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Dedication

In memory of my grandfathers, Robert Feldman and Bernard Weiss





Epigraph

I envy those who enjoy the quiet of the Grave: But Death eludes me, and flies from my embrace. . . . I plunge into the Ocean; The Waves throw me back with abhorrence upon the shore: I rush into the fire; The flames recoil at my reproach: I oppose myself to the fury of Banditti; Their swords become blunted, and break against my breast: The hungry Tiger shudders at my approach, and the Alligator flies from a Monster more horrible than itself. God has set his seal upon me, and all his Creatures respect this fatal mark!

—THE WANDERING JEW,
 THE MONK BY MATTHEW LEWIS
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Prologue

When Grandpa came to live with us, he brought the White Magician with him. Holly and I were children, still excited for a night of checkers and pizza on those Saturdays when our parents went out to the one nice restaurant in our little town off the turnpike. “Tell us a story!” we would cry, tucked beneath our blankets in the room we shared. “Tell us a story about the White Magician!”

Sitting in the undersized armchair, spotlit by the weak light from our pink lamp, he looked like a wizard himself, his white hair unruly and his large hands sculpting the air as he talked. I would close my eyes and see a cloaked figure luminous as snow, staff in hand, a hero with Grandpa’s aquiline nose and blue eyes.

That image stayed with me long after Grandpa recounted the final tale of the White Magician, the year I was ten and Holly was six. So did every detail of his story.

It goes like this.

 

ONCE AGAIN, THE VILLAGE AT THE REALM’S MUDDY EDGE FOUND itself at the mercy of the evil king. He was a cruel ruler, who demanded impossible amounts of gold from his subjects, kidnapped their pretty daughters to be his wives, and proclaimed mandatory celebrations in his own honor, which took farmers from their fields and left the crops to wither.

Now, a child from the king’s court had been murdered. The body was found near the little village, and the king was certain that the culprit would be found there too. Bring the murderer to me, the king said, or I will punish you all. Days went by and no one stepped forward to admit his guilt. The king’s anger festered. He threatened: Bring him to me, or I will imprison all of you until the murderer confesses. Bring him to me, or I will burn your houses to the ground. Bring him to me, or I will unleash my soldiers on your village and no one, not one of your children, will survive.

Holly climbed out of her bed and into mine. We huddled together with the comforter at our chins.

Soon after, Grandpa said, an old man in a cloak appeared in the village, counting his steps with a walking stick. His long beard was white and his eyes were blue and shining as the lake in summer. It was the famous White Magician.

He sat quietly in the town square as the villagers told him their sad story. When they were done, he pledged himself to their plight. The villagers watched in silence as he stood and walked into the gathering darkness; then they waited, restless in their homes, through a black night punctuated by distant flashes and cooled by strange winds, their hope now tinted with fear of the power they courted. When the White Magician appeared again in the morning, he announced that he couldn’t help them. There was no murderer in the village. There was no villain to be discovered.

But the king would not be appeased, and the villagers persuaded one another that the White Magician must be wrong, that the guilty man hid among them. They chose a murderer to placate the king: the shoemaker, a quiet man with no family, a man who swore he was innocent.

The villagers tied the shoemaker to a tree in the town square, where just a day earlier the White Magician had sat, and invited the king’s knights to claim the scapegoat. All night the shoemaker wept. The villagers closed their shutters, put linen in their ears, but still his cries swept through their sleep, a tide of troubling dreams for some and anxious wakefulness for others. At daybreak, they found him slumped against his restraints, staring down the road on which his certain death approached by horseback. The villagers stood at the perimeter of the town square while the White Magician held a cup of water to the shoemaker’s lips, and then a piece of bread, and the shoemaker drank and ate. The magician stood steadfast beside the innocent prisoner all day. At dusk, the earth began to rumble with the terrible sound of hooves, and when the military party finally arrived, they saw the king’s old foe keeping watch over their quarry.

Have you come for this poor man? the White Magician asked. Or have you come to find the killer of the court’s child?

Before the soldiers could answer his question, the magician tapped his wooden staff on the ground, once, twice, three times. A murmur arose from the square, and the people began to shift. They wrapped their arms around one another; they covered their eyes; they gasped and whimpered. There, next to the bound shoemaker and the White Magician, stood a young child, a boy. His face was drawn, sharp as a rodent’s skull, and his cloak was black with blood, and though he was dead, still he breathed: a horrible, rasping breath, like a claw dragging through his insides.

Here is the soul of the murdered boy, the White Magician said. He will lead you to his killer. He will find the man who deserves the king’s noose.

The child took a step toward the road, toward the woods in which he had met his end. He didn’t flinch; he didn’t blink. He took another step, and then another, past the shoemaker, past the magician. He approached the king’s men, still mounted, and the horses strained against their harnesses. The ghost boy, who came just to the soldiers’ boots, threaded his way between them and away from the village. The soldiers lifted their torches so that they wouldn’t lose him in the growing darkness, his slight and tattered silhouette, his bare feet, his black and shining head. They turned their mounts and followed him, and as they withdrew back toward the castle, the villagers drifted after them, following the ghost’s path, until only the betrayed man and the White Magician remained in the town square.

The White Magician tapped his staff against the earth, and the prisoner’s bindings dissolved. The shoemaker fell, a heap of limbs in the mud, and the magician helped him to his feet. The air buzzed with the remnants of the storm, or perhaps the coming of a new one. The White Magician spoke. It is time for me to leave. The shoemaker saw an old man—exhausted, distracted, perhaps even afraid—in the place of the powerful wizard. The magician turned and walked away into the descending darkness. Within minutes, he disappeared into the night.

 

LATER THAT NIGHT HOLLY WOKE UP CRYING. “THE GHOST!” SHE sobbed. “He’s here!”

“What ghost?” my mother asked. She turned on the lights, lifted the bed skirt, opened the closet, but Holly wouldn’t be comforted.

I knew what ghost. I had seen his face in the dark: the little boy with the pallid skin, the gaunt face, the bloodied clothes.

As our mother tried to lull Holly back to sleep, I listened to the vague sounds on the other side of the wall. Grandpa was awake. I slipped away to his door and knocked. He opened it, just a crack, and looked at me curiously. Hadn’t he heard her crying?

“Holly’s afraid,” I told him.

“Of what?” he asked. He blocked his doorway, as if I were a stranger not to be admitted.

“Of the ghost,” I said. “You have to finish the story.”

“Finish?” He touched his chin. “Didn’t I finish it?”

“No,” I insisted. I had just then realized that his tale was incomplete. The ghost never identified his killer. The magician never put him to rest. How could the magician let the suffering boy wander indefinitely? How could the killer live on, unnamed and unprosecuted? No, he had to send the ghost back to where he came from.

“What happened after the White Magician untied the shoemaker?”

“He left,” Grandpa said. “The villagers never saw him again.”

“What about the little boy?” I pressed. I was frustrated, and a little frightened, by the note of confusion in his voice.

His eyes turned sharp now, fixing on me. “Don’t ever ask about the boy again.”

My stomach turned. My eyes stung. Grandpa had never spoken to me with that kind of anger. I stood there until my father appeared and sent me back to my room. I hesitated in the hall while Dad placed a hand on Grandpa’s shoulder, forcing him back into his room, and then closed the door behind both of them.

Soon Holly forgot her nightmare. When Grandpa tucked us into bed, when we colored at the kitchen table, when we ate ice cream, she would beg him to tell a story, but he always declined. I remained silent, remembering his anger. Long after the ghost boy stopped haunting my sister, he stayed with me, a relic of Grandpa’s fury, a scar in my love for him. Grandpa never gave any hint that he remembered our exchange in his doorway. It was as if it had never happened at all.





One

Spring and now summer had passed since I’d last seen Holly. The southbound train brought me under the river, over the marshes, past the airport, and through spells of righteous anger, guilt, and nostalgia. I was nearly home, neat houses visible beyond the trees clustered by the tracks, before I recognized something else—a small bit of hope that maybe this time, it would be okay. We would get along; we would laugh. But as the train pulled up to my old stop, I saw Holly in the parking lot, pregnant, so very, very pregnant, and that tiny flame of hope flickered out.

My sister was alone, leaning against her car, staring down at her phone. Her dark hair was bound up beneath a navy head scarf, and she wore a long black skirt and an enormous black dress shirt buttoned over her belly.

“You’re huge,” I said. “I mean.” I shook my head. It was the wrong thing to say—it was always the wrong thing to say. I was supposed to tell her she was glowing, beautiful, but I couldn’t manage to say that either. Doing so would have been too much of an overture. I didn’t want to apologize first.

She looked down. “Every morning I wake up bigger.” She was due in a month. We hugged, our hands light against each other’s shoulder blades. “When was the last time we saw each other?” she asked rhetorically. “I probably wasn’t even showing.”

In the car, Holly talked. She was always good at filling empty space. “I wish you hadn’t come rushing down, Marjorie. You’re so busy.” She was pale, her eyes pink and gray-lidded. She tugged at her collar, and I saw a flash of paper-white skin. I looked at my own skin. Just as pale. Neither of us got any sunlight, Holly bound up in modesty, me sheltered by the towering stacks of the university library.

“They’re my books. I should pack them up myself,” I said, as if my visit was inspired by generosity instead of suspicion, territoriality.

“Mom exaggerates,” Holly said.

I wondered if she knew how often my mother and I talked about her—more than I talked to her, certainly—and how easily our voices took on the timbre of gossip. This is what Holly said, and how she said it; this is what she wore, and how flattering or unflattering it was. It had been this way ever since Holly married Nathan, converted to Orthodox Judaism, changing her wardrobe and her diet, observing daily rituals and a cascade of holidays, dropping words and references I’d never be able to parse, answering to Chava instead of Holly. Barely a look over her shoulder as she went.

I think Mom sensed that I got along with Holly better when she was unhappy and on the other side of the Hudson River. My heart ached for her when she was lonely, and I was embarrassed with her when she didn’t understand her in-laws’ Yiddish. I rooted for her when she told Nathan she wouldn’t move to Israel and imagined how magnanimous I would be when she left him, never once reminding her of the great mistake that was her marriage.

That morning Mom told me that Nathan was planning to give away all of the books we had left behind. All of Grandpa’s books. Nathan could no longer tolerate their secular taint in his home, which I still thought of as my home.

I had immediately begun digging through drawers for the train fare, while she begged me to stay in New York, not humiliate Holly with a big confrontation. I didn’t want to humiliate my sister. Part of me felt sorry for her—she was twenty-one, married, pregnant, living in the house she grew up in. Holly said, of course, that she had everything she wanted, and though I was supposed to be the tough one and she the sweet one, the truth was, I had never seen her allow herself to be humiliated. She simply did as she was doing now: stared straight ahead, talked over and around the truth.

“We just needed to make room upstairs, but there’s space for everything in the basement. I’ve been so busy fixing up the house. Look, a new Thai place opened where Bishop’s used to be. So unfair.” When we were growing up, there were only pizza parlors and fast food. Now there was Thai and sushi, and Holly couldn’t eat any of it.

“You better get your curry fix before the baby’s old enough to tell on you,” I said.

“I make kosher curry,” she answered.

She pointed out the blocks that remained unchanged—the strip mall with the thirty-year-old diner and used bookstore—and the ones that were different—the woods razed for a big box store and a parking lot large enough to service an airport. She didn’t acknowledge Nathan’s school, a wide one-story brick building set behind a chain-link fence. I still remembered when the Baptist congregation sold the property and the new black-hatted owners put up a mysterious sign: BERUKHIM YESHIVA: PARKING FOR STUDENTS ONLY. Grandpa was still living with us then. “Those people, they have so many children. They’re going to take over the neighborhood,” he grumbled, prescient in a way none of us could have imagined. His face would change when he saw the men in their black suits and rainbow belts at the grocery store or on the bus, their presence waking in him a latent anti-Semitism he had brought with him from Russia, and for the first time I worried about him embarrassing me in public.

If he had lived to see Holly now, exactly like the women he had stared at with such contempt, I would have been forced to defend her. I didn’t care that she was Jewish; I didn’t care that she wore long skirts, or had changed what she ate. I didn’t care that she’d fallen in love with God; her new agey phases had always passed near him. I cared that she had done all of it at once, without a moment’s hesitation about leaving me behind.

Grandpa moved out soon after the Berukhim Fellowship moved in, and only a few years later, he died. By the time Holly met Nathan, there was no one to force my generous instincts, and my anger grew and grew.

 

NOW THAT WE WERE ADULTS AND MY MOTHER’S PENSION VESTED, my father had finally transferred to the Florida division, where they could live in the condo full-time and ease into retirement in warmer weather. They took the nicest furniture with them, and with Holly’s talk of redecorating, I was surprised by how much the house looked the same, felt the same, though I shouldn’t have been. Even with my parents’ help, Holly and Nathan had no money for new carpeting or a new couch. Holly wanted to find a job teaching art at a Jewish day school but was waiting until the baby was old enough—and by then, there would be another baby, I was sure. For now, Holly made a little money selling Jewish crafts on the web, and Nathan received a small stipend from the Berukhim Yeshiva and serving as a religious scribe, his only remunerative skill.

