wasn’t sure. She was looking down at the cherries and holding the handle of a half-full shopping cart. It wasn’t until she looked up that I knew for certain. Her eyes were very red and her pupils were dilated to the size of blueberries. Leah’s mother noticed me looking at her. I turned around quickly. As I began pushing my cart toward the dairy section, I heard her behind me.

         “Excuse me,” she said in a thin voice. “Can you please help me?”

         I turned around and said, “Of course.” I didn’t know if I should tell her that I knew who she was. That I’d been at the funeral. That I was so sorry.

         “I’m just a little dizzy. Can you please help me get to the benches outside?”

         Only then did I see how she was gripping the handle of the cart. She wasn’t shopping for fruit; she was clutching the cart to keep from falling. I left my own cart and hurried over to her. “Come with me.”

         She hesitated, as if even after she’d decided to ask for my assistance, she wasn’t sure that she actually required it, that she really needed a stranger in the supermarket to help her walk. But a moment later, when I reached out to her, she gave in and placed her cool palm in my hand.

         “I took a pill,” she said as we slowly made our way down the aisles toward the glass doors. “I thought it would put me to sleep for only a few hours, but I still seem to be a little woozy.” Her pupils were enormous. I don’t think she noticed that she was leaning on me as she walked.

         “The thing is that I have to make a pie. A reporter is coming over this evening. I wanted to make the pie my daughter asks for every time she comes home from college.”

         “What kind of pie?”

         “Blueberry. I’m not such a great cook, but that pie always comes out so delicious.”

         The glass doors opened. I helped Leah’s mother sit down on the bench, hurried back inside, and returned with a glass of water.

         “I don’t think you should drive home on your own,” I said as she took small sips.

         “Sometimes when I’m driving, I hope I’ll have an accident. My daughter died fifty-one days ago.”

         “I know,” I said. “I was at the funeral.” Then I added, “We’re from Israel.”

         She turned to look at me. “That was very nice of you. Israelis hardly ever come to our synagogue. It’s nice you came to the funeral.”

         She squeezed my hand with hers, which was still cool, and took another sip of water. “It’s not that I think I’ll see her again if I die in an accident. I’m not one of the lucky ones who believe in heaven. I just hope that then it won’t hurt anymore.”

         I didn’t know what to say to that. I hurried back inside again and got her another glass of water. Leah’s mother took it but didn’t drink.

         “Would you like me to drive you home?” I asked.

         “Our rabbi said that Pete and I should start going out more. I told him that I’m always smelling Leah’s clothes. I go into her room, open the closet, and smell her clothes.”

         I asked myself whether I should call Pete to come and get her. I didn’t know what kind of pill Leah’s mother had taken, but she definitely didn’t look like someone who was going to bake a pie today. “Maybe you should call your husband?”

         “Why not.” But she didn’t move. Her purse was slung over her shoulder, but she didn’t reach for it. “Her scent is fading away.”

         A red-haired woman standing at the supermarket entrance looked at us with interest. I didn’t know whether she was an acquaintance of Leah’s mother or just recognized her from the news. I hoped they were friends and she would come and sit down on the bench so I could get away. But the redhead went inside, and other people, although some of them looked at us, didn’t stop.

         Leah’s mother took her phone out of her bag and called her husband, who said he’d come right away. Talking to him seemed to revive her a bit. She asked my name and my husband’s and wanted to know how long we’d been in America. “Do you have children?”

         “Yes,” I said. “One.” I waited for her to ask what his name was, but she didn’t. We spoke for another few minutes. She looked better. When a metallic-blue Jeep turned into the parking lot, she straightened up and said, “Here’s Pete.” After a moment, she added, “I can’t thank you enough.” And a moment later, she said, “You know, sometimes it hurts so much that I think it would be better if she had never been born.”

         
              

         

         Adam was sitting in the living room when I came in. He asked why it had taken me so long. I didn’t tell him about my encounter with Leah’s mother, but that night, I told Mikhael, who sighed and said, “That poor woman.”

         “I hope they put off the meeting with that reporter,” I said. “I really don’t think she’s in any condition to be interviewed right now.”

         But Susan and Peter Weinstein didn’t cancel the visit of the reporter, the one with the blond bob. They didn’t want people to forget their daughter. The speed with which Leah’s face was fading from the screens seemed unfair to them. They had things to say about her. She had been so bright. So sweet. She had saved her grandmother. They thought the reporter would want to hear those things, but what she really wanted to talk about was Paul Reed. The murderer interested her much more than the victim. And perhaps what hurt Susan Weinstein the most was that, for the reporter, Paul Reed was a sort of victim. He was pushed out of the neighborhood where he grew up. When he was seven, white people bought the house he’d been born in for almost nothing and then charged much higher rents. In Oakland, the boy was exposed to drug dealers who dragged him down, and when some combination of drugs and genetics caused his mental collapse, Reed did not receive the treatment that might have stabilized his condition because it cost too much money. When the reporter said those things during the interview, Susan Weinstein exploded.

         “It’s not my fault if Black people would rather get high while other people work hard. The Jews worked to get ahead in this country. We paid full price for our house. We’re not racist in any way—my father marched with Martin Luther King Jr., and believe me, King would be ashamed to hear that a Black man with a machete charged into a synagogue like a wild animal in the jungle.”

         The interview appeared on the news. The sentence about the jungle was widely quoted. Two organizations demanded that Susan Weinstein apologize for her racist remarks. Mikhael and I sat in the living room and watched Leah’s mother speak to the camera, her forehead sweaty and her pupils dilated.

         In the weeks that followed, I was tense every time I went to the supermarket, afraid she would be there. But I didn’t see her again. They say she stopped leaving the house.
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         How long were we asleep? How long did we walk, work, and speak in such total oblivion? The terror caused by the attack subsided, absorbed into our daily lives. Paul Reed and Leah Weinstein were still mentioned on TV, his picture alongside hers, but terrible things continued to happen—a baby disappeared during a family vacation in Florida, a policeman shot a Black man who was out on a morning run in Wisconsin—and those things gradually overshadowed the synagogue attack until the day came when it wasn’t mentioned at all. The memory of Rosh Hashanah grew distant.

