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            He who travels far will often see things




            Far removed from what he believed the truth.




            When he talks about it in the fields at home,




            He is often accused of lying,




            For the obdurate people will not believe.




            — HERMANN HESSE


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          

            All you who pass, look and see: is any




            sorrow like the sorrow that afflicts me?




            — LAMENTATIONS 1:12


          


        


      

    


  




  







  Afterwards




  ‘I was going out for a walk in the sun, four or five days after the Nablus thing, and there he was in front of me, this guy. This small guy. Checked jacket, grey trousers,

  short mud-coloured hair, scuffed black shoes.’




  Lev hadn’t been back long. London seemed dull and cold after Jerusalem. Jo had chosen neutral ground, a little café near the British Museum.




  ‘You seem to have a very clear picture of him.’




  ‘I do, don’t I?’




  ‘Even down to his shoes.’




  ‘Something about him must have alerted me. Alerted some sixth sense? Odd though that I should notice his shoes so clearly.’




  ‘Especially since you pay such scant regard to your own. Yours are hardly ever shiny, always scuffed and dusty. Wasn’t the state of your shoes an issue for your father?’




  ‘Always. Anyway, there the guy was, standing on the path outside the front door to the apartment block. Not the door to Sarah’s flat, you understand me? But the building’s

  door, the one onto the street.’




  ‘Is it so important?’




  ‘Yes it is, Jo. Because of what happened later. He just stood there, halfway between the door and the gate, blocking the path. He said to me, “You’re Lev Dubnow, aren’t

  you?” I replied, “Yes, I’m Lev Dubnow. Why do you want to know?” He came up the path towards me. I was still standing on the step in front of the open door. He was looking

  up at me, defiantly, and he began yelling into my face, straight into my face: “But I don’t understand. You’re a Jew. You are, aren’t you?” I was astonished. He

  repeated it again, “You’re a Jew. You’re Levi Dubnow’s son. You’re a Jew; you even look like a Jew. You were born into a good Jewish family. One of the best families!

  Yet you hate Jews.” I shook my head at him, “I don’t hate anybody—” He put his hand up, palm towards me, fingers parted like the spokes of a wheel. His hand was

  trembling so hard I could barely distinguish one finger from another. “Yes you do. Yes you do. I know you do. You hate Jews. You support the Arabs, the terrorists. You want us all

  killed.” I had pulled myself together by this time. “Look, I don’t have to listen to this.” I went to close the door in his face but he put his foot against it. He clenched

  his hand into a fist and shook a single finger at me. His face was twisted, Jo, ugly, his eyes slits. “Yes you do, Lev Dubnow. I know all about you. You’ve betrayed your family,

  betrayed Israel – and betrayed your faith. You are a deserter. Deserter, do you hear? A deserter. You leave Israel, live for years outside. And now when you do finally crawl back, you

  don’t come just to bury your father, just to mourn him, as you should, but you come to fight us, to fight with the Arabs, to join with them against us, us your people. The whole world is

  talking about you. You, Lev Dubnow, the great Nablus hero. Yet you’re a Jew. I can see you’re a Jew.” He was screaming into my face, so close I could feel his saliva on my cheeks.

  I tried to be calm. I wasn’t frightened exactly; he was so out of control and he still seemed to me such an insignificant little man. I told him to get his foot out of the door and when he

  didn’t, I said to him, “Look, if you don’t go now, I’m going to call the police; it’s as simple as that.” He laughed. “Call them then. See what

  they’ll do. Nothing.” I turned back into the hall and tried to slam the door. And it was then I felt a strange coldness in the middle of my back, and a pain so sharp it made me pitch

  forward. I fell against the door, hitting my forehead on something hard. Probably the door handle, I don’t know. I must have twisted with the impact because the back of my head crashed

  against the floor tiles in the hall and everything went dark. When I woke up – it could only have been seconds later – I was surrounded by people telling me to lie still. There was

  blood in my mouth, Jo, there was blood; I could taste it. I felt like I was drowning.’




  







  1. Overland from Amman




  Lev got in from Beirut at around ten in the morning and took a cab straight to the King Hussein Bridge. Two and a half hours after landing at Amman’s Queen Alia

  International Airport, he was walking under the huge circular twin portraits of the dead Hussein and his son Abdullah, the past and present kings of Jordan, into the Jordanian border post. As his

  cab had freewheeled out of gear down the steep curving road towards the parched white Jordan Valley, he had caught sight of a slate-grey stretch of lifeless water to his left. His map told him it

  was the Dead Sea. He tried to remember if he had ever been there as a child. He’d ask Sarah.