“I’m sorry Nathan’s not here,” she said. “He’s at the library. Studying all the time. You know how it is.”

“Sure,” I answered, swallowing the offense I felt at her comparison. I was earning a PhD from a top university. Nathan was—well, nobody knew, exactly, what he was learning or where it was intended to lead. But Holly was grateful for his studies. Nathan had wanted to remain in their one-bedroom, fourth-floor walk-up in deepest Brooklyn, even after she became pregnant. It had been admission to the Berukhim Yeshiva that persuaded him to move to our parents’ house in New Jersey.

Up to that point, the house had been promised to me—rent-free, distraction-free—for the year while I wrote my dissertation. Holly had suggested a compromise: We all live together. Passive-aggressive, I thought, though my mother insisted her offer was genuine. How could it be? Nathan and I would never get along.

“I made our room into a studio,” she said. The twin beds were still there, pushed up against the wall. A transparent mat lay over the rug, and a drafting desk with tiny jars of liquid ink and long pens like cigarette holders dominated the room. Behind it, a set of plastic stacking shelves held coils of leather tape, slick black on one side and raw on the other, and a heap of two-inch-square black boxes. A long, thin blade was balanced on the top shelf. They were supplies for constructing prayer boxes, cubes filled with tiny, calligraphed scrolls, built to be tied to the body—forearms, foreheads. Building and repairing them required absolute precision. Nathan had learned the craft in China or India, where he had spent six months ministering to some wayward Jews.

“What are these things called again?” I asked. The leather looked like silk, and I nearly reached out to touch the black tongue peeling from the roll. I held back; I didn’t want to be scolded for polluting their work with my gentileness or femaleness.

“Tefillin,” she said. “It means ‘phylacteries.’ You use them to pray.”

Phylacteries. That meant amulets. There was a new forbidden vocabulary; I sealed my lips against the s word—superstition—and especially the c word—cult. “At least it’s a skill,” I said.

“Yes, only a little less practical than postmodern literary analysis,” she replied.

I felt my face flush. This was the room where we had whispered and laughed until we couldn’t stay awake any longer; where we had imagined our futures, trips abroad, a shared apartment in the city, the glamours of young adulthood; where we lay side by side in her twin bed the night before Grandpa’s funeral and wept.

I stuck out my forefinger and thumb and pointed at her. “Got me,” I said.

“Got you.” She smiled.

I looked away, my gaze landing on a waist-high canvas propped against the closet door. Four black figures were suspended against a swirling, midnight-blue background, hovering over a row of trees studded with apples. Their arms and legs were extended like da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man. One’s eyes were open as wide as eggs; another’s were shut and bloody at the corners; another’s were as black as his coat. The fourth’s face was unfinished.

“It’s a Jewish legend,” Holly explained. “A rabbi and three followers attempt to enter paradise, even though it’s forbidden. One goes mad, one dies, and one becomes a heretic.” She pointed to the figure with the unfinished face. “Rabbi Akiba’s the only one who survives intact.” She paused, considering the image. “I can’t figure out what that looks like.”

We continued down the hall. “I’m painting the baby’s room blue,” she said. “Tell Mom that’s not a hint. We still don’t know the sex. Blue is just so calming, and I love this shade.”

I stopped, staring at the light spilling through the doorway. The room at the end of the hall had always been dark, the walls lined with bookshelves, the sun blocked by forest-green blinds. In all the time I had spent stewing over Nathan in our house, my house, I hadn’t thought about what his presence meant for the back bedroom, where Grandpa had painted watercolors and read old books. After he moved to the apartment in Brooklyn, we had left his room as it was, even the bulletin board papered with comic strips and the nicked wooden desk, postcards sealed beneath the glass overlay. After he died, my parents filled the room with cartons from his apartment. We had never unpacked them. In death, his claim on this space only grew stronger.

“When we took away all the bookcases and stuff, it actually turned out to be bigger than our old room. Strange, right?”

“You already moved everything?” My voice was quiet. She walked down the hall, and I had no choice but to follow.

The room shone as if it were the source of light for the whole house. The floor was clear—no stacks of books, no file boxes, just a fluffy blue area rug over the old carpet, a rocking chair, and a crib. Three of the walls were white. The fourth was a patchy sky blue.

Holly turned proudly in the center of the room. “What do you think?”

I felt tears rise. It was as if Grandpa had been erased.

“Are you okay?” she asked. Her smile disappeared. “You look—”

“I’m fine,” I interrupted her. I didn’t want her to say anything else before I managed to choke out something nice. “It’s perfect for a baby.”

We stood there in silence for a moment. Finally she said, “It always wakes up after lunch. I think it just kicked my kidney.” She paused. “Do you want to feel it?”

I looked at her, and she looked away, down at her fingers bridging the hump under her shapeless clothes. I realized she was a little afraid to be kind to me. I could be cutting.

“Yes,” I said, and then, “Thank you.”

I put my hand on the front of her belly, and she put her hand over mine, sliding it down to the side and pressing my palm against her. There was a sudden aquatic motion, a limb slipping along the inside of her skin and withdrawing again, and I was startled—how solid they both felt, how strong and unknowable. She let go of my hand, and I let it fall to my side.

“Have you picked out names?” I asked.

“I can’t tell you,” she said, and then quickly, “We’re not telling anyone.”

There was a time when I would have been an exception to the “anyone.”

“Do you remember special breakfast at the diner?” she asked.

“ ‘Make the toast hard. Hard,’ ” I said.

“ ‘Black and hard,’ ” she said, simulating Grandpa’s gruff tone and careful enunciation.

We’d spent so many Sunday mornings, just Grandpa and his girls, ordering the same breakfasts in the same peeling booth, buying more Nancy Drew and Baby-Sitters Club paperbacks, standing at the bus stop with our hands in his. “We should go sometime,” I said.

Holly didn’t say anything. She couldn’t eat there anymore.

My chest contracted. I had always been easily irritated—by my classmates and their frivolous interests, by the boys who couldn’t keep up with me, by my parents’ oblique good intentions. It had been different with Holly. We understood each other. Losing her had spun my impatience into a tornado, an anger I couldn’t put to rest. I didn’t like who I was becoming, but I couldn’t stop it either. “I’m going to get a glass of water,” I said.

I charged down the stairs and waited for her in the kitchen, opening and closing cabinets, afraid to disturb her carefully arranged dishes and cups, listening to her slowly descend the steps. “It’s just hard to see all of his stuff gone,” I said when she entered the kitchen.

“Yeah.” We looked at each other. I had no idea what she was thinking.

“I should go through the books,” I said. “That’s why I came.”

“Yeah,” she repeated. Her voice as blank as her face.

 

SITTING IN THE BASEMENT AMONG THE BOXES AND SHELVES, I knew why Nathan wanted to get rid of it all. He was out of his element, and he was out of control. It was his gentile in-laws’ house, and their words all around him: Holly’s art books, my classics and theory textbooks, our parents’ thrillers. I opened one box and then another, releasing Grandpa’s as well, and sorted the artifacts of his mind at work. Histories of Rome. The Odyssey and Beowulf and Gilgamesh. A half-sized copy of Whitman.

I removed a sixty-year-old British literature anthology, the paper jacket faded to white, the inside pages brown and stiff, the spine glossy with tape. I wondered if these books tempted Nathan, the fallen world they celebrated.

As a young man Grandpa had perfected his English on these poems, wearing down his accent on the verse as if it were a whetstone. He recited the lines until the Russian was erased, a colorless imprint behind the thick strokes of midwestern newscaster. A perfect match for his truncated, Anglicized surname, Burke.

The book opened along an old fault line in its spine, revealing Wordsworth’s tribute to a girl who disappeared during a snowstorm on the moor. I remembered standing in the back room, Grandpa at his desk with the open book in his lap, my fingers knotted behind my back and my memory straining from stanza to stanza. I remembered the encouraging smile evaporating from my mother’s face as I proudly recited Lucy’s mother’s cries to heaven when she learns her daughter is dead. I trusted Wordsworth’s coda more than the mother’s grief.

 

Yet some maintain that to this day

She is a living child;

That you may see sweet Lucy Gray

Upon the lonesome wild.

 

I put the anthology aside and returned to the box, inspecting and stacking each volume on the floor until all that was left was a slim notebook with a marbled cover. Grandpa used to write in composition books just like this one. Once, in high school, when I couldn’t sleep, I went to his door. He had been writing in a notebook but closed it immediately when he realized I was there.

“What are you writing?” I asked.

“Memories,” he answered.

He smiled, but the strange light in his eyes startled me; they were the blue of chemically treated water and frosted corporate glass. I went back to bed, listened to the oceanic draw of Holly’s breath, awake and alone.

The year before I left for college, Grandpa moved back to Brooklyn, to Coney Island, where he and my grandmother had lived when my dad was a little boy. Grandpa announced his surprise decision to us with uncharacteristic grimness—preemptive anger, even. He was prepared to battle us. In retrospect, it was the first moment he revealed that he was moving beyond us, becoming a different man as he prepared to die.

Later, after we cleaned out his apartment, we visited with his neighbor and chess partner Sam one last time. He handed Dad a plastic bag of notebooks—a few, maybe three, maybe five—and kneaded his thick fingers in front of his chest. “Eli wanted me to destroy them,” he said. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it.”

On the way home that day, I held the books in my lap. They were so slight for things that contained my grandfather’s last words. When we reached home, my father took them away from me. “Please don’t,” I said.

“It’s what he wanted,” he replied.

“I promise I won’t read them,” I lied. He didn’t answer me. I got out of the car, expecting him to follow, but he drove off alone, returning hours later, Grandpa’s clothes delivered to Goodwill and the magazines to the recycling. And the notebooks? Trashed, I assumed. I didn’t speak to Dad for days. Later I wondered if I had had the right—I’d lost my grandfather, but he had been orphaned. Perhaps I should have been kinder. I should have cared less about material things. I should have forgiven.

And now here the books were, one of them, anyway. Dad couldn’t bring himself to destroy it after all. I felt a queasy happiness. No matter the passage of time, his final requests, our efforts to move on—Grandpa was too stubborn to go.

The inside cover was inked with a vague spiral. I rotated the book in my lap, and the sketch became a snail shell, or maybe an eye, or a tree with curling branches, or a grasping hand. Grandpa had painted but not well—landscapes and seascapes almost identical to one another, except for their tendency toward green or blue. I had one framed in my apartment: a purple-blue sea, a blue-white sky, a scattering of black V-shaped gulls. This sketch was something else entirely—complex, geometric yet soft, like lace.

On the first page, the letters were thick and black, a right-slanted script of wobbly globes and blunt tails. The force of his pen had engraved the page with a short list.

 

 The White Rebbe and the Sabbath Light

 The White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses

 The White Rebbe the Wanderer

 The White Rebbe in the Ghetto

 

I knew that word, scratched on the page where magician should be. Holly had explained it to me. Rebbe—a Jewish master, a guru. I shook my head against the strange feeling. Drawn by my grandfather’s hand, the word became the fulcrum of an optical illusion. Shut one eye or the other, and the world before you reverses itself.

I turned the page.

 

When Solomon was a baby, a fever took him. His tiny body convulsed in his mother’s arms. The story of his illness was told so many times during his childhood that it became like a memory to him: his skin burning like a torch; the faces of his mother, grandmother, aunts, and uncles floating above him; his bones chattering and locking and sighing away from one another again. For three days and nights, the story goes, Solomon suffered. Finally, his father arrived. The great rebbe lifted his hands over the boy and prayed, his chants rising and falling like the river in tumultuous weather. Soon Solomon’s fever broke and his body grew still. He opened his blue eyes to the world again. He was saved.

 

The familiar cadence was a tuning fork, eliciting Grandpa’s voice from deep inside my memory, and I felt like I had run down a steep hill and come to an abrupt stop, my insides inverted and ringing. Past and present meeting each other.

Above me a door swept open. It was Nathan, coming downstairs from the kitchen—Holly’s footsteps were so much slower, and lighter, even as her body grew. He pounded the steps like he wanted to imprint his trail on them.

“Oh. Marjorie. I didn’t know you were down here.”

I retrieved the poetry anthology and opened it again.

He hesitated on the bottom step. Shadows clung to his angular face, making him seem more gaunt than usual beneath his beard. I wondered if there was some rule against us being alone together—a corollary to the prohibition against shaking my hand. My mother had her own theory about why he barely spoke to me, never looked me in the eye. “You can be intimidating,” she insisted, though I didn’t believe it. Nathan was too sure of himself to be intimidated by anyone.

“I was just looking through some of our grandfather’s things.”

“He loved books,” Nathan said. As if he knew anything about Grandpa. “We have my great-grandfather’s prayer book from Lithuania,” he continued. “My brother and I used to fight over who would get to use it.”

What a shame for your sisters, I thought, but I said nothing.

He cleared his throat. “I imagine this . . . for you and Chava . . . it’s similar.”

He was being nice, I realized, in his own awkward way. I tried to imagine him as a child, clamoring for the fragile book, but the theater of my mind remained dark. I knew so little about him. Maybe he wouldn’t share, and maybe I couldn’t understand, but all I knew for sure was that I had never asked.