         Every morning, I drove Adam to school, and I drove him back every afternoon. On the drive home I used to ask him how his day had been, only to be met by a wall of shrugs. But motherhood is one long climb up a wall. Instead of asking directly, I started asking more oblique questions—What did you learn today, who did you talk to, what was fun, what annoyed you?—questions I’d found on a parents’ forum, questions formulated by well-groomed psychologists whose pictures appeared in the corner of the screen along with their phone numbers. Like the rigorous screening at Ben Gurion Airport, when they check to see if there’s a bomb concealed in your innocent-looking bag—that was how I scrutinized his face every afternoon, searching for a clue. Are you happy, my son? What happened to you during those long hours we were apart? Did anyone make fun of you? Hurt you? I tried to read all that in his face, and I was so totally focused on getting answers to those questions that I never once asked, And you, my son, did you make fun of anyone? Did you hurt anyone?

         At some point, even those questions stopped. I continued taking him to school in the morning and driving him home in the afternoon, but I no longer tried to understand what was happening to him in between. There was some relief in that. Not constantly struggling with that alienation but letting it grow. When I stopped trying to know, find out, understand, investigate, I could just enjoy the time we spent together in the car, lean back in the driver’s seat and listen to music. He decided what we’d listen to on the way to school and I decided what we’d listen to on the way home. I could act appalled by the foul language in hip-hop, not because it really appalled me but to let him enjoy an adolescent victory over his old-fashioned mom. On the way home, I played the Beatles, Pink Floyd, David Bowie. I thought a lot about which songs to choose—what he could relate to, what he might like. Everything I wanted to tell him, I told him in those songs. And he listened, even if he didn’t always understand. Once, on the way to school, after witnessing an argument between me and Mikhael, he played “Life on Mars” between one hip-hop song and another, and David Bowie sang in the car. I knew he’d done it for me, to cheer me up, and I hid my emotion behind my sunglasses.

         That’s how it was—hip-hop on the way to school, Beatles on the way back, and in between, silence. He was in school, I was at home, Mikhael was at work. Three rivers that did not touch until the evening, when we joined into a single sea for a dinner that was sometimes noisy and sometimes quiet but always, always took place in total oblivion. Oblivion we were startled out of at eleven o’clock on a Thursday night, when Adam called Mikhael and said in a trembling voice, “Dad, can you pick me up? Someone died here.”
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         When he called, we were watching an episode of The Simpsons. It wasn’t an especially good episode, but neither one of us suggested changing channels. We’d already had so many hours of Marge and Homer that they seemed like another couple in our social circle, and you don’t toss a couple of friends out of your living room just because, one night, they don’t happen to be as funny and interesting as usual. And there was another reason: A large, dark silence lay in wait for us behind Marge and Homer’s chatter, like a panther staring out from the blackness. We hadn’t exchanged a word since Adam had left the house two hours earlier, closing the door behind himself in anger. (He didn’t slam it. My son has never slammed a door. He has a sort of angry gesture that stops itself a moment before the door actually slams, producing a noisy but controlled sound, a miniature rebellion.)

         He hadn’t wanted to go to that party. Mikhael pressured him. He wanted Adam to spend more time with his classmates. Ever since Adam had started the self-defense course, his social life had improved, but most of the boys there were younger than he was, and apparently Mikhael thought they weren’t enough. When he heard about the party, he bribed Adam to go. He offered incentives like the ones he offered his employees.

         “I know you’re not crazy about going, so let’s decide that today you go, and over the weekend we’ll do something really great, maybe a drive up to Bear Valley?”

         I didn’t like Mikhael’s way of engineering people’s behavior. His system of incentives seemed like something you’d do with sea lions, not people. But Mikhael insisted, saying that the entire American economy worked that way so there was no reason it wouldn’t work with our reclusive son.

         I heard about the party by accident. I’d stopped at the supermarket to buy a few things and bumped into Ashley’s mother. She asked if we wanted to drive the kids to the party and they’d bring them home. “What party?” I asked, and I saw her eyes widen in surprise.

         “Josh’s party. Adam didn’t tell you? All the sophomores are invited. I’m sure they’re all invited.”

         We were standing in line waiting to pay. The more she repeated that everyone was invited, the more I realized she wasn’t so sure that Adam was included. But at home, when I asked him, he said, “Yes, at Josh’s place. Everyone’s invited.”

         “So, are you going?”

         “I don’t feel like it.”

         “Why not? I’m sure it’ll be fun.”

         “Why are you so sure?”

         Though Adam’s look was hostile, there was a drop of curiosity in it, as if part of him really wanted me to explain. Then Mikhael interrupted us. In a confident voice, that vice-president-in-charge tone that always put me off, he offered Adam the party/Bear Valley deal.

         Adam spent the next few hours in his room, listening to hip-hop behind his locked door. Then he went out for a run, as he’d been doing every evening since beginning the self-defense class. I heard Kelev whimpering at the door and was angry at Adam for not taking him along. I put on my coat, clipped the leash to his collar as he quivered with excitement, and went out into the frost. Hoping to bump into Adam, I’d prepared an angry rebuke (If you want a pet, you have to take responsibility—a mother’s remark), but he wasn’t on the street. On the way back, I saw a small light in the garage window and went inside. Adam was bent over his chemistry set beside the small cabinet, and he straightened up as soon as he saw me.

         I asked why he hadn’t taken Kelev out. I told him that he had to learn to consider others, that I was cold, that I shouldn’t have to walk around outside in this weather just because he didn’t take care of his dog. He mumbled that he was sorry, and when I noticed how troubled he looked, I thought I’d been too hard on him. It never occurred to me that maybe it wasn’t my rebuke that troubled him but the chemistry set and the cabinet and what was inside it. Only when the police knocked on our door several weeks later did the question pop into my mind, like a closed eye suddenly opening: What were you doing that evening in the garage, Adam? What was in the cabinet?
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         Twenty-eight minutes after Adam called, we pulled up in front of the Hart family’s house, brakes squealing. We weren’t alone. Other parents had received similar phone calls from their kids. “Mom, Dad, someone collapsed and died.” Every minute, another car raced onto the block and pulled up to the curb. More and more adults stepped out. Worried mothers. Worried fathers. Only a short time ago, a young girl had been murdered in our city, and the news of another dead youngster struck exposed parental nerves.