  He was directed by a soldier at the border post gates across a dusty yard towards a freshly-painted single-storey terracotta-and-white building. It was one of a number dotted here and there

  around the fenced compound, built as the need arose rather than to any plan, it seemed to him. The light was very bright outside in the yard but not yet hot. The building he walked into though was

  dark and dismal and at first sight completely deserted. When his eyes grew accustomed to the sudden deep gloom, he saw that there was actually someone there, at the far end of a long hallway,

  looking at him through a glass screen. The man was in shirtsleeves, although the warmth outside had yet to reach as far as the booth where he sat.




  He smiled a welcome as Lev approached.




  ‘Hi. Passport?’




  ‘Oh yes, right. Thanks. I mean, eh, shukran.’




  Lev handed over his passport, pushing it through a little half-circle gap at the bottom of the booth’s glass screen.




  ‘Ufwan.’




  ‘Excuse me, do you speak English?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Thank you. Thank you very much. That’s kind. I’ve been told to ask you not to stamp my passport. Is that alright?’ Everyone had told him that the last thing he needed

  was an Israeli stamp in his passport, and to avoid it at all costs.




  The man grinned back at him.




  ‘Oh yes, that’s fine. We only stamp paper here.’




  ‘Great, thanks, that’s very kind.’




  The light was so dim that he had difficulty finding the right note to pay the departure tax. It wasn’t because of a lack of electricity; the smiling official was already registering his

  details on a computer.




  ‘You don’t like Jordan?’




  ‘What?’




  Lev was puzzled for a moment.




  ‘You’re leaving so soon.’




  ‘Oh I see. I have no time, I’m afraid. I am going to Jerusalem to see my family. My father has just died.’




  The man very slightly and very elegantly inclined his head down and to one side, gently closing his eyes for a moment and putting his right hand flat on his chest, his fingers splayed.




  ‘I’ll have a trip round on the way home, if I have time.’




  ‘Petra is very beautiful.’




  ‘So I’ve heard.’




  Together with his passport, Lev was handed a little piece of paper, serrated down the middle, decorated with a coloured photograph of some Roman ruins and with the words ‘Departure Tax

  Receipt’ printed underneath on each half. On the back were two diamond shaped stamps in Arabic and in English, reading ‘Departure from Jordan’ with the date.




  ‘Go down that corridor please. There is a bench. You will see. Have a good trip.’




  ‘I’m grateful. Thank you. That’s very kind.’




  ‘It’s my job.’




  The official looked curiously at him before turning back to his screen. Lev was aware that he was being exaggeratedly polite. It was probably because he was so nervous about the next few days

  and what might happen.




  He walked down the corridor, past an unattended bag-scanner and back out into the sun. It was much hotter now. There was a bench across the yard, against the wall of one of the other buildings.

  Two men were sitting on it already. One was old, very smartly dressed in a slightly tight and old-fashioned brown pinstripe suit, and very English brogues which shone brilliantly in the sun.

  Surrounded by bags, and packages wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string, he was clearly not European. His complexion was dark and his skin deeply lined, with unhealthy-looking puffy folds

  of flesh under his eyes. He was dozing, his drooping bottom lip revealing tobacco-stained teeth in bad repair. Beside him was a much younger man, dressed in black trousers, black open-necked shirt

  and white trainers. There was a small red holdall on the ground between his feet. He was smoking. As Lev sat down next to him he looked up and smiled.




  ‘Hi.’




  ‘Hello.’




  They sat in silence for a few moments. The younger man was the first to speak.




  ‘We seem to be the only internationals around here today.’




  ‘Seems we are. Yes.’




  ‘Getting hot, isn’t it?’




  ‘Very.’




  Again they sat in silence.




  ‘It’ll take some getting used to.’




  ‘What will?’




  ‘The heat.’




  ‘Certainly will.’




  After another few moments of silence the younger man tried again, putting out his hand this time.




  ‘My name’s Jack.’




  Lev would have been content to have continued sitting in silence, but shrugging his shoulders resignedly, he limply clasped the outstretched hand.




  ‘Oh right. I’m Lev.’




  ‘You’re a Jew, right?’