Nathan crossed the room, held out a hand. His fingernails were black with ink. “May I?”

I looked at his face. He had clear, gray eyes, bright even in the shadowy basement. I wondered what he looked like without the beard. He never even shook my hand, and now he wanted my grandfather’s things.

I handed him the anthology. He held the base of the book against his heart, tucked his chin down, and read, “ ‘I traveled among unknown men, in lands beyond the sea.’ ” The verse was encircled by the soft tracery of Grandpa’s pencil. The cryptography that lives inside other readers’ books.

“Poetry,” Nathan said dismissively.

“Doesn’t the Bible have poetry in it too?”

He looked me in the eyes now. “Have you read the Bible?”

My face grew hot. “I assume my things are safe here. Until you and Holly find a place of your own.”

“Of course,” he mumbled, and balanced the anthology on a shelf. He began to turn away but stopped, his eyes on Grandpa’s notebook. I was hugging it against my chest, like someone might try to snatch it away from me.

“I need to know. Are all of my books here?” I asked. “All of my family’s books?” I clarified. Color rose in his face, a rash of freckles beneath his eyes, and he drew his perpetually hunched shoulders back, looking down on me from a few inches higher than usual.

“I don’t know where you left your things. They mean nothing to me,” he said, and stomped back up the stairs.

When I heard him shut the kitchen door, I let out my breath and turned my attention back to the notebook. The first page listed four titles—there must be three more books. I called my father but he didn’t remember what he had done with the notebooks—he didn’t remember a set of marbled notebooks at all. I went through Grandpa’s shelves, item by item, tipping the spines to check for extra books tucked inside. Nothing. I checked the rest of the shelves, but they hid no secrets either. I searched Grandpa’s room, the new nursery, and then the laundry room that led to the backyard.

Nathan watched me through narrowed eyes as I passed through the kitchen once, and then again, on my hunt, and Holly insisted she didn’t remember seeing any notebooks when she arranged Grandpa’s things to be moved into storage.

“You’ll miss your train,” she said, pretending to worry. I hadn’t told her which train I was taking, but I nodded and collected my bag. I kept it on my lap, the light but unmistakable weight of the notebook calling my attention, as we drove in silence to the station parking lot.

“Are you sure Nathan didn’t throw anything away?” I asked. She nodded without looking at me. “Just tell me if you find anything, okay?”

Holly sat with her foot on the brake. She wasn’t going to park and wait with me. That was fine. The sooner we parted, the sooner I could read Grandpa’s story.

“What has you so worked up?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “I just want to keep them safe. There’s not much left of him.”

She sniffed and looked out her window. She didn’t turn back when I opened the door, just lifted her hand in wordless farewell.





The White Rebbe and the Sabbath Light

WHEN SOLOMON WAS A BABY, A FEVER TOOK HIM. HIS tiny body convulsed in his weeping mother’s arms. The story of his illness was told so many times during his childhood that it became like a memory to him: his skin burning like a torch; the faces of his mother, grandmother, aunts, and uncles floating above him; his bones chattering and locking and sighing away from one another again. For three days and nights, the story goes, Solomon suffered. Finally, his father arrived. The great rebbe lifted his hands over the boy and prayed, his chants rising and falling like the river in tumultuous weather. Soon Solomon’s fever broke and his body grew still. He opened his blue eyes to the world again. He was saved.

It was a miracle, but it wasn’t a surprise. Solomon’s father was a rabbi by education and a wonder-worker by profession. His neighbors lived under the shelter of his power, and men and women traveled from distant towns and cities to ask his blessing, to receive cures, to seek counsel. They sent their sons to study at his yeshiva. The rebbe and his school were the shining stars of that piece of earth. The only other notable feature in the village was the mud—from first thaw until first frost, it rose like an ocean, and speckled all the people like Adam.

The men of this family were leaders and wonder rabbis, passing their secret from father to first son, a lineage that went back ten generations to the Holy Land, where the great mystics had practiced. They were so holy that they did not die; they ascended directly to heaven, like the prophet Elijah, disappearing at the end of their lives in a haze of lightning and smoke.

As the first son granted to the rebbe, who was already late in life and parent to three daughters, Solomon was called to study as soon as he could speak. He was too small to hold his father’s books, and so they were spread before him like the fields of a kingdom are spread before a prince.

Solomon wished to set all the letters free.

The other boys in the rebbe’s school read and studied and argued, and pulled books from shelves and unfurled scrolls and examined the minutest corners of the law, and invoked the rabbis of twenty centuries in their grand debates.

Solomon ignored the books, captivated instead by the quill in his hand, its tip glittering through the ink like a star at midnight. Touching it to paper was like opening a vein, releasing all the beauty of his short life: the delicate wildflowers swaying at the side of the road, the clouds like words of the Almighty frozen in the blue, the rash of pink light in the darkest distance of night, clear water in a thick glass, his mother’s voice guiding him into a safe sleep. It was all there in the clean edge, the deep color, the swelling staffs, the snail-shell spirals of the universe of the alphabet.

His father told him stories from the rabbis, and Solomon’s favorites were fables about the alphabet. How the Torah was written in fire on the arm of the Almighty. How each letter petitioned to be the first in the alphabet, with humble aleph being chosen, and proud tav promised a place on the crown of the Messiah. How the Secret Name of God was a string of seventy-two jewels. How in the perfection of the Messiah’s paradise, a twenty-third letter would be added to the alphabet, a letter now cocooned in the hidden depths of creation, like the pearl at the center of a grain of rice.

And what laws did the letters, strung into a net around every daydream and fancy, enumerate? This, Solomon had no interest in learning.

The boy was pummeled by the words of family and neighbors, exhorting him to study, insisting that someday he would be a great rebbe like his father, but Solomon would not be persuaded. He didn’t want to be a scholar or a leader, he didn’t want worldly fame or spiritual favor, and the threats and grand promises only hardened his resolve.

His mother conceived again, and a second son was born. From his earliest days, Manasseh was pious. He cried uncontrollably on days of penance and mourning. He giggled and played during celebrations. On fast days, he refused his mother’s breast. On Sabbath midnights, the hour that the exiled Messiah feasts, he cried for his meal.

His first words were read from the book his brother pretended to study.

Some say that one need not be learned to be a great tzaddik—the most ignorant man can be the most holy, if his heart is filled with sorrow for the exile and desire for the Messiah. Manasseh’s heart was hungry for redemption, just as his eyes were hungry for Torah. He pored over the books in the library; he triumphed in debates with students twice his age. He was the product and apotheosis of a hundred generations of wonder rebbes, and no one could see it but his brother. The court still expected Solomon to succeed his father, and he felt the sting of rejection on Manasseh’s behalf, for while Manasseh expressed no ambition, Solomon was furious that his brother’s gifts remained unrecognized.

When Solomon was eighteen years old and Manasseh fifteen, a stranger came to the village. He appeared ageless. His hair was black but his beard was white. The skin of his face was a mask cured by the sun. And his eyes. His eyes were like two candles in his skull.

He waited in line with the other visiting supplicants, the mud climbing his boots, and when he was invited into the rebbe’s audience, he declared that he had been sent by the prophet Elijah. Or so the rebbe relayed to his family later. He’s a madman, he said.

Soon everyone was talking about this traveler, who sat with the other students in the rebbe’s classes and prayed with the congregation on the Sabbath, his voice rising from the chorus in an alien melody. The village families invited him into their homes for dinner, a dry bed for the night, and he told them of his journey across the continents. He had seen thousand-year-old pillars stolen during the sack of Jerusalem in a church in Rome, and on the anniversary of the Temple’s destruction, he watched them sweat until the city was deluged. He had visited the schools of Alexandria, the asylums of Baghdad, the tomb of the prophet Ezekiel in Persia, the holy city of Jerusalem, where the inhabitants collect rainwater or go thirsty, and where the Mourners of Zion dress in black and fast in huts, begging God to bring mercy to his children in exile.

The two brothers were fascinated. They asked each other, how could any man travel so many miles for so many years and see so many wonders? How could any man walk all the way to Jerusalem, the refuge of his fathers, and walk away from it? It was as if the man had been made of water, reflecting a different image to each brother. To Manasseh, he was an ascetic, a tzaddik, wearing the robe of a penitent, a holy fire in his heart. The boy believed him to be a chosen soul with a keen eye. The hill tribes of Wallachia, who descend upon the Greeks but spare the Jews, and the Hebrew-speakers of India, who live beyond an unnamed desert, were all remnants of the Lost Tribes of Israel. This was the true purpose of the stranger’s journey, Manasseh was sure—to discern the limits of their people’s dispersal, and to prepare for reunion and the end of exile.

To Solomon, the traveler was strong, weathered and polished by the wind and the rain and infinite steps on a hard road, an explorer, a free man. He quickly forgot the stories that captivated Manasseh and instead thought only about the island of Corfu, and the town of St. George, places where just one Jew lived. One Jew. Unburdened of his nation.

Not long after the traveler’s arrival, the rebbe called Solomon into his study, a room filled with precious books of leather and parchment. It was here that the rebbe studied with angels, or so claimed the legends—or gossip—that circulated among the villagers, the pilgrims, and the students. The rebbe himself would not respond to such tales—he rarely responded to questions or musings on any subject beyond the law—though Solomon, who was often sleepless, had spied a blue light in the window on nights when he walked the village alone, a light that was not from a lantern or torch.

We must speak of your studies, the rebbe said. You’re not demonstrating the dedication of a firstborn son.

Solomon stared out the window at the mud, rising like a tide that could either drown him or sweep him far, far from this place.

You’re silent. Are you ashamed? his father asked. His voice was gentle, as if he were asking if his son was in pain, if he was sick.

No, Solomon answered.

The rebbe’s face transformed. No? You should be ashamed. Your brother is three years younger than you and has already mastered the arguments of Maimonides. Your brother’s devotion rouses him at night to lament our exile, and still he rises with the sun to continue his studies.

My brother is blessed, the young man replied. We are each blessed with different gifts. Now Solomon felt as if each word was a step along a perilous cliff, but he could not turn back. My brother was born to be a student and a teacher, he said. He was born to be a leader. Isn’t that clear?

And what were you born for, my eldest? the rebbe asked. Besides bringing disappointment to your family.

I was born to put the beauty of the world onto paper. I was born to be a scribe.

Ah, the rebbe said. Then you give me nothing, nothing but disappointment.

Having finally spoken the truth, Solomon could not contain his words. Don’t you understand? he demanded of his father. There was a mistake in heaven. Some angel confused the calendar. Manasseh has the soul of a firstborn son.

The rebbe’s chin began to tremble, and he spoke with a fury his son had never heard before.

Do not speak to me of my first son’s soul. Never speak to me of my first son’s soul.

Solomon exited the school into a great field of mud. He felt terribly lost and terribly free. And there was the traveler, dragging through the muck with the aid of a staff, a branch twisted and gray. Not like the proud staff that the rebbe kept, which he had always believed he would pass to his eldest boy. Solomon wanted to take the branch from the traveler’s hand and break it over his knee.

Why have you come here? the young man asked.

I was told your father was at the school, the stranger answered. I’ve come in the hopes that he’ll give me another audience.

No, Solomon said. Why did you come to this place? Why do you want my father’s attention so badly? You’ve seen the entire world. You’ve turned your back on Jerusalem. Why do you persist?

I’m looking for my home, he said simply.

Then why don’t you return to the place you were born?

This is the place you were born. He stretched his arms. Is it your home?

Solomon decided to leave that night.

He had little time to prepare, and he told himself that good-byes would be nothing but invitations to abandon his plan. Instead, he would leave without warning, and no one would suspect, no kind inquiry would provoke him to confession, and no pleading would persuade him to change his mind.

He said nothing even to Manasseh, who quickly fell asleep on the straw mattress beside him. His sleep was restless but consistent, Solomon knew; his younger brother roused himself each midnight to mourn their exile from the Holy Land, from paradise, and exhaustion claimed him entirely in the evening.

Outside their single window the trees whipped in the wind, their silhouettes silvered by occasional lightning snaps. Solomon would not allow the weather to deter him; the village was plagued by lightning storms, many of which brought little rain at all. If he did not go now, he would never go.

It was nearly midnight. Solomon rose in the darkness and dressed in a second set of clothes. He hid a few coins in his sack, in his pocket, in his shoes; he selected two inkpots, two pens, a knife; he wrapped a single blank scroll and kissed it once, praying it would remain dry if rain began to fall.

Suddenly, the hinges on the door began to grind. Solomon plunged into his bed and pulled the blanket to his chin. A spectral glow swelled around the door until it opened to reveal his father. The lines in the rebbe’s face were deep-drawn by the moonlight coming through the window, and his eyes shone blue in the silver night. He looked at Manasseh and then at Solomon, who had intended to feign sleep but had been trapped by those strange eyes, feverishly bright.

So this was why his father had been so consumed lately by the question of succession. He had reached the end of his reign, and just as the stories of their fathers dictated, heaven had come to claim him. Solomon had witnessed the results of the rebbe’s power, but he had never seen his father’s magic like this. The old man was transformed into something otherworldly, and for the first time Solomon felt a desire to be alight with wonder himself.