         Ashley was sitting on the fence, wrapped in a coat that belonged to her mother, who nodded at me but remained beside her daughter. A few girls were crying along the pathway to the front door. Makeup smeared their young faces. Their dresses were very short, despite the cold. After all, they’d planned to spend the evening inside the house, which was lit with colored party lights, dancing in the living room, or drinking in the kitchen, or in Josh’s parents’ bed (they were out of town), or in Josh’s older brother’s bedroom (he was in college), or in Josh’s bed. They had planned to fool around, kiss, maybe suck. They’d planned to get drunk, vomit in the toilet or the bathtub or, if they had no other choice, in a potted plant. They had not planned to stand outside on the path to the front door, exposed to the freezing wind, while inside, a boy’s body lay on the living-room floor.

         A group of boys was gathered at a nearby bench. They smelled strongly of weed and alcohol. Some of them were crying. Not uncontrollable weeping, like the girls, but restrained, embarrassed crying, and they kept wiping their faces with their hands. Others were standing on the bench on their tiptoes for an obvious reason they made no attempt to hide—to steal glances at the body inside the house.

         Yellow police tape cut across the yard. I was surprised at how familiar it looked to me, that yellow tape, what a sense of déjà vu it aroused in me, after an endless number of crime scenes and bodies in movies and TV series. As if in a dream, I walked across the lawn, past the patrol cars, and around the yellow tape, crushing autumn leaves under my feet. Red-and-blue lights glared from the roofs of the police cars onto the wet grass and bounced off the windshields of the parents’ cars, which kept coming. For a moment, it seemed as though they were the flickering lights of the party, especially since, with all the commotion, no one had bothered to turn off the music.

         Strong, insistent bass sounds came from inside the Hart family’s home. You could almost believe that the grim-looking police officers were there because an angry neighbor had called to complain about the noise, not because a stammering teenage girl had called to report that a boy had collapsed and died.

         I looked around, searching for my son. I saw Mikhael at the other end of the street. He was wandering through the crowd looking for Adam, and when he caught my eye, he shook his head. I shook my head in reply—No, I don’t see him either—and continued walking. A woman in an evening dress supported a tall boy who was vomiting on the grass. His vomit stained her foot, shod in high heels despite the cold, and sprayed her sheer stockings. Another mother, wearing slippers and a windbreaker over pajamas, passed me and asked without stopping, “Have you seen Cora, a redhead?” I shook my head and began walking faster. Where are you, Adam?

         Suddenly I was afraid for him for no real reason. I knew very well that it wasn’t Adam lying inside that house. After all, Adam had called us. He was the one who told us to come. And yet, the seconds ticked by and he wasn’t here. More and more kids fell weeping into their parents’ arms, even the toughest boys. When their dads or moms got out of their cars, they suddenly broke down and melted into their embrace.

         I was looking around so much that I stumbled into a rosebush, and the thorny branches pierced the fabric of my pants, scratching my skin. “Adam!” I shouted. “Adam!” The streetlights barely penetrated the tangle of bushes. The flashing lights of the patrol cars, the crying of the teenagers—it had all become muted. Everything but the booming bass, which, from this side of the house, sounded like the rumbling of thunder. I kept searching. Maybe Mikhael had already found him. Maybe they were standing on the street in front of the Hart house wondering where I’d disappeared to. But something inside me knew he hadn’t. Something deep and primeval pushed me forward, made me more and more frightened, as if at any moment, someone would tell me that there were in fact two of them, two dead teenagers; as if the direction of time and our clear knowledge of his voice when he called and said, “Someone died here,” no longer protected him, and somehow, this house had harmed him.

         I took another step. At eye level, there was an open window, the wooden shutters gaping. A transparent curtain moved in the icy wind. But it wasn’t because of the wind that I froze. It was because of him. Because of his face.

         The dead boy lay on the living-room floor next to the open window. He was wearing light-colored jeans and a white sweatshirt, and his face was so twisted in anguish that for a moment, I couldn’t breathe. I’d seen dead people before. I’d been at the deathbeds of my father, my grandmother, and a dear friend who had died of cancer. I’d attended American funerals with open caskets. But nowhere had I seen a face that showed such suffering. Only later, when I looked at the newspaper photo, did I discover how much beauty there was in the boy’s features before death came and made him so ugly.

         I looked away quickly. The body of the dead boy was large, sprawled half on the carpet, half on the wood floor, in a remarkably natural pose. As if he had stretched out, as comfortable as a cat, and was ready to leap to his feet at any moment. His shoes were exactly like Adam’s—red, white, and black Air Jordans that Adam had asked us to buy him for his birthday. They cost a fortune, but he’d pleaded, so I finally agreed, and I was furious when, a few weeks later, he told us he’d lost them in the pool’s locker room. Maybe Adam had wanted to emulate this boy, the way he’d wanted to buy the same brand of clothes that Tamir and Aviv wore. These were the kind of trendy shoes that kids who spent hours on YouTube and TikTok pestered their mothers to buy for them. At that moment, because of the shoes, it suddenly hit me: That’s someone’s son lying there.

         I was dizzy. A policeman and an idle paramedic who were standing in the living room turned and looked straight at me. I turned away, heart pounding, ashamed. Inside the house, someone finally turned off the music. I pictured the faces of Adam’s few friends. No, the boy in the living room wasn’t one of them—I was certain of that. A Black boy had been at our house a few times, but he was much skinnier and wore glasses, and I think his family moved to San Diego anyway. That’s what Adam had mumbled when I asked why he didn’t come around anymore. I had never before seen the boy lying on the living-room floor, not even all the times I’d driven Adam to and from school. But they were likely the same age, in the same class.

         A large wooden ladder was leaning on the wall next to the window. Maybe Adam had climbed up to the roof. A crazy idea, but I felt I should go up to check it out. I wasn’t thinking straight. The sight of the dead boy had rattled me. I hesitated next to the ladder for another moment and, from the corner of my eye, saw an abrupt movement inside the house.

         A Black woman had pushed past the policeman, who was trying to get her to go back outside. She was tall and broad-shouldered. Her face, heavily made up, had strong, striking features. She was wearing a pink dress with large white flowers and pink high heels. Her ankles looked swollen. Her steps were small for someone of her height, and her eyes darted from side to side, surveying the room. The dead boy lay beyond the couch, but she didn’t know that. From where she was standing, she couldn’t see him. The policeman knew where the boy was lying and tried to block her path, but she continued moving forward. One moment she was fine, and then she walked past the couch. All at once, her beautiful face contorted. I saw it happen. Her expression broke in half, and what I saw there was even more horrible than what I’d seen on the dead boy’s face, making it clear beyond any doubt that he was her son.

