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			They met on a dating site for divorced singles. His profile was unexciting, which was exactly why she wrote to him. Forty-two years old, divorced once, lives in a Tel Aviv suburb. Not ‘excited to swallow life whole’ or ‘on a self-discovery journey I’d like you to join me on’. Two kids, five foot eight, college-­educated, self-employed, financially stable. Political opinions: none. Some other items were left incomplete too. Three pictures, one old and two that seemed slightly newer, all of which showed something reassuring about his face, nothing too special. He was not overweight.

			Eran, her son, had started therapy, and his therapist said it would be good for Eran to see that she was not just grieving, but starting to move on with her life. She tried to get the two of them back into a routine: supper at seven, shower, one TV show, and then they both got their bags ready for the morning. At half past eight or quarter to nine Eran would be in bed and she’d read him a story, even though he could read on his own, because it wasn’t a good time to stop. After that she’d sit at the computer desk in the corner of the living room, reviewing profiles and reading messages, even though she knew she wasn’t going to write back to any man who contacted her. She preferred initiating contact herself. It was late March, but in the evening she wore a jumper, and sometimes it was raining lightly when she got into bed alone.

			She sent him a message – ‘I’d be happy to get to know you’ – and he answered two days later: ‘Let’s do it. How?’

			They had an online chat.

			‘What school do you teach at? Primary? Secondary?’

			‘Secondary.’

			‘Can you say which one?’

			‘I’d rather not give details for now. It’s in Holon.’

			She was cautious, he was revealing. The items left blank on his profile were filled out as their conversations progressed. He liked to ride his bike. Mostly on Saturdays, in Yarkon Park. ‘After neglecting my body for years, I’ve started going to the gym too. Delightful.’ She didn’t think you could tell from the pictures. He was a lawyer – ‘Not one of those sharks, just an independent lawyer, with my own little firm’ – and most of his work involved verifying eligibility and submitting applications for Polish, Romanian and Bulgarian citizenship for Israelis with roots in those countries. He got into the field after working for a few years in the legal department of an employment agency that brought foreign workers to Israel from Eastern Europe, and that’s how he built up contacts in the various departments of interiors. ‘Would you happen to need a Polish passport?’ he asked, and she wrote back: ‘No chance, my parents are from Libya. Do you have contacts with Gaddafi?’

			Her friends at the school warned her against internet chats. They said you couldn’t believe what people said about themselves. But he didn’t say anything unusual about himself. On the contrary: it was as if he were trying to sound ordinary. After corresponding for a few days he asked, ‘Are we going to meet eventually?’ and Orna wrote, ‘Yes, eventually.’

			*

			Thursday evening, half past nine. Early April.

			He said she should decide where to meet, and she chose a café by Ha’Bima Square in central Tel Aviv. Three days earlier she’d met with Eran’s therapist and had mostly talked about herself. The therapist had hinted that Orna might want to get some therapy too, and she’d laughed. She’d apologized for talking too much and explained that she couldn’t afford therapy. She was only able to pay for Eran’s sessions thanks to her mum.

			The therapist advised her not to keep her first date a secret, but also not to make a big deal out of it. It was best not to ask her mum to babysit or have Eran sleep over with her, because she’d be more anxious than the two of them and would tell Eran more than he should know. She should try to get the same babysitter they’d used when Mum and Dad used to go out together. If Eran asked who she was going out with, Orna could say, ‘A friend.’ If he asked who the friend was, she could say he was a new friend whom Eran didn’t know yet. His name was Gil.

			Tel Aviv was crowded. The traffic jams started at the Shalom exit from Ayalon Highway and continued along Ibn Gavirol Street, and the new underground car park they’d built at the cultural centre was full. Gil had sent her his phone number that morning on chat, and she texted him to say she was running late. She drove back to the car park on Kaplan Street, left her car there and walked to Ha’Bima Square alongside groups of partiers, men with tattoos and beards, pretty girls and young couples with babies. Maybe she should have suggested a different place. Her outfit – white cropped trousers, matching white blouse, thin white jacket – made her feel old, or worse: like an old woman trying to look young. But the first thing Gil said helped her feel less alien:

			‘What are we actually doing here? I feel so old.’

			It was much stranger than she’d expected, to suddenly start going out with men.