The rebbe crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed. He put his hand on his oldest son’s forehead, and Solomon briefly felt his childhood illness again—his bones trembling with the heat.

You are arrogant, the rebbe said. A son should require no argument in exchange for obedience. You are willful, but so am I. I believed I would have what I wished, that you would bend to my demands in the end. And now the end is here. Shall I be proven right on my last night on earth, or shall my tragedy be the same as my father’s?

Solomon didn’t understand, but the rebbe’s question troubled Manasseh’s sleep, and he moaned softly, and turned toward them, his brow pinched over his sealed eyes. Solomon marveled that the rumble of the rebbe’s voice didn’t rouse Manasseh; nor did the moonlight, which lingered in their father’s eyes; nor did the sizzle of lightning or the iron scent of rain.

There is no time now, the rebbe said. No time to persuade, no time to argue. You must rally your little bit of faith and place it in me. You think that you honor your brother by deferring to him; in fact, you will only destroy him.

You will take my place, his father continued. The angel will come to you. I don’t know when, but he will. He will tell you a terrible story, that I am suffering, and that only you can save me from my fate. Do not believe him. If you do believe him, then recall the father who was impatient, who cared little for the things you loved, and who wore a mask of disappointment. And let him be.

The rebbe kissed Solomon’s forehead and stood. As he turned away, a cloud passed over the moon and shadows rose like steam, licking the hem of his robe. As he passed through the door, a soundless bolt of lightning turned the sky to chalk and the trees to bone, and for an instant the rebbe stood alone in the bleached night. The darkness returned, a wave swallowing the rebbe and slamming Solomon’s door. Solomon counted his heartbeats until they slowed, and prepared to rise—when thunder exploded, shuddering through the walls and floor, through Solomon’s joints and the hinges of his jaw.

And still Manasseh slept.

Solomon fled his home without a glance behind. The storm had passed, and the trees were strung with cottony fog. The village path took Solomon past his father’s study at the yeshiva, and he slowed his steps as he approached. The building was dark, silent, empty. The rebbe was gone.

 

SOLOMON TRAVELED FOR MANY WEEKS, WALKING HIGHWAYS and deserted roads, through villages and cities, farms and markets, past castles and mountains, and always there was a Jew generous with a meal or in need of a scroll for his doorpost, and Solomon accepted charity and did what work he could to earn a bed, until it seemed his hand had written a totem for God across the homes of half the world.

Finally he came to a city, floating on the watery seam of the world, where the dead had their own island and even the Jews had their own stitch of earth between a guarded wall and the lagoon. Solomon paid a ferryman to take him to their quarter, and he walked through the alleys, across the humped bridges and the stones pooled with water, and the whole place was imbued with the sound of the tides, as if the city were at the center of a giant’s heart. By nightfall, he was inside the gates of the Jewish quarter, not a neighborhood but a prison, they said. They called it a ghetto.

The residents ventured out by day and returned by night. The city was built into the sky, a stack of dwellings and prayer rooms, a great compression of humanity. It was awful and wonderful, and Solomon felt something new. He wondered if it was the feeling that the traveler had sought—that he had inspired the young man to find. Perhaps he felt at home.

Perhaps it was because of Zipporah, the eldest daughter of the family that had taken him in. Her father was a prominent man, a publisher. Solomon soon learned that this city, despite the ghetto walls and the church censor, fed all the surrounding lands with Jewish books. Though Solomon did not use his real name, he admitted to studying at the rebbe’s school, and so the publisher hired him immediately and gave him a home and fed him at his table. They were a wonder to the young man, the books the publisher printed—art and philosophy and history. He printed the arguments of the rabbis too, but they were just one part of his work, just one shelf in an infinite library.

Solomon was amazed that his employer, his wife, their younger children asked again and again for stories of the rebbe’s village—they with their world of stone and gold and ink in the palm of the sea, enchanted by his world of prayer and mud. He was surprised to learn that tales of his father had come so far, while his father had traveled not at all.

And when he pretended that his father was not his father, he was ashamed.

The little ones, especially, begged for stories. To them, the Wonder Rebbe was a magical man, something out of a legend, not the imperious man his sons knew. Solomon didn’t want to see the light in their faces go out, so he learned to equivocate. Is it true that an angel is his tutor? It’s true that he studied with great teachers. Is it true that when a man lies, the rebbe sees the truth written on his forehead? It’s true that he is a good judge of a man’s character. Is it true that he can heal the sick?

Solomon imagined his infancy, his burning skin, his mother’s tears, his father’s chanting surrounding him like the sea now did.

It’s true, he said.

After some time, the mood in the ghetto turned dark. The fearful talk was endless—shooting stars, twins born with their bellies joined, half a leviathan floating in on the tide, bad omens all—but the publisher’s family said nothing, their silence so thick and cold the young man didn’t dare knock against it and ask for an answer.

The Jews worried about the people outside the ghetto the way others worried about volcanoes. There were only so many quiet years until the earth would shake and smolder, until the church remembered the Jews’ books, written in a sinister code, and their mouths, hungry for blood. First they would burn the books, the young man was told, and then they would burn the people who made them, their families maybe, their friends even. That’s how it had happened last time.

So that was why the publisher had withdrawn inside his body, and his wife and Zipporah and the others were white-faced with fear. The old story was beginning again. But if death came for Zipporah, Solomon swore, he would help her outrun it.

Zipporah began slipping away at night while her family slept. Solomon lay frozen, barely daring to breathe, watching her shadow on the ceiling in the brief flare of her lantern as she hurried through the common room where he slept. Finally, one night, he rose and went after her. She negotiated the alley maze with the grace of a ghost, and Solomon struggled to keep pace with the soft percussion of her footsteps until he turned a corner and felt a hand on his chest. He squinted against the sudden light of Zipporah’s lantern, which turned her face gold and her eyes black.

Trouble is coming for us, she said.

It had been so long since he had heard her voice rise above a whisper in the oppressive air of her home, and now it shot through him, as clear and hard as a blade.

You’ve never left the city of your birth, Solomon said. But I have. I can show you the way. When trouble comes, we’ll be a long way from it.

No, she said. I won’t leave my home. You have to save us.

How can I save you, or anyone? How can I stop the church?

The church, she sneered, and seeing her so angry, so brave, he loved her all the more. She dropped her gaze and took a deep breath, and when she lifted her face again, her expression was composed. I heard a tale of the Wonder Rebbe, she said. There was a woman who met a young man by the river. He gave her a gold bracelet and shared a meal with her, and later, when she disappeared, her sister realized that the man was a demon and had kidnapped her. She appealed to the rebbe, and he summoned this demon. The fiend declared the missing woman his wife: because she had accepted his gift and feasted with him, and because he had spoken the words I am yours and you are mine, she was bound to him eternally. But the rebbe prevailed and the girl was returned to her family. Is that story true?

It was before I was born, Solomon said.

But you cannot be so ignorant as you claim—not of your father’s feats.

Like the rebbe, Zipporah could see the truth written on a man’s face even as he lied to her. She was a creature Solomon had never encountered before, something like a tzaddik, but a woman.

My sister was seduced by a man, she continued, a wealthy gentile merchant as terrible to me as a demon. He took her away from the ghetto. To us she was dead, while in the city, she lived on. But now she is dead, truly dead. I do not know what killed her—a sickness, an accident, maybe. They say her ghost haunts the rich man and the people of the city. They see her wandering the alleys, standing on the bridges, her gown shining with moonlight. Two men have drowned—drunks, of course, but the people blame the ghost. They think she is a Jewish curse. As long as she stalks the city, any misfortune will be attributed to her, and therefore blamed on us.

All the times I went beyond the gates to spy on her, all the times I paid the ferryman to take me past her windows, I could never see inside—the glass was opaque with daylight. Now when the sun sets she goes outside, and I’m locked in the ghetto all night. It’s not death that keeps me from seeing my sister. It’s this prison.

I can bring her to you, Solomon said.

Zipporah’s eyes shone with tears in the instant before the lantern burned out.

The next night, while everyone slept, Solomon paced the ghetto. He reached back into his memory to the time his father, who always bathed alone, invited Solomon to accompany him to the river. When the rebbe removed his robe, a great light forced the boy’s eyes shut—the sun cutting through the clouds, he thought—but not before he glimpsed the blemish covering his father’s breast, rich black ink on parchment.

This is the emblem of our line, the rebbe had said. Someday it will be yours, and with it, my power.

Now Solomon bared his own chest in the cruel breeze of the lagoon, and in his mind’s eye the symbol appeared as if at a great distance. He knelt and put his hand in the water, warm as blood despite the nighttime chill. He brought his wet hand to his chest and approximated the figure, something like the crawl of ore in stone, like flame in wind, like the veins of a leaf.

He stood. The wind blew. His breast was cold and wet along the slopes and swells of the mystical letter written on his body. He didn’t know what the symbol meant, or what it might conjure. He waited for his father’s magic—whatever form it may take—to come to him.

The tides coursed around him, dragging at the earth, fog rose from the canals, and Solomon squinted to see the stone alley, the tall buildings with their secret pockets of temples and sleepers. The lagoon’s murmur grew into a roar, and the water leapt onto the stone paths. The mist burned, a lightless smoke transfusing the dark night, and when he thought the world had spun away from him, he heard a sound, the rhythm of footsteps punctuated by the tapping of wood against stone.

At first glance it appeared to be an ordinary man, but then Solomon saw the veins reaching from his sleeves and collar, green and undulating like the sea, and his eyes, red and flickering like flame. He held the Wonder Rebbe’s staff in his hand. Solomon had never before seen it out of his father’s possession, and he grew afraid for his family.

I am Yode’a, the holy creature said. The Angel of Losses.

He held out the staff. Here is your torch.

Solomon gripped the staff, and the angel swelled into a towering figure with eyes vast as an inferno and a beard that churned like a storm-wracked sea. The rebbe’s son turned away from the terrible sight and found that the ghetto was filled with people, clustered at the doorways, clawing soundlessly at the locks. They stood in groups, swaying like grass in the wind, children playing with marbles, women holding babies. Who are they? he breathed.

Yode’a closed Solomon’s cloak over the young man’s chest. They are the dead, he answered. With the staff, you are Akiba; you will recognize them, and they will recognize you. Now he placed a smoldering hand on the young man’s shoulder, and the rebbe’s son was outside the gates, standing between the two sleeping guards. Yode’a was gone.

Solomon walked through the city. The dead floated on their backs in the canals, looking up at him. They crowded the windows, glowing like reflections of the moon. They sat on the bridges, weeping.

He followed the path until it uncurled along the water and a great house rose across the canal. The gilded door was set behind a dock littered with crosses and flowers and icons, and standing among it all was a woman in a long white robe, her hair blowing around her like a second cloak. Her voice laced the wind with mourning.

My love, she moaned, and Solomon’s blood ran cold. Let me come back to you, my love.

Solomon gathered his courage. He closed his eyes and gripped the staff, and when he dared to look he was across the water, standing on the dock, flowers beneath his shoes, the woman before him, three inches of air between her bare white feet and the ground.

Even though he was close enough to touch the space she occupied, her voice came from far away. My love, she cried. Her eyes were two dark holes in her face. Her cheeks and chest were streaked with blackened blood, and he pulled his shirt aside, the mystical letter stinging in the night air, her unseeing face turned toward it. Then she vanished.

Solomon stood in the new silence for a moment, and then the door creaked open and a man holding a lamp appeared.

Who are you? he demanded.

I was sent by the Jews, Solomon said. I’ve come to put the woman to rest, so that no harm will come to the city, and no harm will be visited upon the ghetto.

Come inside, quickly, the man said, and Solomon entered the parlor, with its towering ceiling, its walls draped in brilliant tapestry, its door frames edged in gold, its floors a mosaic of rainbow tile. He had seen such wealth only in his imagination, conjuring the rooms of the celestial academy, where the holiest souls spent eternity studying the Almighty’s law. He could not guess what it was—the sound of his voice, the look in his eyes—that had convinced the man he should be invited into such a place.

There were tears on the rich man’s face. It is my fault, he said. Yes, I made her a whore, a case of death-in-life to her family. But we loved each other more than we loved our own lives, and we couldn’t be apart. Others see her and flee, but I wait for her each night.

What have you done? Solomon asked.

The rich man covered his face with his hands. She is buried on one of the islands, he confessed. But her heart and eyes remain with me, in a golden box hidden in the wall of my chamber.

You must bury them with her body, Solomon said, and in his voice he heard the authority of his father. It’s the only way she can rest.

The rich man looked at him in awe. What kind of magician are you?

No magician.

Have you come from far away?

Very far.

And then a new cry filled the house, the tender and naked cry of an infant. Because how does a young, healthy woman in love die? She dies in childbirth.

You have challenged the Almighty’s law, Solomon said.

The rich man hung his head, for he knew the rebbe’s son was right.

You must do as I say, Solomon continued. When you return I will be gone. You will not find me. You will live in peace so long as you never trouble my people again.

Solomon watched from the parlor window as the rich man sailed off, the golden box clutched to his chest, the ferryman taking him to the island where the dead slept. When they disappeared from sight, the young man followed the sound of the baby’s cries.