         I thought she would run to him. Hug him. But she just stood there and stared, looking so hollow that I started to run away. I forgot the ladder and my stupid idea to climb up to the roof and ran the length of the house to the dark backyard with its huge barbecue grill in the middle. I tripped on a hose and darted around two garden gnomes just to get away from that window. I almost ran into a stack of wicker furniture. There were more rosebushes behind it.

         And there he was, my son. At first, I almost didn’t see him, curled into a ball among the bushes. He was sitting on the ground, hugging his knees to his chest, his head hidden between them, his entire being constricted.

         “Adam?”

         When he looked up, I saw that he was crying, tears streaming down his badly shaved cheeks. He leaped up into my arms and buried his head between my breasts, squeezing me so hard, it almost hurt. The intensity of his crying terrified me. I had never heard him sob that way before. “It’s okay, it’s okay,” I mumbled, but my words only made him cry harder. I stopped speaking and held him. I whispered, “Shh, shh, shh,” the way I used to as I stood beside his crib when he was a baby. And it worked. A few minutes later, he calmed down. “Let’s go,” I said. “Dad must be worried.”

         I didn’t want to walk past that window again. I led him along the other side of the house to the noisy, illuminated street, now more crowded than before. We had almost reached it when the front door opened and two policemen came out, supporting the woman in the pink dress.

         Everyone froze and stared. Someone near us whispered, “That’s Jamal Jones’s mother.” She walked slowly down the pathway, wobbling on her high heels, which clacked with every step—clack-clack-clack. She didn’t look at us. Her eyes were somewhere else. The clothes were the same—a pink dress with large white flowers—but the woman inside it in no way resembled the one I’d seen earlier. Clack-clack. Now she passed very close to me and Adam. I heard Adam’s breath catch in his throat. His whole body shook. Jamal’s mother walked past us, escorted by policemen, and reached the end of the path. People turned their heads to look at her as if she were a celebrity, a politician, someone important. And now it occurs to me that maybe we all gazed at her that way because the woman on the lawn was someone we were all afraid to be. We looked at her with pity, but also with curiosity about what it was like when the thing you feared most came to pass.

         She was about to get into the police car when she suddenly stumbled and collapsed onto the ground. A cry of alarm rose from the crowd. Someone screamed, “She fell!” The policemen picked up Jamal Jones’s mother and consoled her. A blond woman got out of her parked car and shouted, “I’ll drive with you.” I don’t know how the policemen answered her, because at that moment, Mikhael grabbed my hand. “There you are!”

         I was surprised to see how calm he looked. Sad, yes. Concerned, definitely. But not panicked. Amid the general, contagious fear, my husband was one of the only people who saw the event for what it was—a teenage boy had collapsed and died at a party. Tragic, but not a danger to anyone standing there on the street.

         He let go of me and put his hand on Adam’s shoulder. “Are you okay?” Adam nodded that yes, he was okay. I thought that Mikhael’s presence reassured him more than mine.

         “The car’s there,” Mikhael said, pointing up the street. But Adam didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave. His classmates were crowded on the Harts’ front lawn, consoling one another. They cried. They hugged. Some of them whispered in choked voices. Some were silent together. Others held hands. Adam looked at them.

         “We can wait a while,” Mikhael said gently.

         Adam shook his head. “I want to go home.”

         Mikhael opened his mouth to say something but changed his mind. He kept his hand on Adam’s shoulder and put his other hand on mine, and so the three of us walked along the illuminated lawn and down the street to our car.

         Suddenly Adam broke away from us and began to run across the street. One minute the three of us were walking together, and a minute later, he was gone. Mikhael and I watched him, confused, as he sped toward a man with a buzz cut wearing a padded jacket. They hugged in that tight, masculine way, something we had never seen Adam do. When the man tapped his shoulder in what seemed to be a prearranged signal, Adam broke free of the embrace and turned to us.

         “Mom, Dad, this is Uri.”
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         As soon as he opened his mouth, it was clear. Something in his voice, the way he pronounced his words, compelled us—no, not compelled; compulsion arouses resistance, and this was just the opposite; his voice made us want to follow him. His voice was like the music of the Pied Piper of Hamelin. Mikhael had a similar trait. He always knew how to manipulate people. But with him, it was engineered, as if, at any given moment, a program in his head calculated what needed to be said in order to make someone do what he wanted. But with Uri, it was a warm quality. His voice melted something in your body, relaxed the muscles of your opposition. And all he said to us was the most common, meaningless thing: “So you’re Adam’s parents.” The minute he said it—in Hebrew—it was as if a protective wall had been built around us and we were no longer a family meeting their son’s teacher in California but a cohesive group of Israelis led by their commander, Uri.

         Mikhael spoke first, praising the self-defense class. “Adam talks about you all the time.”

         Uri listened. He didn’t return the compliment the way an American would. He didn’t say, for example, Your son is amazing, really something special. That’s what Adam’s computer teacher had told me at every elementary-school parent-teacher conference and what his middle-school chess teacher had said at the end of every lesson. Uri just listened, then nodded, and Adam looked at that nod with awe, the way you’d look at a lunar eclipse.

         Maybe that was why I suddenly spoke to him, skipping the hello-I’m-Lilach-nice-to-meet-you and saying instead, “I understand from Adam that you were in the elite commando unit too.”

         Uri and Mikhael exchanged a brief glance, one very familiar to me. And there was that slight quiver of discomfort in Mikhael’s shoulders that happened every time someone mentioned his service in the unit too specifically or too loudly. As if his military ID had been branded into his flesh with a white-hot iron along with an order for eternal secrecy, even twenty years after his discharge. Seeing Uri also make that movement, which I knew so well from Mikhael, was almost funny. A slight straightening of the back, visible even through the jacket he wore. But his voice gave away nothing. It was as steady and pleasant as it had been before as he said, “You must be cold. Let’s go over to your car.”

         As if to make it clear that Uri’s voice commanded not only people but also the forces of nature, we were buffeted by a freezing gust of wind, the kind the Bay Area is famous for. On the Hart lawn, parents and children shivered. The crowd would certainly disperse within a few minutes. It was too cold. Too late.