			When she got there he stood up and shook her hand as though they were at a business meeting. He ordered a latte, so instead of wine she got non-alcoholic hot cider with a cinnamon stick. He wasn’t thin, but you could tell he worked out. And he was dressed more casually than she was: jeans, blue shirt, white trainers. He took upon himself the role of the more experienced party, because he’d been on quite a few of these dates.

			‘Usually you talk about the divorce,’ he said, ‘swap war stories. A bit like in reserve duty. It’s pretty depressing but I’m willing to go first.’

			She said, ‘No, anything but that,’ but she was curious to hear. Talking about it herself was out of the question; everything was still bleeding and unprocessed, sometimes not real at all. Even while she was on the date, she sometimes had the feeling that all this was not happening and that it was Ronen sitting there with her. Gil said he had two daughters, both in secondary school: Noa and Hadass. His ex-wife had initiated the divorce, and at first he’d resisted, probably not out of love but out of fear.

			Unlike what had happened between her and Ronen, Gil and his wife had had a lengthy separation process. When his wife brought up the idea, he’d managed to persuade her to try to repair the relationship. Then there was a brief period of marriage therapy, and in the end he acquiesced. To the best of his knowledge she hadn’t cheated on him, and she didn’t have a boyfriend now either. She’d just stopped loving him, she’d lost interest, wanted to try something new, not give up on life, all sorts of things that he hadn’t understood at the time, or hadn’t wanted to understand; but today he understood more. All in all the change had made everyone’s lives better. The girls’ too. The divorce was easy, perhaps because they were both lawyers and money wasn’t tight. His ex-wife stayed in their flat in Givatayim, and with the money they got from the sale of a rental flat they owned in Haifa, he bought a four-room flat not far away. He was recounting all this not for the first time, that much was clear, and his tone was so mollified that it made Orna feel just how wounded she was. Precisely because she thought her and Ronen’s story was so different – but perhaps it wasn’t? The lines Gil had said drily – ‘Try something new,’ ‘Not give up on life’ – exploded inside her like little grenades.

			Gil didn’t see any of this, or at least she hoped he didn’t. When he asked, ‘And how was it for you?’ Orna said, ‘Different. I have— We have a nine-year-old boy, and he took it really hard. But I’d rather not talk about that now.’

			After that she wasn’t there any more. Gil talked about his work, told her about quick business trips to Warsaw and Bucharest, tried to take an interest in her life and did not press her when she resisted. Time passed slowly. Ha’Bima Square filled up at quarter past ten, when the plays ended, and then emptied out. At twenty to eleven Gil ordered a Coke Zero and asked if she wanted something to eat, but she didn’t even get another cider because she was hoping the date would end.

			A little after eleven he said, ‘Shall we?’ and she said, ‘Yes, we should, it’s really late.’

			‘I’d be up for keeping our chat going, if you feel like it. And you also have my number,’ he said by way of goodbye.

			She wanted to phone the babysitter on her way to the car to ask if Eran was asleep yet, but she couldn’t because she felt she might burst into tears.
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			A week later, she sent him a message.

			‘Gil, are you still there?’

			‘You mean here? Apparently for ever.’

			She apologized for their date, explaining that she probably wasn’t ready yet. He must have had a dismal time with her.

			He wrote back: ‘Not at all. And I completely understand because I’ve been there myself. No hard feelings at all. Maybe some other time.’

			*

			At school it was end of term, and in the evenings she had exams to mark. She finished reading Eran The Prince and the Pauper and started The Last of the Mohicans, precisely because they were stories that had nothing to do with anything in their lives; they weren’t about a boy coping with divorce but tales of distant times and places. She started tutoring pupils from other schools in the afternoons, so she wouldn’t have to ask her mother for money beyond what she already borrowed for Eran’s therapy. She gave four to six tutoring sessions a week and charged a hundred shekels an hour, which could amount to two thousand shekels a month, in cash. In summer the tutoring would end, but she’d signed up to mark matriculation exams so she’d have another source of income.

			Friends from school, especially those who weren’t close to her, tried to find out if she was ready to be set up. Quite a few men in their circles were starting their second rounds, and although most of them were the dregs, there were a few real catches. Orna rejected the offers. There were no more than a couple of new profiles a week on the site, and she kept coming across the same faces and the same lines trying to conceal the loneliness behind pretty words: ‘Unwilling to compromise on anything less than true love’, ‘Looking for a partner for my life’s journey’, ‘An unconventional man, the real deal, no lies and no masks’. They were all phoney, or not thin enough, or too young, aged twenty-eight or thirty, and Orna couldn’t understand what they were doing there, just as she wasn’t sure why she herself flipped through the site every few days without any real intention. When she wrote to Gil to suggest they go on another date, it was not really premeditated, just a spur-of-the-moment decision, although the thought had crossed her mind a few times.