Solomon had never held such a small baby, but when he lifted him, swaddled in thick blankets, the child stopped crying. The tides surged outside, and a wisp of smoke threaded his throat. The angel had returned. One hand, heavy as ice, capped Solomon’s shoulder, and another, soft as cinder, took his staff. The young man held the baby close, and in an instant they were standing in the little ghetto plaza, and the dead were invisible once again.

Return the baby to his grandparents, Yode’a said, and then we will return to your father’s school.

I’m not going, Solomon said. I’m staying. I’m home.

He heard a voice calling his name. There was Zipporah, rushing forth with her mother behind her. The angel was gone.

The baby, the family agreed, was a miracle, and they set to rejoicing. Rumors began to filter through the alleys that the ghost had been exorcised, that order had returned.

Weeks went by, happy weeks for the others, now that the hand of the church had receded. It was decided that Zipporah and Solomon would marry, but their wedding plans were soon set aside, for her sister’s child had fallen ill. The family’s grief at the loss of their daughter combined with their horror over the infant’s suffering, and a dark cloud settled over them all.

And in every stolen moment, every private whisper, Zipporah demanded, you must save him; she pleaded, can’t you save him?

But Solomon couldn’t. He raised his hands over the child. He prayed the night into morning. Still, the fever wouldn’t break. Solomon realized that the power the angel had given him was only temporary, and he became determined to win it back—not just for the baby but for Zipporah, who was in anguish.

Finally, Solomon rose at midnight to walk along the canal, and again he drew the angel’s symbol in water on his chest. In an instant, the moon pulled the tide free, sending the lagoon lapping at its walls, and the clouds expanded to fill the sky, a white haze obscuring the ghetto, save for a black figure perched on an arching bridge. The silhouette disappeared in a flash of light; the angel had turned to look at him through burning eyes.

Solomon and Yode’a stood together over the water.

Power over the dead is cheap, the angel said. Power over death is costly.

Then the angel told him a story—a terrible story, of nearly inconceivable suffering—just as Solomon’s father had warned him he would, but the story wasn’t about the old rebbe. It was about Manasseh.

Solomon finally understood his father—why he had insisted Manasseh be spared leadership, why he spoke of the angel who gave him knowledge and power as an enemy, even why he hardened his own son’s heart against him. In the end, though, it was for nothing.

Then we are in agreement, the angel said. Someday I will call on you to satisfy your debt.

Some day far from today, Solomon answered.

Very far away, the angel assured him. Yes, very.

Solomon leaned against the stone rail and saw his reflection in the starlit lagoon. The angel was gone, and in his place a many-armed fish broke the surface. It was the magic symbol, full and complete. Its many angles cast a light unlike any the rebbe’s son had seen before.

His father’s emblem. The Sabbath Light. Its power and responsibility now his alone to carry. It wasn’t until later, when the angel became his enemy, that he would wonder if he had made a terrible mistake.

He turned back into the clotted alleys of the ghetto. He thought Manasseh would be pleased with him, with the end of his rebellion and his new life of devotion, but in fact, he was never to see Manasseh again.

Finally Solomon came to the tiny plaza where the dead congregated and found Zipporah waiting for him, a pillar of flame among the shadows, smiling among the invisible wraiths that passed around her like pestilence, and he was afraid to see her walk through this place alone, the land of the dead.

She visited me, like you promised, she said. My sister, in a dream. She said that her son will live.

Yes, Solomon said. Take me to him.

The light in her eyes contracted, piercing as stars. She saw that he was changed.

My father is dead, he told her. My brother too.

The Wonder Rebbe?

No, he said. There is no more wonder in that place.

But you can return it, she said.

She believed in the future he could not yet envision: that he, of all the rebbes in his line, would be the greatest; that legends of his good deeds would spread far and wide; that people who never saw him themselves would be able to describe him, his hair and beard gone white with holiness, his eyes a dizzying blue.

Holding her hand in his, staring into her eyes aglow with dark fire, he became aware of another alphabet, not the silky black glyphs of the Torah or the fiery symbols of God’s secret language but a set of letters known only to one’s beloved. For the rest of their years, and there were many of them, the hearts of the White Rebbe and his wife were as one.

Solomon healed the baby, and he and Zipporah were married in that city of islands. After saying their good-byes, they set out at night while everyone slept, and came to the gates of the ghetto. A shadow grew on the street, lengthening until a figure appeared, his hair wild and gray as smoke, his cloak purple as the deep. It was time for the angel to take them on their journey, and Zipporah grew frightened.

Will I feel it?

It’s like the story of the Messiah, Solomon told her. The redeemer goes into the desert, and the sand rises in a great storm, spinning around him, blinding him, and it becomes his whole world, and he is lost.

But I will protect you, he promised his beloved. When you open your eyes, you will see a world of mud and small houses and people who think only one way, but our love will make it a kingdom.





Two

When I returned to school after Grandpa’s funeral, I realized the Wandering Jew, the subject of that semester’s research, was just another White Magician. So that was why the tale, tucked inside a two-hundred-year-old novel, had gripped me. No one had spoken of the White Magician since that night long ago when Holly had seen the ghost; perhaps that’s why it took so long for me to notice the similarities between the two figures.

In this particular tale, the one I would claim for my dissertation, the Wandering Jew was a traveling sorcerer with a walking stick and a velvet strap tied across his forehead, summoned to exorcise a restless ghost. When the spirit appeared, shrouded and chanting, the wanderer unbound the velvet strap, baring the fiery symbol etched in his skin, an image the living could not bear to look upon and the dead must obey.

Soon I found the Wandering Jew everywhere, the same man wearing different clothes: a Faust or the Ancient Mariner, demon or tragic hero, ancestor or harbinger, but always immortal, a presence simultaneously fleeting and eternal, the embodiment of an unspeakable power. I felt like I was in the company of Grandpa’s hero again. I wrote about that first story and its related literature with a single-minded intensity through my senior year of college and three years of graduate school. My family was proud of my accomplishments, but they didn’t understand my work, not really, and my grief took on a new shade: Grandpa would have understood. I was like him. We both had dark tastes.

 

I EMERGED FROM THE SUBWAY EXHAUSTED BY MY VISIT WITH Holly and the strange world of The White Rebbe and the Sabbath Light, which I had read on the train. Still, I went straight to the university library. I had received an email that my book order had arrived, an order I couldn’t remember placing.

I had spent June and July in the library stacks—treading the narrow aisles, triggering the weak track lighting, skimming the canvas spines. The rows of books, the palette of a November tree, were endless. I drilled through database taxonomies; I went to the shelves in search of one title and left with eight or nine. My back ached and my ribs were tender from hugging the books so close. I wasn’t burdened, though. I was driven. Obsessed. If I found one useful sentence, one fact, in four hundred pages, I felt triumphant, like I had pulled a rare fossil from a great desert. Every notecard, every typed bullet point helped me forget the nagging anger and shame my relationship with Holly had become.

 

Loss is the origin of all drives and desires.

 

Every drive aims to reclaim something lost.

 

Traumatic dreams repeat endlessly in a futile attempt to articulate a horror.

 

Words assume the power to call their object into being.

 

The Wandering Jew asks the ghost: “What disturbs thy sleep?”

 

I worked and worked, slept the whole night through, and greeted my work again rested. It was a strange sort of peace, and I cultivated it, knowing that it was finite. We were all meeting at my parents’ place in Florida for Christmas. Holly insisted, even with the new baby. She said she missed the coast, but I was sure she missed the holiday. She had been the guardian of all our family traditions. She loved ritual. She was good at it. In that respect she was suited to her new life. I never cared much what we ate or when we gathered, but now I longed for Holly’s orchestrated Christmas instead of the dysfunctional reunion that waited at the end of the semester.

The library building resembled a domed cathedral, its stone façade inscribed with the names of philosophers and slit with dark, glittering windows. Inside, marble lobbies, two-story reading rooms, innocuous doors that led to millions of books stacked from sea level to sky. Beneath all of that, a labyrinth of dusty, fluorescent-lit administrative suites. In the basement interlibrary loan office, a dazed student clerk handed me a brown canvas-covered book, barely half an inch thick, the spine stiff and the pages coffee-tinted with age. An Account of Juan Espera en Dios in the Americas, translated into English by Abraham Ghazzati and published in 1907.

“I didn’t order this,” I told the girl.

“It’s your name on the slip.”

“Yes, but I didn’t order it. It’s a mistake.”

She shrugged. “Okay. Leave it on the counter.”

I looked at the flimsy receipt tucked into the book. My name, Marjorie Burke, and my student ID number. Sent from the University of Texas at El Paso. “Wait,” I said. “I’ll take it.”

I tucked the book under my arm and went to find an available computer outside the stacks. I checked the Library of Congress database; there were only three copies of the book in all of North America, and two—one at Arizona, another at UCLA—were missing. I logged in to my library account. It registered an order for the book on August 14, a little over a week ago and days after I had finished my preliminary research and returned the last of the sixty-seven books I had ordered from collections across the country. Next to the entry was the code ADMIN 8141573.

I scribbled down the serial number and returned to the loan office. The girl behind the counter stared at me. “I found this code in my account,” I said, sliding the paper toward her.

“I’m going to get my supervisor,” she said, relieved, and disappeared into a back office.

A few minutes later a man appeared. He was tall, with narrow black glasses and brown hair falling over his forehead. “Can I help you?” he asked. He had the same bored affect as the girl and was dressed unseasonably in a baggy green sweater, protection from the library’s air-conditioning.

“Yes, I want to know what this code means. This book came in for me, but I never ordered it.”

He tapped the paper. “That’s me. I put in the order for you.”

“What?”

He pushed his overgrown hair behind his ear, blinked a couple of times.

“And why did you do that?” I asked.

“Well, I saw you were ordering every book in the database linked to the Wandering Jew. Juan Espera en Dios is a Spanish incarnation—”

“I know who Juan Espera en Dios is,” I interrupted. “But I don’t do the Americas.”

“What exactly is your research on?” he asked.

It had been a while since someone asked me to describe my dissertation—a while since I’d been to a dinner party or university reception or bar—but I had an old strategy. If I doubted the sincerity of the speaker’s interest, or was just feeling difficult, I gave them theory: uncanny doubles, split subjects, the subversive feminine sublime. The listener’s eyes would squint, indicating concentration; then they would relax back into blankness. He or she would offer a quick nod, feigned comprehension, a signal to move on to a new topic. If I liked the person, or was a little drunk and expansive, I went straight to the story: blood-soaked ghosts, wandering exorcists, flesh burning with illegible magic. I was always a little surprised when that didn’t win them over—usually it didn’t. You would think everyone could appreciate a good ghost story.

The librarian was tall but not too tall, with cheekbones just subtle enough and lips just thin enough to save him from being pretty, and his eyes were just squinty enough from screen time to hide their brightness.

And yet I still gave him the first answer.

“Feminist postmodern psychoanalytic critique of exorcism in the British Gothic tradition.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“Well. You were ordering so many—”

“Why are you following my book orders, anyway?” I had been feeding search criteria and requests into an electronic processing system, never a thought about the person on the other end. It was like he had been reading my thoughts. I didn’t like that, no matter how nice he looked—actually, that made it worse.

“It’s been a slow summer,” he started. “Look, I’m sorry if—I thought it might be helpful. The book is kind of hidden. I was researching for months before I came across it.”

Of course, I knew the Wandering Jew had found other scholars—I had read thousands of their pages—but here, at this university, it had just been me and the immortal. I never considered that while I combed through the pages of Enlightenment Europe in the narrow halls above, someone was in the basement, conducting the same search through rambling American apocrypha.

“Researching what?”

“The Human Geography Project, with the Anthro Department, and Near East Studies. A digital map of folklore migration. The Wandering Jew. Other stuff too. I’m doing another degree in information science. This—” He gestured to the empty loan office, the buzzing air conditioner, the sullen girl reading a book, her feet on the counter. “Day job.”

“Okay, thanks for the book,” I said quickly. “I don’t do the Americas. And I do my own research. So. If you see my name. You know. Ignore it.”

He exhaled. “Sure. Sorry, Marjorie.”

Suddenly I wanted to backtrack. I could tell him about the story. He would find it interesting, my Wandering Jew, with magic written into his skin. I could tell him my family never asked about my research, confess that I was too possessive to discuss my work with the other students in the literature program, and that I had no one to talk to about the tale around which my whole life turned. I had a rough morning, I could say. I’ve been working so hard. I haven’t been sleeping well. The White Magician was a rebbe, and Grandpa had never told me.

“I’ll take the book,” I said, by way of apology. He just shrugged.

I opened it in the nearby reading room. Whether the text proved relevant or not—and I was sure it would be the latter—the book itself was a comfort: a return to my work, quiet study rooms and surprises that were only scholarly in nature.

 

The chief Rabbi of Monterrey suggested the mysterious stranger was Joseph Della Reina, the medieval rabbi who could no longer bear the suffering of his people’s exile, and was thus determined to force the coming of the Messiah.