         On the way to our car, Adam spoke excitedly about Uri’s class, telling Mikhael details of their last orienteering exercise. Have you really forgotten the dead boy down the street, my son? I didn’t know whether he was talking so much because he’d forgotten or because he wanted to forget. Maybe he hoped his words would blur what had happened, just as, when he was a child and woke from a nightmare, he’d run to me and yell, “Mommy, tell me a story! Tell me a story!” and wouldn’t go back to bed until new images came to cover up the ones that had frightened him awake. I tried to catch Mikhael’s eye, to wonder silently with him about the animated way Adam was talking. But Mikhael was fascinated by what he was saying about the class, and his gaze shifted between Adam and Uri.

         They look alike, I thought, the stranger and my husband. But with Mikhael, the sculptor’s hand had halted in the middle of its work. His face was pleasant, but something had been nipped in the bud; it was unfinished—he was almost handsome—while with Uri, the hand had persevered for one moment too long. He was too chiseled. Too handsome.

         From minute to minute, Uri, Adam, and Mikhael’s lively conversation seemed less and less appropriate to the circumstances, a desecration. Perhaps Uri thought so too, because I suddenly noticed him trying, with subtle, almost invisible gestures, to make Adam lower his voice and get into the car, as if he were removing him from the scene. I walked over to the driver’s side and opened the door. I hoped Mikhael and Adam would follow me, but they lingered. I sat down and closed the door. They were still standing outside. Though the closed window muffled their voices, I heard Mikhael ask, “The same year as Amos, right?” Uri mumbled something in the secretive tone members of the unit always used, whether they were speaking to each other in the alleyways of Beirut or on suburban streets in Silicon Valley. I put the key into the ignition and pointedly turned on the stereo. The Beatles.

         I didn’t see the patrol car until it was right beside us. Mikhael, Uri, and Adam apparently did see the red and blue lights approaching, but I was too immersed in the music coming from the stereo to notice them. The police car was crawling along like a funeral hearse. Two white policemen in front, Jamal’s mother in the back. The window was open. They evidently wanted to let her get some fresh air after her collapse. And through that open window, the cheery sounds of the Beatles, loud and in your face, drifted over to the woman like an obscene joke.

         I quickly lowered the volume. Adam and Mikhael finally got into the car, their eyes accusing. I turned off the stereo completely. Mikhael opened the window and leaned out to Uri. “Where are you parked?”

         “Near the house.” He didn’t have to say which house. We all knew that, from now on, Josh Hart’s house would be that house. And from now on, Jamal Jones would be that boy.

         “Get in. We’ll drive you to your car.”

         It was only two hundred yards along the dark street, but Uri nodded, got into the car, and sat next to Adam. His bulk filled the back seat. He smelled strongly of rain. When we reached the Hart house, he signaled for me to stop. “Yalla, let’s hope for a quiet night.” He took his keys out of his jacket pocket, patted Adam on the shoulder, nodded to me and Mikhael in the rearview mirror, and got out.

         When he closed the door, the car filled with a strange silence. Adam curled up into his coat. Mikhael rested his head on the foggy window and closed his eyes. I drove thirty feet, braked, and waited for a car in a driveway to pull out so I could continue. I saw the boys begin to leave the yard. A police car was still parked in front of the house. Through the open door, I could see policemen talking in the entryway. And Uri.

         I leaned forward, not quite sure what I was seeing. Yes, it was him, still holding his keys. His expression was very somber as he spoke to a short, broad-shouldered policeman, who replied to him with a reverence that surprised me. Uri listened, nodded, and disappeared into the house, the door closing behind him.
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         The next day, the sky was remarkably blue. The winds that had blown all night had driven the clouds away. It was one more advantage we had over our neighbor San Francisco: There were no homeless people. No drunks. No fog. Of course, there were people who felt homeless in their own homes, but they slept in double beds, not on street benches. And there were people who drank from bottles opened at noon, but when those bottles were finished, they were hidden in trash bags meant for recycling, not smashed on the street. And of course there were clouds, something gray that hung inside the houses, an actual chill in certain rooms, but not in the sky outside. That sky was as blue as it was in a real estate brochure.

         When we first moved here, Mikhael said that the birdsong in the morning reminded him of sounds in the kibbutz. I thought that was terribly funny. I told that to everyone who called from Israel to ask how we were doing, strange conversations that always began enthusiastically and ended limply. Once, people making international calls spoke quickly. The minutes cost so much that they wanted to cram as much as they could into the conversation, the way you cram clothes into a suitcase you have to close right away. There was something liberating about it, as if you could give the conversation your all because you had limited time. But with Skype, you don’t stop talking until you have nothing left to say, and you’re surprised at how fast that happens. Gradually, people stopped calling. First Tamar, then Rotem, and finally even Noga. They became holiday, birthday, and a-visit-every-other-year friends.

         On the morning after the boy, the tulips in the vase were neither more nor less red than they’d been the day before, when Jamal Jones was still alive. That, of course, was as logical as it was monstrous. I decided to call the retirement home to say that I wouldn’t be coming in today. I wanted to ask Lucia to put a note on my door so the residents wouldn’t be upset when they found it closed. They wake up early, and when they go down to the lobby on Friday morning, they like to see that I’m already there. My salary at the home wasn’t great, but I liked the work. Elderly people can’t sit in their rooms all day. They need to go out, see other people. I was in charge of organizing cultural activities. I brought lecturers. On Fridays, I taught a class on cinema, which I was now planning to cancel.

         “I don’t understand,” Mikhael said. “Why can’t you go in as usual? We’re letting Adam skip school and he won’t get up until noon, so what is there for you to do here?”

         Nonetheless, I called to cancel, but the conversation with Lucia made me change my mind.

         “I was going to talk to you about Martha,” she said, and added with a nonchalance that sounded insincere to me: “Never mind, I’ll get you up to speed next week.”

         Of all the residents of the home, Martha was the one who never missed a class. She didn’t speak much, but her eyes always smiled at me when I came in, and every time I sat down next to her, she ran her hand across my back, a kind of caress.

         Before leaving the house, I glanced toward Adam’s room one more time in case he opened the door. I tried to wipe away the memory of the look in his eyes when we came home from the Harts’ the night before.