			He answered in a few hours: ‘Happy to, but only if it’s not out of pity.’

			Orna sent a smiley face, followed by: ‘Is self-pity okay?’

			*

			Passover came and went. It was a sad Seder, the first after the divorce. Just her and Eran, her mother, and her brother and his family at their home in Karkur. As always, far too much food and unintentionally painful conversation. No one mentioned Ronen. Eran clung to her the whole evening, didn’t play with his cousins or join in to search for the Afikoman. The next day, on the holi­day morning, she woke up a few minutes before six. The sky was heavy with rainclouds and it was unexpectedly cold. Their winter clothes were already stored on the top shelves of the wardrobe. She had no idea how they would get through the whole school holiday.

			The babysitter was busy with school exams, so she was only free on Tuesday, but that worked for Orna. A quiet evening, with fewer partiers on the street. Gil wrote, ‘I have another date on Tuesday, but if it’s the only day you can do next week, I’ll cancel.’ Instead of making her happy, his honesty disgusted her, and she thought of backing out. I’m on the meat market, she thought. I’m part of the meat market.

			Maybe there was no way around it.

			‘Can we not meet in Tel Aviv this time?’ she asked, and he replied, ‘Of course. Wherever you’d like. Yafo? Givatayim? The marina in Herzliya?’

			‘Isn’t Givatayim too close for you?’ She thought about his grown daughters, who might walk by the café. About his ex-wife.

			‘Very close. But honestly, I don’t mind where we meet. They’ve opened some nice places near me on Katznelson Street, but I can get anywhere.’

			*

			She didn’t feel anxious before the second time, and that was strange. As if she were going to have coffee with a friend from work, or as if Gil really were ‘a friend’, as she told Eran.

			She dressed casually and put on hardly any make-up, perhaps to send him the message that she wasn’t playing by the usual meat-market rules. He wore athletic clothes again, with the same jeans and the same white trainers, but this time a white shirt. She thought he looked slightly thinner, while most men in Israel gained weight on Passover. They kissed on the cheek when she walked into the café, late again because she’d had trouble finding parking, and the kiss was friendly, befitting a couple who’d met more than twice. Gil smelled of a cologne she didn’t recognize and immediately liked. A very sweet, chocolatey aroma, which one couldn’t help wanting to smell again.

			She tried to be less melancholy this time, more talkative, mostly after it occurred to her that Gil might regret giving up his other date for her. Still, she stuck to the role of the interviewer who doesn’t say much about herself – and Gil agreed to be interviewed again.

			‘So, do you go on a lot of these dates?’ she asked, and he answered, ‘Fewer than I used to, but yes, quite a lot. I don’t have much else to do in the evenings.’

			‘And nothing ever comes of it?’

			‘Usually not.’

			Most of the time, he said, the women didn’t write or call after the first date. A few did try to keep things going but he ignored them. Only rarely did it progress to a second date, and there’d been a total of three times when it had gone beyond that. Three times in over two years. That depressed Orna briefly, as though what Gil was saying offered a glimpse into her own future, but she perked herself up. Less melancholy, more talkative. This time she wasn’t sinking. She felt able to be more relaxed and happy, maybe in part because she’d ordered alcoholic cider this time. The café, which Gil said he often went to in the mornings on his way to the office, was full of young people again, but this time it didn’t bother Orna as much, and even helped. As did the fact that Gil had some red wine.

			‘Went beyond that – you mean sex?’ she asked, surprised by her own brashness.

			Gil smiled. ‘Sex too. It evolved into something that lasted more than two or three dates, to a sort of beginning of something posing as a relationship.’

			‘And why didn’t it work out?’

			‘I guess they didn’t fall in love with me and I didn’t fall in love either, and somehow nothing happened. It faded.’

			He tried to avoid talking about the divorce, maybe because he sensed that was what had ruined their last date, but Orna was more confident now in her ability to tolerate the memories, which did indeed come up when he started to talk. She insisted on asking him about his ex-wife and daughters, to prove that she could, that something in her really was getting stronger, as Eran’s therapist said it would, even if she couldn’t completely feel it herself yet.