One of Della Reina’s disciples died, one went mad, and one gave himself to apostasy. The rabbi himself went into a new kind of exile, fated to be born again and again, generations of penitence, until he might redeem himself, just himself, and not all of mankind. Meanwhile, the Messiah remained lost in a great desert beyond a river of stones.

But this stranger, it was agreed by the townspeople, was not the mad rabbi, but a different immortal Jew.

 

I shut the book. Had I picked it up the day before, I would have read and dismissed the story without a second thought—it was folklore, nothing at all to do with my research—but today was different. This was the same story depicted in Holly’s painting: the condemned men hanging in a swirling sky. It reminded me of Grandpa’s Manasseh too, a holy man overcome with sorrow for his people’s spiritual exile.

The story had come to me now three times in a single day. Holly would call it synchronicity—the old Holly would have, anyway. She had spent her twelfth year presiding over a Ouija board, her fourteenth reading tarot, her sixteenth writing down every dream in an attempt to uncover her past lives. The summer before the start of her sophomore year of college she announced her intention to convert. We were drinking in the backyard, beer for me and juice for her, ants crawling over our bare legs and the low sky a deep polluted orange. She hadn’t told me about Nathan yet—I didn’t realize how serious it all was—and I laughed. “When did you start believing in God?”

She was silent for a moment, and when she spoke her voice quavered. “Marjorie, I’ve always believed in God. Didn’t you know that?” She stared at me through her tears, with an expression of such betrayal it left me dumb, too shocked and sorry and confused to respond.

We didn’t talk about it again. I went back to school, to ruin ghost stories with jargon about social contracts, patrilineage, and national anxiety.

To me, the mad rabbi was just a coincidence. I wasn’t a believer.

And yet.

 

I RAN ALL OF THE ERRANDS I HAD BEEN IGNORING. I CHECKED my mailbox, did my laundry, downloaded several fellowship applications, so I wouldn’t have to teach next year either, however impoverished it would leave me. I moved my bed and vacuumed under it. I called my mother to tell her about my morning with Holly and Nathan, but she didn’t pick up and I didn’t leave a message. What would I say? Holly was painting a picture of doomed, white-eyed rabbis. She let me feel the baby move. Grandpa wrote a story about a magic rabbi, and I don’t know what it means, where it came from, why he would change his fairy tales into a religious story—or if he had changed religion into a fairy tale—when he had never spoken about religion at all, certainly not Judaism, except to make bigoted remarks about the families clustered around the Berukhim Yeshiva.

I read the marbled composition book again and felt no closer to understanding its mystery. There were four titles listed at the beginning, three missing stories in I didn’t know how many notebooks. Gone. I remembered Grandpa’s friend Sam, nervously delivering the books, and Dad, driving off and letting me think he had destroyed them. Had they read this story?

I sat on my bed for a long time, the notebook with the strange sketch inside pressed between my folded arms and my heart, studying my grandfather’s watercolor, framed beside the door. It was a seascape, a turquoise ocean with curling traces of white foam. The sky above it was washed out, ivory fading into orange at the horizon, a glowing equator thin as a pen stroke. A flock of black birds, slack check marks, hung in the top left quadrant. They seemed unmoored like the men in Holly’s painting, neither receding into the sky nor swooping down from it. I focused on the swirling currents, white and blue and purple and black twisting around one another until they took shape—a hand, a flowering vine, a dissolving eye. I blinked and the brushstrokes relaxed back into pretty nothingness, but it was too late. Grandpa’s whole exercise in painting now appeared deliberately obscure instead of pleasantly vague.

It was early yet, only ten o’clock, but I had barely slept the night before, and I knew I needed rest so I could concentrate on my work. I turned off the lights, climbed into bed, and stared at the streetlight glow clinging to the ceiling. I stared at the door, outlined in black, the hall beyond quiet, empty. I stared at Grandpa’s notebook, a sliver of darkness on my desk.

At midnight I turned on the light and opened the book again. As the story went on, his handwriting grew smaller, tighter, darker. There was an urgency in the script, or maybe something else—anger or fear. I thought again of my grandfather at the end of his life. A disordered, angry twin of the man who painted oceans and told tales of a kind magician who never failed. I took a legal pad, determined to expel the words cycloning in my mind and cage them behind a set of ruled lines. The White Rebbe. The Sabbath Light. The Angel of Losses. The River of Stones. The Penitent. The Wanderer.

I copied the sketch from the inside cover of Grandpa’s notebook, its many arms, its meticulous angles, and then I copied it again, seeing this time the subtle swelling and tapering of the lines, the elegance of it, and then copied it again, and copied it a fourth time, because it was really so simple, deceptively simple, fundamental, pure.

It was one o’clock. I called a friend from my old writing group.

“Insomnia,” I said. “Again.”

“Just your luck,” he said. “I’m leaving Brooklyn now. We can meet downtown.”

An hour later I arrived at Warsaw, a Polish dive serving cheap well drinks and pierogies under a canopy of Christmas lights. The tables were filled, chairs crowding the aisle, but I didn’t recognize any of the customers. I took a seat at the bar. The blond bartender was intent on the elderly man beside me. He wore a brown plaid hat, round on top with a stiff bill shading his eyes, a fringe of white curls at the brim. He leaned over his mug of tea, shouting a joke to her in what must have been Polish. She laughed, and he leaned back a bit, content.

I ordered vodka, put the anemic lime on a napkin, and swallowed half of the drink. I was itchy and nervous with fatigue. Next would come the headaches, then the flashes in my peripheral vision, like an alarm heralding collapse. I finished my drink.

“Careful, careful,” the old man said. He had a slight accent. “We must remember our sorrows, not drown them.”

“What did you say?” I asked. He was familiar: the wide mouth, the silver stubble, the bright blue eyes, watery and set deep in his flesh. His voice too—the tenor, the authority.

He removed something from his pocket. A silver thread fell from between his pinched thumb and forefinger. “Here,” he said, and I leaned in to see the pendant tracing watery rings on the bar. It was blue and just the size of a chickpea, but it possessed a disproportionate depth, layers of tinted glass, the surface textured with an opalescent fingerprint.

“For you,” he said, and held it out to me.

“Oh, no thank you,” I said. “I couldn’t.”

“Don’t worry, not to keep,” he said. “To hold for a while.”

I knew him. He had tried to comfort me after Grandpa’s funeral, appearing by my side as I stood alone beside the coffin, suspended above the plot. I was the last mourner, and I knew that once I walked away, the workers waiting under the trees would lower him into the pit, the dirt wet and obscene. Grandpa would be gone forever, and the delicate forces containing my grief would weaken and I would spill across the earth. “Eli had a good life,” the old man had said. “Far better than he could have expected.”

I had been angry at this but unable to protest. I realized how little I knew about Grandpa’s life before us.

“Are you a friend from Brooklyn?” I had asked. The senior center had chartered a van. Sam had been too ill to come, and I didn’t think Grandpa had counted any of the other men as true friends; they were just neighbors who didn’t want their own funerals to be unattended.

“From before,” he answered. “I did him a favor once, when he was a very young man.”

The old man had produced a small, hardback book. The cover was black and pebbled with a silver word impressed on the back, and on the inside, faint Cyrillic handwriting filled the flyleaf. The pages broke in my hands like stale bread. We scattered the shards in the open grave, and something unlocked inside my chest—I hadn’t realized how constricted my breathing had become—and for a moment, I was grateful to him.

I wanted to ask him more: When did they know each other? And where? And what had Grandpa been like? And why are you the first friend from his youth I’ve heard of?

But before I could speak, the old man grabbed my wrist with freezing fingers. “It’s a lie,” he said. “Whatever he told you. Everything he told you. A lie.”

I broke away from him, rejoined the small crowd by the parked cars—a few of my parents’ friends, the small band of old men from Brooklyn—and when I looked again, the old man was gone.

Until now. “Do you remember me?” I asked.

The old man laughed, and my throat tightened. He sounded like Grandpa. He had the same blue eyes. He gestured to the necklace. “Go ahead,” he urged. “It’s good luck.”

I didn’t want to insult him, not before I could learn who he was; or maybe it was just that he sounded so much like my grandfather. I put on the necklace. It was clammy from the messy bar, chill against my chest.

“I remember everything,” the old man said.

Immediately, I thought of The White Rebbe and the Sabbath Light. Grandpa had kept the story secret; he’d intended for the notebooks to be destroyed. He wouldn’t want me talking about them. Yet this friend, who sat beside me now, gazing into his empty glass, his mouth moving silently—he had been a secret too. I felt my loyalty to Grandpa’s wishes waver.

“You asked me what Grandpa—Eli—told me. You said it was a lie. Did you mean . . . did you mean the White Rebbe?”

The old man scrutinized me. I held my back straight, my gaze steady. There was no reason to fear him. Maybe I feared what he would say.

“So he did tell you.” The corner of his mouth twitched—the beginning of a grin, or a frown, I couldn’t tell. “He said he would take it to his grave.”

A hand fell on my shoulder. My friend, already heading to the door. “Meet me outside.”

I turned back to the old man.

“Go,” he said. “Don’t worry. We have plenty of time.”

I didn’t want to leave him there, give him the chance to disappear again, and with him any answers he had about Grandpa, his story, his secrets. But he was waving his hand toward the door, and his promise felt as solid as the necklace he had given me. I slid off the stool. “Be right back.”

Outside, I gave my friend the last of the money I had scrounged up that morning in exchange for a folded paper bag.

“We’re going to Eighth Street instead,” he said. “You want to come?”

“No. I’m going to finish my drink. And I have work to do tomorrow morning.”

“I haven’t seen you in months. Since you quit the writing group, I think.”

“Well,” I began. “Deadlines.” We were all under tremendous pressure to produce, to overachieve, and we must have all liked it, or we would have dropped out by now. But I wondered if I took it too far. I wanted to decide what the story meant. I wanted to decide what mattered and what didn’t.

But he was already looking beyond me, waving to a man and a woman crossing the street toward us. “Eighth Street!” he shouted. “I just texted you!”

I studied the sidewalk while they exchanged a flurry of names—who was waiting inside, who was still on the train, who was unaccounted for—and decided to have one more round. I glimpsed the old man, still at the bar, as the door began to swing shut.

Before I could follow them inside, the other man spoke. “So, did you read the book?” he asked.

I looked up. He wasn’t wearing his glasses, and his lashes were long and black, his eyes bright and gray like tin. “Juan Espera en Dios,” I said.

He laughed. “It’s Simon, actually.” He offered me his hand, and I took it. “Nice to meet you. Officially.”

“Are you following me or something?” I asked. The question, I realized, was meant for the old man—his reappearance, coincident with the notebook’s, was uncanny—and only bubbled to the surface now. I voiced it with a shade too much urgency. I was shaken, maybe a little bit scared.

Simon just laughed. He seemed primed not to take me too seriously. Usually that made me crazy, but I appreciated it now. Sometimes I even exhausted myself. I smiled too.

“Three thousand people,” I said. “It makes for a big university but a small town.”

“Yeah, I think maybe we’ve met before. But I decided against mentioning it this morning. You seemed kind of upset.”

“I didn’t mean to be rude,” I said. “I just had a rough morning. And I haven’t been sleeping well.”

He shrugged off my apology. “What did you think of the book?” It was a given, in his mind, that I had read it immediately—just as he would do, probably.

“It’s interesting,” I said. “It’s interesting—actually—that you picked it out. It’s similar to another book that just fell into my lap.”

“A book on our mutual acquaintance?” he asked.

“No. Well. No. Not really.” I paused. “No.”

“Hmm,” he said, unfazed by my nonanswer. “The Wandering Jew wanders on. So why do you like him so much?”

I had never thought of it that way—that I didn’t want to deconstruct the Wandering Jew, clinically unpack him like I would a sentence. Neuter him with theory. Maybe I just liked him.

“I like ghost stories,” I answered.

“I never thought of him as a ghost,” Simon said. “Being immortal and all.”

“Death-in-life,” I said. “Life-in-death.”

“Like the Ancient Mariner. ‘Water, water, everywhere, nor any drop to drink.’ That won me the oratory award in ninth grade. The girls were very impressed.”

“Sure,” I said. “It’s only the most famous line of poetry maybe ever.”

Simon drew his shoulders back and brought his hand to his chest. “ ‘About, about, in reel and rout, the death-fires danced at night,’ ” he said, taking a few steps toward me. “ ‘The water, like a witch’s oils, burnt green, and blue and white.’ ”

He delivered the raging words as quiet facts—fire just a blossom of perfume, the sea just a swirl of paint—as if the right intention could turn a word that destroys into a word that heals.

“All right,” I said. “Maybe a little impressive.”

He was right in front of me now, his eyes on my throat, and I felt my face grow hot. “Is that an evil eye?”

I put my hand on the charm, cradled in the hollow of my collarbone, warm as my skin. “Is it?”

Simon came an inch closer and then stepped back. The cool night rushed in between us. “I thought so,” he said. “But there’s something different about it.”

The old man at the bar gave it to me, I almost blurted out. I could feel the flood of words cresting in my mind. If I began speaking, I wouldn’t be able to stop: That old man knew my grandfather. He knows me. I think he’s following me. Is that crazy? Do I sound crazy?