         When I entered the lobby of the home, I saw that all the residents already knew what had happened at the party. It had been on the news.

         “It’s so sad when something like that happens to a young person,” Armando said evenly. “Old folks like us, it’s okay, it’s fine, but children shouldn’t have to go that way.”

         “And to think that not too long ago, that young girl was killed in the synagogue,” Nyla said as she leaned over the cleaning cart. Martha ran her fingers through her white hair, then ran her hand over my back and asked quietly how I felt. Her fingers reminded me of my grandmother’s.

         “I think I’m okay,” I said. She gently touched my back again and asked if the boy who died at the party was white or Black or Latino.

         “Negro,” Armando said firmly in Spanish. “I saw his picture on the news.” I looked over at Nyla to see if she was offended. She was putting empty plates into the cart and, with a forgiving smile, said to the Puerto Rican man with the walker, “Careful, Armando, if you say Negro on the street, a lot of people will get angry at you.”

         Dwayne laughed out loud. He was the oldest resident, but his energy sometimes made him seem like the youngest.

         “It’s really a good thing that word isn’t used anymore, because since people stopped saying Negro, everything has changed for us, right, Nyla? Since they stopped calling your kids Negroes, you’re not afraid anymore that a white cop will put a bullet in them in the middle of the day!” Dwayne laughed again. He liked to laugh, because he could show his beautiful new teeth, the envy of all the residents. His son had paid for them before boarding a plane to his home in Maryland.

         Nyla rolled her eyes. Armando and Dwayne and Chan and Martha were stuck together in this old building, too poor to choose a more luxurious retirement home for themselves. Old age had united them. I believed that was why they were never offended by one another. The true enemy was death, or maybe it was youth: their children, who thought they were better than them.

         “Tell me, Leela,” Dwayne said, “Lucia said that the dead boy went to school with your son. But what was a Black boy from the east side doing in a school in your neighborhood?”

         “They don’t have a local high school there,” I said, feeling a bit uncomfortable, “so they scattered the kids among our high schools.” When Dwayne didn’t say anything, I added, “It’s good for our children to meet kids from underprivileged neighborhoods.”

         He regarded me for a moment without replying. Then he said, “Darlin’, I wish some retirement homes in your area would take in us elderly folks from underprivileged neighborhoods,” and the other residents laughed. “The diapers there must be made of silk.”

         “Let’s go,” I said, smiling despite myself. “Time for class.” Martha remained sitting in the lobby, staring into space, until Dwayne offered her a hand in a gallant gesture you don’t see much these days. A few minutes later, they were all inside. When I’d planned the weekly meeting, I’d intended to screen East of Eden and talk about the plot as a version of the story of Cain and Abel and about how the first murder was motivated by envy, not evil. But now I was assaulted by the sights I had seen yesterday. Dwayne’s smiling face turned into the face of the dead boy lying on the living-room floor. The man sitting in front of me had recently celebrated his ninetieth birthday. Jamal Jones would never turn seventeen. I shortened the introduction, hurried to screen the film, and slipped out of the room three minutes after it began.

         When I walked into Lucia’s office, she understood right away. “Go home,” she said gently. She stood up from her desk and walked down the corridor with me, her hand on my shoulder.

         “What did you want to tell me about Martha?” I asked.

         “It can wait.”

         “Lucia, what’s up?”

         She stopped at the door of my office, looked behind her to make sure we were alone, and said, “I’m going to refer her for a neurological evaluation. Recently, the staff has noticed signs of cognitive decline.”

         I tried to protest. Martha had smooth cheeks that reddened every time she spoke, as if the fact that someone noticed her existence was proof of a hidden crime she had committed. I could imagine how much a meeting with the doctor would humiliate her. The cruel simplicity of the list of questions—“What day is today? Can you touch your nose with your finger? What’s the name of this place?”—that would determine whether she’d stay or go.

         Lucia shook her head. “We don’t have the manpower necessary to guarantee that an old woman suffering from dementia won’t end up wandering down the highway. You know that.”

         Residents diagnosed with cognitive decline were given a farewell party before being moved to a “memory-care” institution. The most terrible parties were those where the departing residents smiled because they didn’t understand that they were being sent away. But Martha wasn’t like that. She planted flower seeds in window boxes. She brushed my back with her hand whenever we met. She wouldn’t want to go.

         “It’s only an evaluation,” Lucia said. “She might pass it with flying colors.”

         “I’ll go to the appointment with her.”

         Lucia looked at me skeptically. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Leela. We have to think about how that would look to the other residents. We don’t want them to start being jealous.”

         “Her family lives far away,” I persisted. “There’s no one to sit with her in the doctor’s office.”

         “Let me think about it,” Lucia mumbled and left. I’d been in America long enough to know when I was being turned down.

         I got my bag from my office and locked the door with the plaque that said LILACH SHUSTER, CULTURAL COORDINATOR. If my doctoral adviser could see it, he would definitely ask whether this was the glamorous job I’d moved to America for. The first time Mikhael received an offer to relocate, I’d refused to go. I didn’t want to leave everything, especially given the horror stories I’d heard about women wasting away in Silicon Valley after exchanging their desks for kitchen tables. “Those women gave up on themselves,” I’d said to Mikhael. “I don’t want to live like that.”

         As I walked toward the exit, I saw Martha at the end of the corridor. She had left in the middle of the film and was taking small steps forward with her walker. Her robe had opened slightly, exposing the wrinkled skin of her thigh. I watched her as she looked around the hall. The troubling thought occurred to me that maybe she didn’t know where she was.

         When she saw me, her eyes lit up.

         “Here you are, Leela. I saw you leave and wanted to see if you were all right.”
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         When I got home, Adam was still sleeping. I sat and drank the coffee Mikhael handed me until Kelev’s whining became impossible to ignore and I had to take him out for a walk.

         He ran quickly, despite his limp. When Adam had found him, the vet said that, given his condition, it might be better to put him to sleep. But Adam insisted, and today Kelev was just as fast as the neighborhood dogs. But it was still a bit strange walking with him. He wasn’t the kind of dog kids wanted to pet. That was because of the scars—one across the width of his nose, one under his ear, and an especially ugly one on his back—where the boys had burned him. There was no fur there, and the flesh was pink-purple. It repulsed me a little to touch it, but Adam pet him there all the time. His scar isn’t ugly, he once told me, only the people who gave it to him are ugly.