			After the cider she ordered a glass of Merlot, and then Gil got another glass of wine, even though he’d finished his first one long ago – as if he’d been awaiting confirmation that she wasn’t about to flee, that it wasn’t presumptuous of him to order a second glass. On the way home in the car, she thought that what she liked about him on this date might not have actually been about him, but about picking up where they’d left off last time. By now she ­recognized the way he lowered his voice when he asked a question he feared might be too personal, the way he ran his fingers through his fair hair and smiled before he answered a question he found embarrassing, the disappointment in his eyes when he thought something he’d said had pained her and made her shut down, and his joy when he talked about his girls, Noa and Hadass.

			His divorce agreement had given them shared custody, but he’d felt from the start that it wasn’t easy for the girls, that they preferred to spend the week in the home they’d grown up in, in their own rooms, and so he didn’t insist, even though he’d put a lot of money into their new rooms. At some point he gave each of the girls their own key to his flat and told them to come whenever they wanted to, without asking first or knocking. In the first three months they hardly came, and always texted him first, but it had gradually changed. He would come home from work in the early evening and find them in his kitchen or living room, doing homework or watching TV. Mostly it was Noa, the older one. His flat was less than a ten-minute walk from their house. His ex-wife didn’t mind, and one could say that his home had become their refuge, or perhaps a place where they could practise what it would be like to have their own home one day. They came three or four times a week now, studied for their exams undisturbed, cooked dinner, tidied up on their own, and two weeks ago there’d been another important development: Noa had a boyfriend, and she’d asked him to sleep over for the first time, not at his ex-wife’s but in her new room at Gil’s place. She’d be seventeen in a month, and he and his ex were considering buying her a car together. He would pay for most of it because, after all, his finances were much more stable.

			That was the only moment on the second date when Orna thought about Ronen and Eran. How different everything was with them. And for a moment she feared that her attempt to trap the despair and sorrow wouldn’t succeed and they would be visible on her face like smudged make-up. She reminded herself of what Eran’s therapist had said: Don’t pressure him, Orna, give the boy time. He’s on his way to overcoming the crisis, just like you are, even though you can’t see it yet.

			This date went by quickly.

			It was after midnight when they said goodbye because she had to get home. For some reason they didn’t kiss this time, even though at the moment of separation she wanted to smell Gil’s chocolatey cologne again.

			That night, a little before one, he sent her a text message: ‘It was fun, Orna. Thanks.’ And she responded, ‘Thank you.’
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			What surprised her was how patient he was.

			At first she thought it was because he was going out with other women, but Gil said that after their second date he’d decided not to meet anyone else, so as to give it a real chance. He didn’t suspend his online profile or remove it, but she didn’t say anything about it so he wouldn’t think she was spying on him – or so he wouldn’t know that she was also still checking the site, without any real purpose, scanning new profiles as if she might be missing out on something.

			*

			May. Spring.

			After one more date in April, in May they see each other three times.

			At school it’s a busy time because of the upcoming matriculation exams. At home, Eran is talking about his birthday next month. Two hours before one of her dates with Gil the babysitter calls to say she can’t make it because she has a temperature, and Orna is about to phone Gil to cancel, but she changes her mind – she is desperate to get out, having spent days rushing from home to school and back again – so she asks her mother to watch Eran. She takes into account the fact that her mother will ask questions, and she does. Orna says she’s going out with Sophie, her good friend whom her mother knows well, but she puts on a smart, short dress, which surely makes her mother realize she’s lying.

			She isn’t telling anyone about Gil for now, except Eran’s ther­apist, because there’s nothing to tell yet – she isn’t in love with Gil and there’s little going on between them – but perhaps also out of a conviction that if she doesn’t tell, something will happen. She once heard an author on TV explain why she never showed anyone what she was working on: when something is simmering, you have to keep the pot covered.

			They still haven’t had any physical contact, apart from the occasional flutter of lips over cheeks. Is Gil dating other women after all? Most of the time she feels she is shutting herself off to certain thoughts and feelings and simply functioning, and that the dates with Gil are part of the attempt to function, to keep up the appearance of an ordinary life.