The door flew open, a few drunk girls exiting, their high-pitched laughter like breaking glass. They stumbled down the street, toward the corner where a hunched figure slowly merged with the shadows as he rounded the corner.

Grandpa’s friend, disappearing again.

“Shit,” I said. “I have to go.”

I ran down the block. The drunk girls had separated to the curb and the wall, but just as I tried to move in between them, they coalesced again, blocking me. How could I have missed the old man’s departure? I had been right by the door the whole time. Though he must have been in his seventies or eighties, when I finally came to the corner, he was already at the end of the block, the city spotlighting his hat, his white hair—even, it seemed, as he turned west out of sight, the strange blue of his eyes.

I rounded the corner. The side street was empty except for the squat, hatted figure, already turning onto the next avenue. His speed was inexplicable. I ran faster, and at the end of the block I was out of breath. I took a few steps past the curb, for a better view up and down the hill, before oncoming traffic forced me back to the sidewalk. He was gone.

“Unbelievable,” I muttered. I couldn’t have seen the color of his eyes from a block away, but I was sure it was him. Positive.

I reached into my shoulder bag and crinkled the paper bag as I watched the traffic stream by and then hush again. Soon it would be closing time; soon it would be morning. Too late for medication. Sleeping through the day would only make it worse. I had come down here so I could sleep, and instead I found myself wide awake in the smoky river of night, headlights fish skipping across its slick surface. I turned slowly in place, and when I stopped I was facing a twenty-four-hour tattoo shop, its borders papered with Chinese characters and retro mermaids. The old man had led me on a nearly identical path to the one Holly and I followed on her nineteenth birthday.

 

IT WAS HER FIRST SPRING AT COLLEGE IN THE CITY, MY FOURTH. I put the yakitori, the rounds of illicit drinks at Warsaw, where the waitresses didn’t even pretend to examine the fake IDs, on my flimsy credit card, but my real gift to her was to be her tattoo.

We had decided long ago that we would do it together, our rite of passage, finally adults together in the big city. She had been drawing and discarding sketches for the tattoo all semester, and now she held a sketch of a wavering musical staff with two ascending notes (for her) and two descending notes (for me). Around us, the night hung on taxi lights and street lamps, and clouds of cigarette smoke rose from dive bars to the blackened tenement windows above.

I had just stumbled upon the Wandering Jew, and I was trying to describe my interpretations to Holly: language as the law of society, the reality that transcends it, the inexpressible fundamentals written by our bodies. Theory was killing literature, people said, but it had allowed me to see a whole subterranean world: every text meant something profound, if you would only follow it into the dark.

Maybe if I had connected the story to the White Magician, Holly would have shared my excitement. But we had both observed the injunction against Grandpa’s hero all these years, and my explanation fell flat. She was preoccupied and tipsy, her silence passing for polite attention. She was still reeling from her first serious breakup; she had just met Nathan, though they weren’t dating, and she didn’t yet know she would rearrange her life for him.

Holly’s eyes shone under the blazing sign. “We spent all those years telling scary stories after Mom and Dad went to bed,” she said. “And it’s like, now you’re doing it professionally.”

Yes, as kids we spent hours staring at each other across the room, trying to read each other’s thoughts, taking turns emptying our minds so that the other’s could flow into the vacuum. We watched slasher films. Holly read my palm and speculated about my past lives; she led slumber-party séances with candles and magic incantations and bowls of water.

This wasn’t the same thing. I was steeping myself in sociology, psychology, history. I was learning German. I was building my life around this. I was hurt that it sounded like just a silly ghost story to her. We had been best friends when we ran to each other and hugged beneath the Japanese-printed awning; now I felt the first painful doubt worm into existence. We didn’t know each other’s friends. We didn’t see the same skyline outside our windows in the morning. Our bond could no longer be effortless. We had to make a choice.

She folded the sketch in half and in half again. “I’m not going to do it,” she said.

“Do you want to work on the picture more?”

She shrugged. “I just don’t want to.” I wouldn’t understand why she had changed her mind until later. Her new friends, the Orthodox Jewish girls on her floor, the friends she had never introduced me to, would disapprove. It was against their religion.

“You should really go ahead, though,” she said, encouraging me.

But I didn’t want to do it by myself. I didn’t care about a tattoo. I just wanted to do something together, something momentous and memorable, however cliché.

“We said we were doing this together,” I said.

Holly touched my arm. “I’m sorry, Marjorie.”

“Don’t be sorry,” I said, trying not to sound disappointed, trying not to sound angry. “It’s your birthday. We’ll do whatever you want to do.” She let go of my arm, and I pulled my jacket shut. “Besides, it’s bad enough we’re going to show up to Grandpa’s tomorrow hungover.”

“You’re right,” she said. I had been joking, but she was serious. We hadn’t discussed it, but we both knew he was failing. “We promised we’d visit, and we never do. Even after. You know.” A few weeks before, he had stopped answering his phone; we’d all driven down to Brooklyn to find him, and when we did, he wasn’t pleased to see us.

 

NOW I WATCHED TWO GIRLS BEHIND THE WINDOW, WALKING slowly through the shop, their eyes traveling up and down the walls of pictures. Occasionally one would point, and the other would come to stand beside her friend. Eventually they left, untouched, and hailed a cab.

I imagined the night of Holly’s birthday having gone differently. We each got our half of Holly’s picture—small, just an inch in height, on our hips or backs, somewhere easily hidden. When Holly rejoined her new friends the next day, with their modest clothes and strict rules, she would have felt apart from them. She would have felt more like the woman she once imagined she would become, a woman I would recognize. We would have shared a secret, at least for a little while. We would finally look alike.

Or maybe if I had followed Holly’s urging and gotten something myself, I would have more easily shaken off my hurt, my senseless anger. We would still have our secret, and I would still have her drawing, the work of her hand in my skin. She wouldn’t question our relationship or which family she belonged to. She would always belong to us. Maybe the next day we wouldn’t have learned that while we were threading through the East Village—retelling old stories about friends and neighbors, ghosts and exorcists—Grandpa was dying of a heart attack in his apartment above the bay. He called for help at eleven thirty, and breathed his last in an ambulance not long after that. Our father drew comfort from the hospital’s claim that he didn’t suffer long, but I knew that wasn’t true. There was a voice mail from him on my campus apartment phone. He’d left it at eight o’clock, and his voice was already strangled, his words slow, his breath wheezing. I trembled at the way he dragged each syllable from the violent collapse of his body.

He’s coming, Grandpa told me. He’s coming for me. Then he’s coming for you.

Now here I was again, another hand-drawn picture at my reach, not from Holly but from Grandpa. Maybe I could rewrite the story Holly and I had begun that night. Maybe the ending we were moving toward—the alienation, the resentment—wasn’t inevitable after all. Or maybe I was just reckless, slowly abandoning all the old rules, just as Holly had, hoping to strike something better; maybe I just didn’t want to go back to my room alone. I went inside instead.

 

WE MEET IN A STERILE VISITING ROOM, NOT UNLIKE THE CONEY Island Senior Center where he spent most of his time those last couple of years, surrounded by plastic trees in cheap baskets and murmuring televisions. We sit in hard beige chairs on opposite sides of a laminate folding table.

I know our allotted time is brief, and desperation flares inside of me—I can’t say good-bye for a second time.

I reach across the table and take his hands. His skin is cold.

He smiles. Oh, how weak I am, he says.

The fluorescent lights strain and buzz.

No, Grandpa, I protest. His gray hair is thick against his temples, his skin pink instead of sallow, his eyes bright and clear. Gray-blue, like mine.

I’m so happy to see your face, he says. Despite everything that is to come.

Now I’m aware that someone has orchestrated this meeting and that he’s given us very little time. This knowledge weighs on our moment together like the earth weighs on carbon, making it even more precious.

What do you mean? I ask.

My notebook, he says.

Don’t worry, I tell him. I have it.

He doesn’t look relieved. He doesn’t look relieved at all.

 

I SAT UP IN BED. THE ROOM WAS FLOODED WITH LIGHT, AND I covered my eyes. My headache was gone, replaced by an alertness eerie in its intensity.

I had dreamed of the dead before, flashes of my second-grade teacher (cancer), the neighbor down the block (car crash), a junior high friend (overdose). But I had never dreamed of Grandpa, and those dreams never felt like this. Grandpa knew he was dead. There was something he needed to tell me. We met in a world adjacent to my waking one, invited by an unnamed other.

I lifted my arms to wind my hair away from my face, and something sharp dug into my back. The tattoo. I slowly maneuvered out of my shirt and stood with my back to the mirror. As the artist scraped through my skin, and the pain wore deeper and deeper, I had begun to worry that I had been too impulsive, that I would wake with massive regret. Besides that, it wasn’t exactly right—I had sketched it for him, but it was so complex that the third time he traced the guides on my skin, I had conceded it was close enough.

I had a sudden urge to call Holly and tell her I had done it, that it was for Grandpa, but that it was for her too, for that time in our lives when we stayed up late, meticulously imagining our futures, me contributing to hers, she contributing to mine.

It would be a mistake. Her whole nineteen years before Nathan were blasphemous, but the particularly gentile memories, the Christmases, the Tuesday-night cheeseburgers, the bikinis, the red heels that were the most expensive shoes she ever bought and would never let me borrow—it all seemed to embarrass her now.

We had spent the last two years building a wall. Her casualness—her chitchat in the car, her way of not meeting my eyes—her refusal to fight, to acknowledge my anger, just made me more angry, and I stacked brick after brick of silence between us, waiting for the wall to grow so high that she would be forced to beat her fists against it. Yet there were chinks in the wall too. We could stand on either side and whisper to each other, and listen.

I peeled off the plastic wrap taped over my skin, took a deep breath, and looked at my reflection. Thick black lines, glowing in a pink aura of tortured flesh. A three-inch-high wound on my back. Over my heart, but also following behind me, protection. It was beautiful. It was alive. I realized there was a part of my brain that I had learned to bludgeon, a primal thing desiccated by so much study, so much stale air. The symbol printed in my skin was newborn and tender. It was mine.





Three

During Holly’s first semester at college, she fell into a whirlwind romance with a guy on her floor—he was tall, pre-med, from Connecticut, so good on paper that my mother began fantasizing and fretting about their life together. I hated listening to her excited speculation. I had never had a boyfriend serious enough for those kinds of conversations, and her claims of pride over my English Department awards sounded dry, forced. I was jealous.

My sister didn’t have a lot in common with her roommate, an Orthodox Jewish girl from Brooklyn who seemed to have arrived at school with a hundred of her closest friends. She was nice, but she ate at the kosher cafeteria with her girlfriends and disappeared all Friday and Saturday. Holly spent more and more time with her boyfriend. They slept in his room almost every night, studied side by side for Chemistry 101 and Introduction to Architecture, arrived at every party hand in hand.

My mother’s worries shifted from the future to the present. “I think he’s Holly’s only friend,” she said.

“It’s normal,” I reassured her. “Anyone who has a boyfriend is joined at the hip.”

“Well, you’ve never been like that. And she says the two of you’ve only gotten together once. She can’t even make time for you?”

“We’re both really busy,” I said, but her observation bothered me. I realized that the last time we had made plans was three weeks earlier—and I had canceled on her. There were few people, even then, that I would choose over work; Holly was one, but her boyfriend wasn’t. When I found out he was coming to the movies with us, I had told her I had a paper due and couldn’t make it. In the time since, I hadn’t heard from her.

By Christmas the boyfriend was done.

Holly was devastated. I asked her what happened, and her explanation gushed forth in fragments: something his friend had said, a favor he had forgotten to do, a comment she made that came out wrong, an explosive argument before her European History midterm. I could barely follow the story—I had missed so much of the buildup. I didn’t even know what he looked like, except for a fuzzy cell phone image of the two of them on top of the Empire State Building at night, their faces bleeding into the darkness.

Holly spent all of winter break crying. I didn’t know what to say. Grandpa had refused to come home for Christmas, and I went to visit him in Coney Island. He had let the mail pile up, and the windowsills were streaked with dirt.

“Grandpa,” I said. “Your gas bill is here. It’s already a week late.”

He waved his hand in front of his face. The corners of his mouth had sunk into a permanent frown. “What is money?” he asked. “Nothing. The dirt of this world. One day there will be yards of it above me. What do I care if it’s already starting to show?”

Grandpa wanted to go to the beach. I pointed to the snow already salting the fire escape. “This is nothing. This is swimming weather!” he said. It wasn’t a joke; he sounded disgusted, like I was weak, spoiled.

We stood in our coats and hats and gloves by the sea. He was still as stone. I gritted my teeth, willing myself not to shiver.

“When I was a boy,” he finally said, “I could hardly imagine this—water as big as the world. If the Almighty could be perceived by the human mind, he would be this. The filthy ocean biting down on Coney Island.”

“Grandpa,” I said, as if to be sure it was still him—the Eli who never spoke of his childhood, the Eli who insisted God was a myth. He didn’t answer me. Eventually he returned to his apartment, and I returned to mine, and we never spoke about it again.