         One day about five years ago, my son came home battered and bruised. I was so alarmed that it took me a minute to realize that he was holding something even more battered and bruised. A small, quivering puppy. Adam had heard the whimpering coming from the woods when he was riding his bike home from school. He saw some boys torturing the puppy and knew that if he didn’t do something, they would kill it.

         “And you didn’t think that they might kill you too?” I’d asked.

         “Mom, don’t get carried away.” His unemotional tone. His lack of concern for his own injuries. His devotion to nursing the puppy back to health despite the vet’s initial doubt that it would survive. We paid for all the medical treatment, for a titanium bone to be inserted into Kelev’s leg to replace the one that had been crushed. When the puppy woke up after the operation, Adam petted him gently, carefully. I asked what he wanted to name him.

         “Kelev,” he said, the Hebrew word for “dog.”

         “That’s it, just Kelev?”

         He gave me that rare, mischievous smile of his and said, “Why not? The way Adam means ‘human being’ in Hebrew. And like you always say, the fact that someone is born a human being doesn’t mean he’ll act like one.”

         They were inseparable, Kelev and Adam. They went everywhere together. Once, before Adam had his own laptop, I saw that he had used mine to read a long article about extending the life span of dogs. His interest in the subject never flagged. He asked Mikhael how long dogs lived. He tried to argue, saying that those were probably old statistics, that they definitely lived longer today. I loved seeing my son and the dog together. Kelev’s ugliness constantly reminded me of the beauty of what Adam had done.

         When I came home after walking Kelev, Adam still hadn’t gotten up. “We have to wake him,” I said to Mikhael, “so he won’t sleep all day and stay up all night.”

         I went upstairs and knocked lightly. A long minute passed before he opened the door, and when he finally did, it was obvious that he hadn’t slept a wink. His face was very pale, his eyes were red, and he was wearing the same clothes he’d worn to the party the day before. He stayed in these clothes the rest of the day. The following morning, just as I began to wonder if we should say something, he finally took a shower and threw the shirt and pants I’d started to despise into the washing machine. During the next few days, he rarely left his room, and we let him stay home from school.

         The parents’ association had sent out an e-mail with the details of the funeral service, which would be held at the graveside, and they’d attached a poor-quality picture of Jamal taken a few years ago. That morning, after I knocked on Adam’s door, opened it, and told him to hurry up, we didn’t want to be late, he stared at me from his bed and said, “I don’t want to go.”

         I almost told him that I didn’t want to go either, that all morning, I’d been waiting for my temperature to go up, for my throat to start hurting, for anything that would keep me from having to look at Mrs. Jones’s face again. Instead, I said, “Adam, it’s important for his family that we go.” And also because I’d read that it was essential for us so we could begin working through our grief. That’s what it said in the first article that came up when I typed Teenagers coping with a classmate’s death. Perhaps Dr. Angela Harris had paid Google to make her article appear first. I stayed up until three in the morning reading the next four articles as well, like a student cramming for an exam she has to take the next day. By the time my son gets up, I’ll have an answer. When he opens his eyes in a world where a schoolmate can suddenly collapse and die in the middle of a party, I’ll be there with scientifically proven coping strategies.

         “I don’t want to go.”

         His left eyebrow trembled slightly, a tic that sometimes appeared when he was upset. I told him it was his choice. Mikhael and I were going in any case. He could eat breakfast and decide whether to join us or not. I went downstairs. I put the cornflakes on the table. I waited.
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         An hour later, Mikhael, Adam, and I parked in the packed Albert Creek Cemetery lot.

         Almost everybody from Adam’s school was there. When I got out of the car, I was surprised to see a police cruiser parked at the far end of the lot. Adam, who was still in the car, stared at it and didn’t make a move to get out.

         “Let’s go,” I said. “It’s about to start.”

         The sophomore boys who’d come to the cemetery were standing together under an enormous plane tree, which was both close enough to and far enough from the gaping hole. They spoke quietly, occasionally glancing at the crowd that had gathered around the coffin itself. But none of them actually moved closer, as if standing near the open grave was limited to adults only, in accordance with some obscure law. Adam glanced at the tree.

         “Go be with your friends,” Mikhael said. “We’ll be here.”

         I nodded to a few American mothers I knew. One of them said it was just terrible. Another one asked in a whisper, “Do they know what happened yet?”

         “It must have been cardiac arrest. In my niece’s high school in Miami, the same exact thing happened.” Ashley’s mother spoke with absolute confidence. She always spoke with absolute confidence, whether you asked her about spaghetti sauce, the date of a math test, or the cause of a death at a party.

         Shir Cohen strode across the grass. She nodded hello at me and continued on toward Gali and Hila. Gali was a postdoc at Stanford. Hila was a law professor. Shir had a small start-up. Somehow, the children of all three of them were on the same math track, so they could pretend that it was our children’s academic interests that differentiated us, not the faint scorn that women with real jobs felt for women like me.

         I turned away and looked for Adam under the plane tree. It took a moment for me to see him. His eyes were still cast down. Unlike the others, he didn’t even glance over at the grave. Maybe it was a mistake, bringing him here. Maybe Dr. Angela Harris was wrong and there was no reason to take a sixteen-year-old to see another sixteen-year-old buried. I wanted to go over to him and suggest we go home. This had been a bad idea, we didn’t have to stay. I began to walk over to the tree when I suddenly saw a figure in a padded jacket worn over a black, button-down shirt. “What’s he doing here?” I said.

         Mikhael looked at me questioningly. Then he saw Uri standing on the other side of the gaping, waiting hole. “Maybe he came to support his students.”

         There were two other boys in Adam’s grade who were in Uri’s class, Boaz Greenbaum and Yochai Karin. Both were taking more computer science courses than Adam, so they weren’t in any of Adam’s classes, the kind of thing Mikhael didn’t know and I always did. Einat, Boaz’s mother, volunteered at the Jewish Community Center and at first had tried to drag me into lighting Hanukkah candles and planting trees in the park on Tu BiShvat. Eventually she gave up on me and asked Moran, Yochai’s mother. She already volunteered at the Israeli Community Center but agreed willingly. I saw them not far away, standing next to each other. Einat Greenbaum’s arms were crossed over her breasts, and she wore a delicate gold necklace with a small Star of David. But if that’s why Uri was here, to support his students as they buried a friend for the first time, why didn’t he go over to them? He didn’t even glance at them. Instead, he was looking, nearly staring, at us. Mikhael began to feel it too. Not at Yochai or Boaz, or even Adam. At us.