			She wakes up in the morning to get herself and Eran ready for work and school, whispers, ‘Good morning, Erani,’ and smiles while she strokes his black hair and watches him open his eyes. She teaches the usual material, prepares her students for their Hebrew grammar exam, helps Eran with his homework in the afternoons, tutors to make some extra money, and usually manages to cook something for supper. Every so often she goes out with this guy she met. Everything is fine. Nothing is broken. She and Gil have pretty similar tastes in food and movies, he doesn’t say anything that makes her feel embarrassed or ashamed about going out with him, he’s good-looking, she likes being seen with him on the street, his Hebrew is better than average, sometimes even higher and more correct than hers, he’s patient and courteous. In short, life goes on. She’s not falling apart.

			But at other times the unhappiness, or the hopefulness, disrupt her efforts to feel that everything in her life is normal, and she is overcome with dread when she thinks about the fact that she is going out with a man who is not Ronen, and that these are the things she consoles herself with – that they both like sushi, that he’s not fat – as though within the course of a few weeks she has become a different woman, a much older one than she used to be.

			Eran’s therapist promises her that beneath the surface, which she usually experiences as a total collapse, time is weaving together a new order, a new life. But Orna cannot feel for more than a few moments at a time that what he says is right.

			*

			On the evening her mother comes to babysit Eran, they go to a movie for the first time. Interstellar, at the mall. Orna is moved by the relationship between the father and daughter and can’t stop crying when the movie is over, because of Eran and Ronen. Afterwards they go to a Japanese restaurant and she tells Gil for the first time about Eran and Ronen.

			Eran is a special child, she explains. Introverted and very vulnerable. He’s turning nine at the beginning of June. He’s a little short for his age, thin and extremely shy, with almost no friends. The nicest thing that’s happened to him recently is that he’s discovering that he has a sense of humour, and he uses it a lot. He tries to make people laugh, mostly her, and is overjoyed when he manages to. In class he isn’t brave enough yet. He is fascinated by aircraft – model aeroplanes, unmanned aircraft, drones, anything that flies. Lately he’s also discovered cars and has started to collect little models, mostly ones her mum buys him. He was always very close to Ronen, even though Ronen travelled for long periods of time. He was an overseas tour guide – actually, he still is, but now he lives in Nepal. And he hasn’t seen Eran even once since he came to Israel to sign the divorce papers in December.

			For a second it seemed to Orna that Gil was about to put his hand on hers, which was on the table, and she hoped he wouldn’t do it at that precise moment. He hardly asked any questions because he realized how sensitive the topic was, and Orna told him what she could:

			That Ronen had married a German woman named Ruth, who was three years older than him and had four kids, and that they lived in Kathmandu, where they ran a hostel. Ruth was pregnant.

			That Ronen had promised not to cut ties and to come and visit Eran often, but he hadn’t come yet.

			That they hadn’t even Skyped since the end of February.

			‘Doesn’t Eran ask about him? Does he talk to you about it?’

			‘Not to me. It’s as if he never had a dad. But he talks about him with his therapist, and I hope that’s enough.’

			Ronen sent the alimony he owed, she told Gil when he asked. Or rather, his family did. His parents deposited money in her account every month and they also came to visit Eran once or twice a month, when they were in the area. She wanted to tell them not to come because she thought their visits only caused Eran pain, but his therapist asked him if he enjoyed the visits with Grandma and Grandpa and he said yes.

			*

			Was it because of what she told him that night that Gil was so patient with her? Then again, he’d always acted as if he had all the time in the world. He didn’t pressure her to see him and always let her initiate their dates. He always offered to pay but did not insist when she objected, and she demanded that they split the bill every time they ate something, allowing him to pay only if they’d just had drinks and the bill was small. He had money, that was implied by things he’d said on their first date, but he didn’t flaunt it. After one of their dates she spotted him getting into his car, a new-looking red Kia Sportage. And he did manage to surprise her sometimes, to make her feel there were things she didn’t know, that beneath his unremarkable exterior was a more interesting person. When they talked on the phone once, she asked, ‘How was your week?’ and Gil said, ‘I got back from three days in Warsaw yesterday,’ even though he hadn’t told her anything about taking a trip.

			‘Warsaw? Holiday or work?’

			‘Work. Why would anyone go to Warsaw on holiday?’