  ‘I am yes. Is it that obvious?’




  ‘Yep. Once a Jew and all that. Like the Catholics.’




  ‘Are Catholics so easy to recognise? It’s not been my experience.’




  Lev lit a cigarette of his own and looked across the compound at a scruffy little building he hadn’t noticed before. Unlike the others, it was an earthy grey, and very badly neglected

  – almost derelict. ‘DUTY FREE SHOP’ was painted on a wooden board crookedly tacked up over its locked brown door.




  Jack was short and stocky, very dark skinned. He had dark brown eyes, alert and quick. His black curly hair was worn longish to well below his collar.




  ‘Well, I’m American.’




  ‘I can tell by your accent.’




  ‘American-Palestinian.’




  ‘Palestinian?’




  ‘Yep.’




  They sat for a further few moments in silence.




  ‘So what’s your story?’ Jack asked.




  ‘What?’




  ‘What’s your story? How do you come to be sitting here next to me waiting to go to Israel?’ He pointed at the deserted yard in front of them. ‘It’s pretty clear

  there aren’t many other people making the trip.’




  Lev felt disagreeable, peevish even. He couldn’t help himself. He resented being found out so easily and so quickly, especially after his last few days of anonymity.




  Lev had gone straight from the hospital to Heathrow after coming off-duty, without bothering to make a booking. He had taken the first available seat going vaguely towards the Middle East and

  had ended up in Istanbul. When he arrived he asked to be taken to the best hotel in town. After lapping up the overpriced luxury for two nights, he flew to Beirut. The next day he took a flight to

  Queen Alia.




  It had been wonderfully exhilarating doing exactly what he wanted when he wanted, with no one around to remind him of how much everything was costing or arguing with him about what to do next.

  He lived – and had lived for most of his life – such a structured existence. As a hospital doctor for over twenty years he was invariably on call, living with the threat of his bleeper

  summoning him to some emergency. He had felt so liberated and carefree when he had locked the accursed thing away in his locker, walked out of the department and got on the tube to the airport.




  ‘I think I’d rather hear yours, actually,’ replied Lev.




  ‘Right. Okay then. My parents were from Nablus,’ said Jack. ‘Do you know where that is?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Right, of course you do. I was forgetting.’




  ‘You’re assuming a lot. Not every Jew is from Israel.’




  ‘No, but you are, aren’t you – or were, at least?’




  ‘I was born in Jerusalem.’ Lev didn’t attempt to hide his irritability. ‘Why don’t you just get on with your story?’




  Jack ignored the disagreeable tone.




  ‘Right. Well, my dad left Nablus when I was four. He went to the US, worked for a few years as a porter in a vegetable market in New York, built up some capital and then went into business

  for himself in Boston. He did very well. He never went back.’




  ‘Alone? Did he go alone?’




  ‘No he took me with him.’




  ‘What about your mother?’




  ‘He left her behind. After a couple of years he divorced her and married Kathy, an American woman from New Mexico. She brought me up. They opened a deli in downtown Boston, specialising in

  Middle Eastern food, and we all lived in an apartment above it. Still do. Except I’ve been away at college in Michigan for the last three years. Just graduated. Civil Engineering. After this

  little trip is over, I’m going back to do my Masters in New York.’




  ‘So you’ve come back to find your roots?’




  ‘Pretty much. Yes.’




  ‘It was a very unusual thing for your father to have done. How old are you now? Twenty-four, twenty-five?’




  ‘Twenty-seven.’




  ‘So he left your mother, your Palestinian mother I mean, something like twenty-three years ago. He certainly broke out of the mould, to have done a thing like that twenty-three years

  ago.’




  ‘More than you think. My mum found out she was expecting just after we left.’




  ‘And he still never went back?’




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘Bit of a rogue, your dad, then?’




  ‘Rogue? Are you trying to be polite?’




  ‘I expect he had his reasons at the time. There’re usually two sides.’




  ‘No two sides to it, Lev. He’s not a bad man, my dad, but he was very selfish to have up and left like he did, without so much as a backward glance. That he’s been a good

  father to me I can’t deny, and he has always sent money back here for my mother and my brother. But he just wanted out, and to him then that was all-important, so he just left. He wanted what

  he calls now a real life. Even in those days it was pretty wretched for Palestinians – although it seems it is much worse now. At least they could get work in Israel then. He finally made up

  his mind to leave just after the Camp David Accords. It had become a bit easier to emigrate. My mum didn’t want to go, so he just left her behind. I was only four. It was pretty cruel to us

  both. Don’t you think?’