         A lot of people dressed in black stood between him and us. The crowd moved like a huge, many-legged tarantula. Some of them were looking around; some were checking their phones; others were whispering. Those small movements, heads rising and lowering and turning, made us and Uri alternately visible and invisible to each other. Nonetheless, there was no mistaking it. And Uri didn’t even seem to be trying to hide the fixed way he regarded us. His presence there, the way he examined our faces, felt like an intrusion.

         The funeral began, freezing the distance between us and Uri. Standing at the grave were Mrs. Jones, wearing a black dress that looked too small for her, and two boys who supported her, one on either side, and wore black suits. A gold cross lay between her breasts.

         “You know about the boys’ father?” Einat Greenbaum, who was now standing beside me, whispered, gesturing with her head toward the boys. “He’s not here. He converted to Islam after they got married.” I wanted to ask how she knew things like that, how some people always know things like that as soon as a tragedy strikes, but right then, the minister began to speak. His speech was well written, but his voice didn’t quaver even once, and it was clear that he hadn’t really known Jamal.

         “Your smile lit up the hallways. You were a ray of light for your friends. I promise you, Jamal, you will always be in our hearts.”

         One of Jamal’s brothers began to cry. The other, younger brother, looked at him in surprise. He was old enough to attend the funeral but not old enough to understand that he would never see his brother again. He looked at the coffin in confusion, as if he expected Jamal to push it open, climb out, and announce that the game of hide-and-seek was over.

         The minister continued speaking about the tragedies that were happening to us, one after the other. I stopped listening. I looked at Jamal’s mother. Her eyes were totally blank, like those of a figure in a wax museum. But her hands were alive, a strange quirk; her fingers moved back and forth, as if she were playing the piano. I looked at them, mesmerized. Back and forth, gently but also confidently, so you could almost hear the music she was playing. At that moment, I turned around because of a loud sob. It was Josh Hart, the only boy not at the plane tree, standing close to his parents, who had been called back urgently from their trip.

         Someone died—that must have been what he told them. Someone died in our living room. Josh’s complexion was green, maybe because of the shock. Mr. and Mrs. Hart were pale. He was head of a lab at Google. He had a broad forehead and a kind face that seemed tormented now. She kept looking around, her expression apologetic, as if she wanted to say, But it’s not our fault, he just happened to die in our house. Between them was Josh, who had his father’s broad forehead and his mother’s blue eyes, and I thought, This is a family used to having their picture taken at vacation spots, arms around one another, not in the Albert Creek Cemetery, standing over a gaping rectangle.

         Josh sniffed again. His mother opened her bag and handed him a tissue. I should be beside Adam, I decided, the way she’s beside her son. I walked quietly toward the plane tree. So many kids, but where was Adam? I saw Ashley, Boaz, Yochai. The boy I’d seen vomiting the other night. The girls who’d worn miniskirts, standing on the Hart lawn, were now clad in dark formal clothes, their mascara smudged again. A group of boys taller than me were standing at a bench and I tried to look over their shoulders to see if my son was concealed there. But he wasn’t there or anywhere else near the tree. I looked over to where Uri had been standing earlier, expecting Adam to be beside him. But Uri was alone, separate from the crowd.

         I left the group of teenagers and walked away from the open grave along the narrow cemetery paths. As I moved farther from the funeral, the birdsong and the rustling in the treetops grew louder. If it weren’t for the white stone slabs, I might have thought I was taking a walk in a nature reserve or a park. A man in a gray jacket came toward me on the path. Since it was too narrow for both of us, he stepped aside to let me pass, and that’s when I saw the police badge attached to his belt. For a moment, I considered asking him what the police were doing there, but although he acknowledged my presence with a brief nod, his eyes were fixed on something straight ahead. I kept walking.

         When I turned around again, the man in the jacket had disappeared. There were tall cypresses and oak trees all around, and a low stone wall up ahead. I saw them there, next to the wall. At first I thought it was Adam standing next to another boy with short hair, legs firmly planted. But a moment later, I noticed how thin the legs were inside the tight jeans. How slim the shoulders were. The figure turned its head, and then I had no doubt—under the sloppily cut bangs was the face of a girl, her expression intense. Sculpted lips. A small, impudent chin. Huge eyes.

         Instinctively, I stepped back. I didn’t want to spoil the moment, and even though I didn’t know what was happening between them, it looked very private, almost secret. I had never seen Adam with a girl, and his body language made it clear that the situation was new for him too and he was surprised by it. I walked away quietly. My mind was working fast. She hadn’t been at the party, that was certain. I would have remembered that face. Maybe she was in a different class, or a different school. A mother’s thoughts, like prying hands feeling an opaque bag to guess what was inside: Oranges? Apples? Hand grenades?

         Even though part of me was angry—It’s disrespectful, what he’s doing, slipping away from a classmate’s funeral to meet with a pretty girl—part of me, I’m ashamed to admit, was glad. Because although Mikhael and I tried not to make a big deal of it, we were a bit worried, had even asked ourselves if it was really just shyness that held him back. But there he was, standing next to a girl and, yes, it was disrespectful, but it was also understandable. After all, boys don’t stop acting like boys just because another boy is being buried in the ground. With that thought, I walked away toward the large lawn, and I would surely have gone back to stand beside Mikhael if a strangled sound had not stopped me.

         I turned toward the stone wall again. Adam and the girl were now arguing in hushed, restrained whispers. I was too far away to hear the words, but there was no mistaking the body language, the tone of the conversation that drifted over to me through the rustling treetops. They were arguing. Her hands were on her hips, her legs in a confident, defiant stance. And he stood there with his arms crossed, fists thrust under his armpits, jaw clenched. At that moment, he reminded me so much of his father, because that’s exactly how Mikhael stood when we fought. For years, Adam had watched us fight, and now, in a perfect imitation of Mikhael’s posture, he shook his head in clear refusal as the girl spoke to him. Fragments of words from the stormy conversation between them reached me, her thin voice rising in a question, his curt voice in reply.
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