			In the Japanese restaurant, after they’d talked about Eran and Ronen, she tried to change the subject and force herself to be more cheerful, to pull herself out of the descent. ‘So what do you do on the evenings we don’t meet, if you don’t mind me asking?’

			Gil said he usually read. He got back from the office at around half past six or seven, eight if he went to the gym, and if the girls were at his place he spent time with them. Sometimes they had supper together, sometimes they watched the news or an episode of a TV series they liked. Now it was something awful called The Walking Dead, and he didn’t connect with zombies, but he watched it for their sake. If the girls weren’t there, or after they left, he generally just read. Before the divorce he hadn’t read much, but now, even though the two things were unrelated, he’d set himself a rule: after work, when he was at home, the computer was off and the mobile phone was silenced. He read non-fiction, biographies, books about espionage, about the Mossad, about World War II, but also popular-science books, like Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens, which Orna had also read. He never watched TV alone, not for ideological reasons but because he’d decided it was a waste of time and that books were much better for clearing his mind after work. Orna was ashamed that she’d assumed he was the more superficial one, even though she hadn’t opened a book for over a year, except the ones she read to Eran.

			He’d replaced the sweet-chocolatey cologne with something sharper, which she disliked, but they were not at the stage where she could say anything about it. Once during one of their dates, and another time later that night, she briefly thought about him without his clothes on and pictured him standing before her naked. His torso was probably fairer and fuller than Ronen’s, not hairy, and his legs less thin and muscular, but maybe slightly longer. She hoped his chest was brawny and not soft. In her imagination, she was almost naked, wearing only her panties, but even in her fantasy they did not touch, only examined each other from a short distance, in a room that was not her bedroom or any other room she recognized. But there was the possibility of touching in the way they stood together, a sense that one body touching another was possible.

			*

			The most surprising thing that occurred between them in May was the phone calls.

			It started in the middle of the month, a few days after their fourth date, which was at an expensive fish restaurant at Tel Aviv Port. As on previous occasions, they didn’t plan what would happen afterwards, did not agree to meet again, and one evening, after reading to Eran and cleaning up the kitchen and sitting blankly at the computer, she turned on the TV, watched a few dreadful minutes of Big Brother and thought about Gil in his flat, maybe reading. She turned off the TV and sent him a text message, but he didn’t reply, and she remembered he’d told her he tried to keep his phone off in the evenings. Then, for some reason, she called him, not from her mobile but from the landline.

			Gil answered immediately, even though he couldn’t have recognized the number. He hadn’t turned off his phone because his younger daughter, Hadass, was still at his place, but he hadn’t seen Orna’s message.

			‘So should I call later?’ she asked, and he said, ‘No, hang on a second. I’m going to the other room.’

			The phone conversations were short. And they had no clear purpose. They happened once every three or four days, mostly if they weren’t getting together, and always on her initiative. Gil said he wouldn’t turn his phone off any more in the evenings, he would just put it on silent, and every time she called he answered. She noticed that she always used her landline, as if reconstructing an experience she remembered from her youth: she was fourteen and had her first boyfriend, Sharon Lugasi from the other class, but she didn’t have a phone in her room yet. In order to talk to him privately, she would take the phone from the living room, plug it into the socket in her room and lock herself in. Usually his mother answered and she would ask a question no one asks any more: ‘Hello, is Sharon at home?’

			In those days, too, not unlike in her conversations with Gil, she was unsure why they were talking on the phone at all. They spent all day at school together and didn’t have much to say, yet still those phone calls were essential to what was going on between them, even if they consisted mostly of silence.

			With Gil there were no silences.

			‘So how was work? Did you pop over to Moscow and back?’

			‘Not today. I was in the office all day.’

			‘No gym? I hope for your sake you skipped lunch at least.’

			‘No, I didn’t make it to the gym. The girls let me know they were both coming and they wanted supper. Maybe first thing tomorrow. I really need to.’

			‘Are you reading?’

			‘Not yet. How are you? How’s Eran?’

			Hearing him say Eran’s name flooded her with ambivalence, even aversion. It bothered her that she wasn’t telling Eran any more details about Gil and their dates, and kept saying she was going out with a friend. Her mother had already asked if she was seeing someone, but she’d refused to answer.

			She hadn’t told him that these talks reminded her of those phone calls with Sharon Lugasi. She didn’t want him to misinterpret her.