  ‘A tough decision certainly. Why did he take you with him?’




  ‘For my education.’




  ‘So this is your first time back since you left?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘And you’ve got a twenty-two-year-old brother you’ve never met?’




  ‘I have.’




  ‘And your mother?’




  ‘She died a couple of years ago. Dad didn’t tell me until months after he’d heard. Otherwise I’d have been over before now. I’d have come over then, if he had told

  me.’




  ‘Why do you think he didn’t?’




  ‘Wanted nothing to do with his old life? Guilt? Would have felt obliged to come with me? We had a furious row when I found out. He said he didn’t think it would be so important to

  me, seeing as Kathy had been such a good mother and seeing as I had been so young when we left.’




  ‘And your brother, what’s happened to him?’




  ‘Waseem, that’s his name, looks after my uncle’s land north of Nablus, near Tulkarem. My uncle’s an old man and not very well. Olives, almonds and a few sheep and goats,

  from what I can gather. I’m about to find out, aren’t I? As long as the Israelis let me in, that is.’




  ‘Why shouldn’t they? You may have been a Palestinian once but you’re an American now, aren’t you?’




  ‘Once a Palestinian ...’




  ‘Surely it wouldn’t be in Israel’s interests to make it difficult for visiting Americans? A bit counterproductive, I’d have thought.’




  ‘I’m still a Palestinian in their eyes, despite my passport. They call us a ‘problem’, or haven’t you heard?’




  ‘Of course I have. My father spent most of his youth pushing you lot around. I’m not sure how things stand now though. I’ve been gone a long time, Jack. I’ve tried hard

  not to think much about ‘the situation’ these last few years. Sometimes Israel has seemed very far away. From the little I’ve bothered to read, both sides seem to me to be as bad

  as each other.’




  Jack grunted disapprovingly and continued.




  ‘Perhaps I should have tried to get an entry visa before I left. Some people said I should. But I somehow thought I’d have a better chance with border guards than with the embassy in

  Washington. They’ll have less chance to think about it, won’t they? And I’m told this particular border is the easiest to pass through because of agreements with Jordan.

  I’ve come a very long way to be turned back.’




  ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’




  ‘That’s for sure.’




  They sat silently again for a few minutes.




  ‘So what about you?’




  ‘You’re very persistent, Jack.’




  ‘Hell Lev, what else is there to do while we’re waiting for something to happen? People say you can sit here for hours just waiting. But if it’s private, if it’s too

  personal, that’s OK.’




  ‘No, it’s not particularly private, it’s just that I’ve done my best over the years to put all the Jewish stuff and the conflict on the backburner. Much like your father

  seems to have done. It was all part of an old life. And then you picked me straightaway and I felt I was right back in it. I didn’t pick you for anything other than a Yank. How come you can

  get away with it and I can’t?’




  ‘You’ve never really been part of a minority have you? Not a repressed one anyway. Makes you aware of these things, always on the lookout. For self-protection, more than anything

  else.’




  ‘Is that it?’




  ‘I think so. You’re probably right about my dad. He might deny it if you confronted him with it but I think he has tried quite hard to forget his origins too. He certainly

  doesn’t much like being ‘picked’, as you call it.’




  ‘Is he ashamed of being an Arab?’




  ‘Probably.’




  ‘It’s clear you’re not.’




  ‘Are you ashamed of being a Jew?’




  ‘I don’t lie about it if that’s what you mean, but sometimes, in a muddled sort of way, I wish I wasn’t.’




  ‘They are your people, Lev.’




  ‘It carries a lot of baggage, being Jewish. Baggage that I don’t want and that sometimes I’d quite like to be relieved of.’




  ‘And yet now you’re going back.’




  ‘I am.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because ...’




  ‘Yes?’




  Jack grinned. Lev grinned back despite himself.




  ‘OK, you win. Firstly, I’m a doctor – that’s what I do. I work in a hospital in central London but I was born and brought up in West Jerusalem. My mother died when I was

  in my late teens and I have a brother and a younger sister, neither of whom I have seen for a very long time. My sister does write once or twice a year, so I haven’t been completely cut off.