			After ten or fifteen minutes she took advantage of a lull and said, ‘Well, goodnight,’ and he said, ‘Goodnight.’

		

	
		
			4

			Eran’s birthday was at the beginning of June.

			Orna took a risk: instead of inviting the class to the usual Friday-afternoon party at a local park or at home, which would give parents two child-free hours without much hassle, she had planned a kite-flying party on the beach in Rishon Le’Zion, so that parents would have to drive their kids there and back during siesta time. One parent suggested she rent a minibus, but Orna didn’t want that responsibility, and the expenses had already ballooned into much more than she could afford. She did set up a WhatsApp group to help coordinate pickups, and promised the parents cold beer and watermelon if they wanted to stay at the beach instead of driving back and forth.

			The party was at half past four, and Orna was there at three, with Eran and her mother and the lovely school counsellor, who had supported Eran since the divorce and was trying to help him integrate socially; she brought her boyfriend to help set up. Orna had invited Ronen’s parents, even though she didn’t have to, but they said no. She assumed they were worried about feeling uncomfortable and didn’t want to see her mother. They promised to have a separate family party for Eran at their house.

			They set out folding tables and put out the food and drinks. At half past three the big straw mats and beanbags she’d rented were delivered, and at four the party entertainer arrived with a crew of three secondary-schoolers. Eran was busy with the drone that Orna’s mother had not been able to resist giving him, even though his actual birthday was only the next day. When the batteries ran out, he helped arrange the snacks. The only thing they couldn’t plan was the wind.

			At twenty to five there were only three kids, and Orna’s mother shot her worried glances, but at ten to five most of the other children arrived, in four cars, and the party started. Twenty-eight out of a class of thirty-three had turned up, and two had told her in advance they wouldn’t make it. She didn’t have time to think about it during the party, but that evening, when they opened the presents at home, she felt overwhelmed with gratitude to the parents, the children, the entertainer, even her mother, and everyone who had helped her make this the best birthday Eran had ever had. It was proof not only of her organizational skills but of how much the kids and parents loved Eran and saw him as an integral part of the class despite him being so introverted and reclusive. It also indicated their willingness to help him through the crisis. She did not discuss the divorce with most of the parents, but they all clearly knew what she and Eran were going through.

			The entertainer divided the kids and those parents who wanted to participate into four groups, and they assembled and decorated the kites. They finished at about quarter to six, and since the wind was too low, they ate the food and lit the candles on the cake. Orna had made lists, but she’d forgotten to bring a chair to hoist Eran up on. One of the dads suggested a beanbag, and that was even better because Eran lay in it with his head lolling back and his eyes on the sky while they swung him up in the air ten times. When the sun started to set, the wind picked up and the kites flew like giant butterflies, drawing curious onlookers; who gathered around them on the beach. Even Orna’s mother had to admit that it had been a good idea and that Orna’s insistence on a beach party had been justified, and when she handed a cheque to the entertainer at the end of the party, she did so without haggling or giving everyone the impression that she was being exploited, the way she usually did. All in all, they spent almost two thousand five hundred shekels on the party.

			*

			On Saturday they had a quiet day at home.

			Eran woke up early and came into her bed to wake her, and she sang ‘Happy Birthday’, whispering into his ear. She gave him the simple gift she’d bought, after much deliberation and consultation with the therapist: a notebook with thick, blank pages, in a leather binding that fastened with a string, where he could write the date at the top of each page, followed by what he’d done and seen and thought that day. He ran to his room and came back to her in the kitchen after a few minutes to show her what he’d written. She hadn’t explained that you were supposed to start on the first page, and he’d filled a page in the middle of the book with large green felt-tipped letters: ‘It’s my 9 birthday. Mum boat me a notebook. Maybe dad will fone on the computer.’ For lunch she made his favourite dish – chicken liver with fried onions and mashed potatoes – and they ate together with her mother, who brought another chocolate cake, this one without candles.

			‘Didn’t he call to say happy birthday?’ Orna’s mother asked, and Orna didn’t answer, just kept clearing the dishes and loading the dishwasher. She was amazed to hear her mother murmur from the dining table, ‘That bastard.’ Eran was watching TV in his room.

			She’d consulted Eran’s therapist about how to broach the topic of his dad not being there for his birthday, and the therapist had said he thought Ronen should be compelled to at least phone. So she’d swallowed her pride and sent him an email and a Skype message, for the first time in months: ‘I hope you remember that it’s Eran’s birthday on Saturday. It would really help if you called to say happy birthday.’ Ronen didn’t write back, but she hoped he’d seen the messages.