  I met an English girl called Joanna. She was visiting Jerusalem, as ‘a concerned tourist finding out about Israel’ – her words, not mine. We met in a little cafe just inside Jaffa

  Gate. It worked between us from the start. After a few weeks we started talking about getting married. My family didn’t much like the idea – they didn’t much like her either, if

  truth be told. She was a bit outspoken for their taste. And of course she wasn’t Jewish. That didn’t help matters, as you can imagine. So I upped and left Israel with her and, after a

  brief spell in South Africa, settled in London. As a doctor it wasn’t hard for me to get work. Later on I took British citizenship. An Israeli passport isn’t very useful if you want to

  see something of the world, and Joanna and I liked travelling. In the end we never actually did get married and now we’ve split up.’




  Lev sighed and bit on his upper lip.




  ‘These things happen.’




  ‘And then last week my father died.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘Thanks. These things happen as you say. So what I’m doing today is going back to see my brother and sister and to attend a memorial function that my brother’s organised. A

  gathering of Dad’s old military cronies, in other words.’




  ‘So this is your first trip back too, since all that?’




  ‘It is. I’m not relishing it as you can imagine. Still, it has to be done, I suppose.’




  ‘It’s right that you should pay your respects, Lev. Your differences with your father in the past don’t affect that.’




  ‘It’ll be nice to see my sister. But my brother Udi? That’s another thing altogether. I haven’t heard a word from him since I left. Surprising, I sometimes

  think.’




  ‘And you? Have you tried to make contact with him?’




  ‘No.’ Lev reddened a little. ‘No I haven’t. Should have, I suppose.’




  ‘Takes two.’




  ‘I rang Joanna before I left England, to tell her I wouldn’t be around and that I was coming over here. Her reaction was just as surprising. She’s always been forthright but

  she was really quite tough when I told her I was going back to Israel. Harsher than she normally is, than I expected her to be. Some people find Jo sharp, even confrontational. I never have. She

  has great compassion but she is not easily sentimental. People misunderstand her. She’s very bright that’s all. She sees things clearly where others see only complexity.’




  Lev looked embarrassed.




  ‘Sorry, I’m being boring.’




  ‘No you’re not. You were saying you rang her. So what did she say?’




  ‘She said, “I don’t know why you want to go back there just to celebrate that unpleasant old man’s life. You’ll only have to meet that awful brother of yours.

  It’ll only distress you. What are you hoping to gain from it?”’




  ‘And what did you say?’




  ‘That I thought I might achieve some sort of a closure, a binding of the wounds.’




  ‘Reasonable enough.’




  ‘You’d think so, but she scoffed at me.’




  ‘She did?’




  ‘Yes, she said, “Claptrap! More like some sort of a reopening.” I wonder whether it is going to turn out that she was right.’




  ‘That you’ll be opening up old wounds?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Depends on how much guilt is still hanging around and how you all handle it. Guilt is so unproductive, don’t you think?’




  ‘You mean, what’s done’s done so move on and forget it.’




  ‘Forgetting is pretty unproductive too. There’s no problem with remembering; remembering helps with making sure whatever it was happened doesn’t happen again. There’s no

  purpose in feeling guilty though, just as there’s no point in holding a grudge, looking for revenge or harbouring bitterness. They just damage the present, undermine the future and usually

  make moving on, as you put it, impossible.’




  He looked up.




  ‘Here we are, this’ll be for us I should think.’




  An empty coach was reversing onto the large white rectangle painted on the asphalt in front of them. The driver got down and threw open the vehicle’s side-lockers. They both helped the old

  man with his luggage. He said nothing, just smiled gently. Lev wanted to take his own bags inside but the driver insisted that he stow them away in the lockers. They both eventually followed the

  old man up the steps of the coach and found themselves seats next to each other. The upholstery was newish but very dusty. Jack tapped the back pocket of his jeans.




  ‘What are you looking for?’




  ‘My passport. Have you got yours on you? I’m told you’re going to need it before you see your bags again. And a pen too, while you’re at it. Don’t forget your

  departure slips either. Someone’s bound to want to see those. They are your only evidence that you’ve actually left Jordan.’




  Lev got out of the coach, quickly retrieved one of his bags and took a pen and his passport out of the zip-up pocket in the side. The slips were safe in his passport. He packed his bag away

  again and got back on the coach.




  ‘It’s really hot out there now’ He gazed out of the window. ‘Where do you think this coach is going to take us?’