			Her mother left in the afternoon, and then it was just the two of them. She suggested they go to a movie, but Eran said he’d rather stay home, and she realized he was waiting for Ronen to call. They played Monopoly in the living room and then Eran shut himself in his room again and watched TV, and she marked exams. Skype was on and active every time she glanced at it. And there was nothing wrong with the internet. She felt her hatred mounting and tried to control it, because it wouldn’t help Eran and in fact would only hurt him. She mustn’t let Ronen ruin the fact that she had given Eran two blissful days, that she’d managed to do it even under these circumstances, alone, or rather with the help of people who loved them.

			In the evening, before reading a story, she said more or less what she’d agreed with the therapist she’d say in case Ronen didn’t get in touch: ‘Dad hasn’t been able to call yet, but I’m sure he’ll talk to you soon, and I know he’s thinking about you and about how you’re already nine. You know there’s a big time difference between us and where Dad is, right? It might be because of that. Anyway, you know Dad loves you very, very, very much, right?’

			She wanted to call Ronen and curse him the way her mother had, but it was pointless. He wouldn’t answer. Instead she tried Gil, but his phone was off. The last time they’d talked, on Tuesday evening, she’d told him about the party preparations, and before hanging up she’d said, ‘We’ll probably only talk afterwards.’ On Friday he’d texted her first thing in the morning: ‘Good luck today! And happy birthday to both of you.’

			She had to talk to someone, so she called Sophie, and within a minute she was bawling, offloading all the week’s tension. Sophie’s husband, Itzik, was home and Sophie said she could come over, even though it was late. She lived five minutes away, and at quarter to ten she was there, wearing a tracksuit. They talked about Ronen, and Sophie told Orna exactly what she wanted to hear – whispering, so Eran wouldn’t wake up: that it was hard to believe what a shit he was, that no one could have imagined he’d turn into such a louse and that he didn’t deserve an amazing son like Eran.

			That was comforting.

			And that was when, without meaning to, Orna told her about Gil.

			Sophie had said, ‘God will compensate you for that shit, I’m sure someone good will come along eventually,’ and Orna amazed her by saying, ‘I may already be going out with someone, I’m not sure. But I think I am.’

			Sophie couldn’t believe Orna hadn’t mentioned it yet, and she wanted to know everything. Orna told her some things that were not easy to tell. That they’d met on a site for divorced singles and had gone out seven or eight times. That they talked on the phone every so often. Sophie wanted to see what he looked like, and since Orna didn’t have a picture on her phone, Sophie said, ‘No problem, we’ll find him on Facebook.’ It was strange that Orna had never thought to do that, but then again she wasn’t on Facebook herself. They logged on to Sophie’s account, searched for ‘Gil Hamtzani’, in Hebrew and in English, in various spellings, but couldn’t find him. Then Orna remembered they could see his pictures on the dating site and she clicked on his profile. Sophie remarked, ‘Not bad-looking, but he’s a bit old, isn’t he?’

			They flipped through a few more profiles, just out of curiosity. ‘These guys are pretty cute,’ Sophie decreed. ‘Maybe I should get divorced too.’ Then she asked, ‘So, is it serious?’

			Orna replied, ‘I have no idea. How do you even know? I think I’ve forgotten.’

			Her mood was improved. Gil was no longer a secret, and she felt that this somehow brought them closer. She admitted that they hadn’t had sex or even kissed, and Sophie exclaimed, ‘Well then, how exactly are you expecting to know? Sleep with him, then we’ll talk!’ Orna laughed. It was like a conversation between secondary-school girls, even though they hadn’t known each other in high school and had only become friends much later, through the boys. Eran and Tom, Sophie’s eldest, had been in the same nursery school and then kindergarten, but Tom was on the spectrum and they’d sent him to a special-needs school.



OEBPS/image/9781529400106_Three_updated_cover.jpg
THREE

D. A. MISHANI






OEBPS/font/FournierMTStd-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/FournierMTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf



OEBPS/image/riverrun_Complete_bmap.png
riverrun





OEBPS/font/CyclesElevenSmallCaps.otf


OEBPS/image/riverrun_17feb_spinebmap.png
riverrun