  ‘Across the bridge I suppose.’




  ‘Is it that far?’




  ‘I wouldn’t have thought so.’




  ‘So why can’t we just walk across?’




  ‘Containment? Security? I don’t expect they want anyone drifting about.’




  From various bits of shade a dozen or more people suddenly materialised. They were instructed by the driver to put their bags in the lockers before they got on the coach. It didn’t seem to

  matter to him how small a bag was, they all had to be stowed underneath. He was quite adamant about it. Slamming the lockers shut, he got on to the coach and closed the door firmly behind him, then

  sat down and lit a cigarette.




  Lev whispered, ‘What are we waiting for?’




  ‘Search me.’




  From behind a building on the far side of the compound another coach appeared, identical to the one they were on but crammed with passengers. Its side-lockers were so full they couldn’t be

  securely shut.




  ‘Who are they then?’




  ‘They’ll be Palestinians I should think. They’ll be either Palestinians who now live in Jordan, going on a visit to see relatives, or Palestinians with Israeli citizenship who

  have been to Jordan or elsewhere abroad and are going home. What you can be pretty sure of is that they are not Palestinians who live on the West Bank or in Gaza – the Israelis rarely allow

  them to go anywhere.’




  ‘It’s crammed. Why haven’t we seen any of them before? There’s so many of them, we could hardly have missed them.’




  ‘There’ll be another entrance for them somewhere. They will have been dealt with separately, in a different building.’




  ‘I didn’t see another entrance.’




  ‘It’s probably somewhere round the back.’




  ‘Is that why almost everyone on here looks European?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘But what about the old man who was dozing on the bench next to us? Wasn’t he a Palestinian?’




  ‘He can’t be. I suspect he’s a Jordanian – I mean a Jordanian Jordanian, rather than a Palestinian Jordanian. He might be an Egyptian, I suppose. He

  certainly won’t be Syrian or Lebanese. I don’t know about Turkish but he doesn’t look Turkish does he?’




  ‘He’s not wearing a fez you mean and sporting a shaggy moustache?’




  ‘Take it easy. I didn’t mean anything.’




  ‘Sorry. No I know you didn’t. A legacy from Joanna, I’m afraid. Bless her.’




  ‘Who? Oh, you mean the woman you ran away to England with.’




  ‘Yes. She could get very exercised by people being stereotyped by their appearance.’ Lev sat deep into his seat. ‘I experienced something like this a long time ago. In Cape

  Town actually.’




  ‘In South Africa?’




  ‘Yes. Jo was determined to see for herself what it was really like for the Blacks. She called it “witnessing”. We thought that perhaps South Africa might be a bit of a

  challenge so we took a little holiday, to psyche ourselves up before going. We fancied somewhere exotic and went to India. Did the Taj Mahal, Delhi, Rajasthan, all of that. Eventually we jumped a

  boat from Bombay, as they used to call it then. People often “jumped boats” in those days. You’d fly now, wouldn’t you, but then we “jumped a boat”. A steamer

  – there’s another word you don’t hear anymore. Jo was pregnant by this time. In fact she was pregnant even before we had left Israel, although we didn’t know it. She became

  determined to give birth in South Africa. She wanted to give our child “a fully developed conscience” about apartheid, or some such nonsense. Although it didn’t seem nonsense at

  the time.’




  Lev laughed thoughtfully inside himself.




  ‘What a lot of burdens the poor kid would have been expected to carry. I wonder if he would have been up to it. Such a great deal would have been expected of him if he had lived. But he

  didn’t. He bloody died.’




  ‘I’m sorry. Was he ill?’




  ‘Two weeks premature. Wouldn’t have been a problem in England, he would have had a better-than-evens chance if we had gone straight to England. All that nonsense about “a fully

  developed conscience”. I should have insisted. I didn’t though did I? I went along with her. Her conviction was new to me; I loved her for it. Still do, despite what happened then, and

  what’s happened to us since. Incompetent ruddy doctor, I’m afraid. I can’t be completely certain, because they wouldn’t let me in the delivery room ... We do things

  differently here, Dr Dubnow. We know what we are doing. She’s in good hands. But what I do know is that look of panic on doctors’ faces when things are going wrong and they

  don’t know what to do. I’ve seen it too often. And it was on that doctor’s face when he came out to tell me our baby was dead.




  Lev sat for a moment, drumming his fingers on his knee.




  ‘Are you alright?’




  Lev looked at Jack’s concerned expression and smiled.




  ‘Yes, I’m fine. Got over it a long time ago.’




  ‘Happens quite frequently in Palestine. More frequently now than before, from what I hear.’




  ‘However frequently it may occur, I can’t believe it doesn’t still leave a scar.’ Lev sniffed and rubbed his nose. ‘Anyway before all that happened, we were on the

  boat to Cape Town from Bombay. During the trip we shared a table with an Indian family from Port Elizabeth, a mum and dad and three children. Originally from Gujurat I think. They had been back

  there to see the grandparents and were going home. We all got on very well. I can remember us saying to them that we should all meet up, once we had got ourselves settled. When we docked at Cape

  Town we couldn’t see them anywhere while we were disembarking. Much as I did today, Jo and I just marched down the gangway and into the main arrivals hall. As we were filling out our

  immigration forms I looked across and saw them. They were on the other side of a wrought iron partition; I couldn’t understand what they were doing there and how they had even got there in

  the first place. Jo and I hadn’t seen the alternative entrance for non-whites, you see. Hadn’t looked for it and hadn’t seen it. The confidence of our colour had led us, without

  hesitation, into this clean, well-lit area, and their consciousness of their colour and what it meant in South Africa had forced them to look carefully around and find the separate entrance set

  aside for them – “somewhere round the back”, probably – which had led them to the dimly-lit, cramped arrivals hall where they, like us, were completing their forms. I felt

  so ashamed.’




  ‘Don’t beat yourself up about it, Lev. The taxi driver who brought you today knew where you had to be dropped and dropped you there. So of course you unhesitatingly went in. What

  else would you do? Likewise the driver who brings Palestinians knows they have to be dropped somewhere else – and they, just as unhesitatingly, go through that gate. As for South Africa, you

  just didn’t appreciate how total and immediate the separation of the races was, whereas your Indian family did. On both occasions, when you found out, you were troubled by it. It would be

  much worse if you shrugged and lamely accepted it as most people do.’




  ‘That’s a very positive take. Doesn’t make me feel any better, but thanks anyway.’




  The Palestinian coach was driving out of the compound.




  ‘At least they’re on their way.’




  Three nuns bustled out of the gloomy depths of the departure building. They wore grey shirts, cardigans, skirts to just below their knees and long white linen cloths on their heads, pushed

  unfussily behind their shoulders. They came across to the foreigners’ coach and rapped on the door to be let on. The driver got out of his seat, opened the coach door and obsequiously helped

  them one by one up the steps. They left their baggage on the ground for him to stow away, which he did as soon as he had settled them in their seats. They brought on little knapsacks and he

  didn’t object. In fact he put them, one by one, very carefully up on to the empty baggage racks above their heads.




  ‘So they’re the reason we’ve been waiting here for so long,’ said Lev.




  A uniformed official got on and checked everyone’s passports, while another man, in a sweater and jeans, collected fares. When they had both got off, the driver started up the coach and

  drove it out of the compound, following the same route that the Palestinian bus had taken ten minutes before. He drove along a straight road for about 300 metres, bare flattened sand on either

  side, to a bar gate where a Jordanian soldier checked everyone’s passports again and tore off one half of the departure tax receipt. The bar then creakily rose and they drove along a narrow,

  slowly winding road, past a couple of canvas-shaded gun emplacements, until suddenly, after about a kilometre, they drove out onto a concrete bridge.




  Jack tensed.




  ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘I’ve got such a bad feeling about all this.’




  ‘Let’s just enjoy the moment. Hymns have been written about crossing this river. They will or they won’t let you in, but there’s not a lot you can do about that at this

  precise moment, is there? So just relax and enjoy yourself.’




  ‘I’ll try Ben Gurion if they won’t let me in here, and to hell with their entry stamps.’




  At the point where the squat concrete bridge crossed the river, the Jordan Valley was not much more than two miles across. It was flat and high-sided, as if a carpenter had precisely sliced it

  from between the Jordan Mountains in the east and the Judean Hills in the west. Snaking through the valley’s centre was a ribbon of dusty green vegetation which almost completely concealed

  the narrow river itself – bleached dry fronds, tall green grasses, and stocky palm trees, all struggling for life under the high hard sun. Crosscurrents turbulently rolled across the

  river’s surface as it rushed under the bridge.
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