 

HER SECOND SEMESTER AT COLLEGE, HOLLY HAD TO START HER social life all over again. Her roommate, Rachel, was surprisingly sympathetic, and stayed up late that first week of classes listening to Holly’s story and describing her own breakup with her high school boyfriend, a passionate but chaste relationship that ended at graduation when he said he didn’t want to marry her.

Instead of studying alone in the dorm, Holly went to the library with Rachel, who had a particular spot by the window in the social science reading room. Holly started going to dinner with her and her girlfriends, at the kosher dining hall. When Rachel invited Holly to a Sabbath dinner in a senior dorm, where they had their own kitchen and a folding table in the common area, Holly went. She was uncomfortable at first, she told me—when we finally spoke, a month into the semester—not knowing what to do when they prayed, racked with anxiety when two guys got into a heated argument about some religious law, every other word foreign to her, but the older girls had cooked so much food—chicken and fish and potatoes and rice—that it felt like a holiday. When one of the girls invited her to the next dinner, she accepted immediately, and at the third Shabbat dinner, she met Nathan.

That same semester, my department accepted my application to finish my PhD, and Grandpa went missing for two days and then died within weeks of his return. I imagine the events of those months like a Chagall, like the picture Holly was painting while her baby slept inside her, the men floating amid stars on a deep-blue vortex. Grandpa appears in the distance after two days of wandering, a little old man beneath seagulls and billboards. I spend nights in the library, searching for a book that will explain ghosts to me. Holly and Nathan watch each other across a folding table piled with mismatched plates of food, in a cramped dormitory kitchen suspended above Manhattan. The bay gains on Coney Island, Hebrew and Yiddish voices circle my sister, obscure but comforting, a quilt of unreadable symbols.

I graduated, Holly finished her first year of college, and Grandpa was buried, according to his will, in a shroud and a simple wooden box. I moved into grad school housing and made a little money grading summer school papers. Holly won a scholarship to a six-week graphic design program in Chicago, and when she came home, she packed away her jeans and tank tops and registered to take Hebrew instead of Spanish. In September I heard his name for the first time. Nathan, the man she had been exchanging letters with all summer—real letters, pages and pages of handwriting, sent via post.

Man—that’s how my mother described him. “He’s a man, for crying out loud,” she said. He was twenty-six years old. Holly was nineteen.

“But it’s not like they’re doing anything,” I said, defending Holly out of habit, though it did seem bizarre. “I don’t think he’ll even hold her hand. She’s not going to get pregnant.”

“Marjorie, stop, I can’t even think about that.” Mom sighed. “I worried about you girls going away and, I don’t know, boys convincing you to drink or get tattoos. Not men helping you find God.”

“It’s just a phase,” I said. Because of losing Grandpa, I wanted to say; but I had no real reason to think that, so I kept quiet.

“Maybe I should meet this man.”

“Don’t get involved,” I said. “I’ll meet him.”

So I let Holly pick the time, and I rearranged my schedule for a Monday-night dinner with her and the man. She suggested an Indian restaurant downtown.

“It’s our favorite,” she said.

Our. I cringed. High school had been a series of occasionally requited crushes, anticlimactic encounters, and awkward flirtations for both of us. But Holly had left home and immediately become the kind of woman for whom having boyfriends was easy, natural.

I arrived early and stood outside the restaurant reading a 1798 Gothic novel about a woman with a religious fanatic for a brother and a mysterious stalker intent on driving her insane. I was trying to keep an open mind about my dissertation, but I knew that I wasn’t going to change my topic. My heart belonged to the Wandering Jew.

Still, it was a good book. I read with a pen in hand, bracketing and underlining. My narrative may be invaded by inaccuracy and confusion; but if I live no longer, I will, at least, live to complete it. What but ambiguities, abruptnesses, and dark transitions, can be expected from the historian who is, at the same time, the sufferer of these disasters?

Holly came around the corner, her hands in the pockets of her long coat. She was nodding. The man beside her—the man—was speaking and gesturing animatedly, his eyes intent on her face.

I don’t know what I had expected him to look like. All I knew was that he was an Orthodox Jew and twenty-six, but in my mind the former had dominated the latter, and I had pictured a cartoon: small, round, with a white beard and a wide-brimmed black hat. Instead, he was tall and slight—towering above Holly—hatless, with light-brown hair and a faint beard. Holly looked up, and in the instant before she smiled and waved, I saw something else on her face, as if seeing me here was an unpleasant surprise.

She introduced us, and when she said his name, she looked up at him and smiled. I realized that he wasn’t quite as tall as he had seemed at first—he was so lean, he appeared taller than he was. He wore a black skullcap, and under his frameless glasses a rash of freckles spread across the pale skin of his nose and cheekbones. My shoulders were the same from summers at the beach. He had spent a lot of time outdoors.

I knew that he wasn’t allowed to touch women and had prepared myself for an awkward introduction, but now I felt a sudden urge to extend my hand, to challenge him. I reminded myself that I was an agent of peace, protecting Holly’s personal life from our mother. I just nodded at him, my hands by my side, the book in one, the pen in the other. In that first moment, I let him win.

We sat down in the small maroon dining room. I watched him drum his fingertips on the glass tabletop, and in the first quiet moments, I thought it wouldn’t take us more than forty-five minutes to eat. I had carved out two hours for them in my schedule, and I was relieved to take some of it back.

“So,” I said, breaking the silence. “The food here is good?”

Nathan looked at Holly. “We like it a lot,” she said.

“It’s the most authentic,” he said, his gaze still on her, like she had asked the question.

“Nathan lived in India,” Holly continued.

“Really?” I asked, surprised. I expected his experiences to have been more insular. Maybe he was a convert, like Holly.

Like Holly. That was the moment I realized this wasn’t a phase at all. Anyone who walked in would look at us and think that the two of them were of a piece, and I was the outsider. A coworker, a friend of a friend.

Nathan wasn’t a convert, but he was, I came to learn, a black sheep in his community. In Israel, he had fallen in with a rabbi searching for the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel, exiled from the Holy Land millennia ago during some conquest or another; he had sent Nathan to India to minister to an ethnic group he believed to be their descendants. Nathan was unconvinced, ultimately, and had returned home only to join the Berukhim Penitents, or the Fellowship of Penitents, or the Berukhim Fellowship, a small, secretive group, the same group that had built their American home in our town. It was meant to be, Holly said later of that coincidence, “it” being moving home after their marriage, or her conversion, or her relationship with Nathan, or all of it. One couldn’t, of course, argue against Providence. Holly believed and I didn’t, and that was the end of it.

I had learned what I could about the Berukhim before our first meeting. I knew that the fringe on the prayer shawl peeking from his coat was rainbow-colored instead of white, and that the shadows under his eyes were likely due to rising from bed each midnight, the Messiah’s hour, to pray. The Berukhim were ascetics, it seemed, mystics who wore amulets and appealed to spirits; no one was really sure, exactly.

Nathan ordered, and when Holly whispered, “Marjorie doesn’t like spinach,” I realized he was ordering for all of us.

“Marjorie’s dissertation is on the Wandering Jew,” Holly said, smiling bravely, and then turned to me. “Nathan’s stepmom jokes that he’s the next incarnation, with all of his traveling.”

“Of course, you know, that’s an anti-Semitic myth,” Nathan said. He was looking at the table but clearly addressing me. Holly’s smile faltered.

“Originally.” There was nothing he could tell me that I didn’t already know—and if there was, I would fake it well enough to win an Oscar.

“He taunted Jesus while he carried the cross,” Nathan said. “Wandering is his punishment.”

“Immortality is the punishment,” I said. “In early British stories he lives in an Armenian monastery. And in German, he’s known just as the immortal Jew.” I could go on—I loved the many differences, the profound meanings to be found in each variation—but now I just wanted to be right. I could tell Nathan didn’t like to be corrected.

“Immortality is not a curse,” Nathan argued. “Our rebbe was too holy for death.”

“At the end of his life, he ascended straight to heaven,” I said. It was one of the few facts I had found on the Internet.

Nathan shrugged. “Maybe. There are different stories. But he didn’t die.”

“Immortality can’t be anything other than a curse,” I said, irritated that our conversation about the supernatural had leapt from fiction to reality. Irritated by his use of our. “Death makes us human, and a human who doesn’t die is, well, not human.”

Nathan tapped his fork against his plate. Holly glared at me.

I cleared my throat. “So are you going to go back to India?” I tried not to sound too hopeful.

Again he looked at Holly. I saw something pass between them. She had told him about our family’s skepticism; the two of them were already weaving a bulwark against us.

“No,” Nathan said. “Maybe after I start a family.” Now he looked at me. It was the first time he had held my eye longer than an instant.

The next day I called Holly. She didn’t pick up. I waited two days for her to call me back, and when she didn’t, I sent her an email.

What are you doing with him? I wrote. He is totally and completely wrong for you.

Sixteen hours later she wrote me back: How do you know what’s right or wrong for me? You barely even talk to me anymore.

You barely talk to me, I responded, and let her be the one who broke off the thread, let the ensuing silence be her fault.

Holly took extra classes and went to summer school so she could graduate a year early, and three weeks after she received her diploma, they were married.

 

THE DAY AFTER MY TRIP TO WARSAW, I HEADED TO THE LIBRARY and sat down at an open computer with my list, the strange names that had inserted themselves into my world, and ran each one through the search function. There was an explanation for the surviving notebook, something solid and rational, some banal answer waiting to be uncovered. I had been trained to research, to find agreement between all kinds of texts. Maybe I had been training for this very task.

I entered “White Rebbe” into the catalogue, and the screen went blank. Nothing. I tried another database, and then a third. Still no results. That was impossible, not unless Grandpa had invented it—invented him—and that was impossible too. I searched for the Sabbath Light, and Yode’a, Angel of Losses. Still nothing.

I ran my fingers over the keys, rattling them, thinking. Simon was probably downstairs in his office. He had found the Wandering Jew in Mexico, and me in the library’s network. I had a feeling that if the White Rebbe existed in a book or pamphlet or manuscript, Simon could find him.

But I had run away in the middle of a conversation, like a madwoman freed from an attic. Plus, he would ask me where I had heard of the White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses. He would ask to read the notebook—I would, in his position—and I didn’t want to share it with anyone yet.

I searched for Rabbi Akiba, the faceless man in Holly’s painting, the man the angel claimed could see the dead. The screen filled with titles and codes, legal essays and biographies, more than a hundred items. Just dry history, no magicians, no men floating upward to meet their fate in a turbulent sky. There were four items on Joseph Della Reina, the mad rabbi in Simon’s book, who seemed to be a folkloric version of Akiba: all the abstracts summarized his futile attempt to summon the Messiah, his hubris, and his punishment.

I sat back in my chair. I couldn’t stop thinking about the White Rebbe’s forebears, ascending to heaven at the end of their lives, just like the Berukhim Rebbe, and about Nathan’s casual embrace of immortality at our first meeting. There are many versions, he had said. I thought, also, of Grandpa’s abrupt hostility at the sight of the Berukhim Yeshiva, almost as if he knew something about the group that no one else did.

I tried Berukhim Yeshiva, and then Berukhim Rebbe, the patriarch who presided mutely over his disciples from the other side. The search returned seven items, four of them in English, three in this library. I wrote down the codes, all indicating the fifth floor of the stacks: Anthropology and European History.

The semester had just begun, and the library was still mostly empty, the fifth floor dark except for a single fluorescent panel flickering at the end of the hall. I found the first two history books, but the third one, a volume of folktales, was missing. I thumbed through the indexes of its neighbors, half a shelf of Jewish folktale collections wedged beside Russian legends, but none contained the names now familiar to me.

The fluorescents blinked off and then on again; the switches on the shelves allowed for ten minutes of light at a time. At the end of the hall I found two people sitting at opposite ends of a heavy wooden table, one hunched between two piles of books, the other with headphones on, tapping on a white laptop.

Forgoing the ornate, sunny reading room for these intermittently and artificially lit corridors, claustrophobic with books—I approved of that. It spoke of a certain commitment. I took the last seat and examined my two finds.

The index of the first book, an ethnography of postwar USSR, offered an entire paragraph on the Berukhim:

 

The only group that does not organize itself around a rebbe’s court is the Berukhim sect, and they are often viewed suspiciously, as they follow a rebbe who died in the seventeenth century. Most scholars locate their origin in the ruins of post-War Jewish Lithuania, and argue that their veneration of the dead is a reaction to the destruction of European Jewry.

The Berukhim Penitents, however, claim an unbroken lineage to Rabbi Berukhim’s Fellowship, one of many brotherhoods of mystics practicing in sixteenth-century Palestine. Berukhim was famous for the practice of channeling angels and conducting midnight rituals mourning his people’s spiritual exile. His modern-day followers maintain his dedication to prayer and meditation was intended to repent for the nation’s sin, thus hastening the arrival of the Messiah.

There is little historical documentation to justify this claim, and only a small body of folklore. Tales of the Berukhim Rebbes echo those of the prophet Elijah, who ascended to heaven at the end of his life, and returns as an old beggar, helping those in need and joining the great rabbis in study.

 

Yes, it recalled the White Rebbe, but literature was half-built of doppelgängers, legend more so, tropes and archetypes and allusions and outright theft. Men who skip death and go straight to heaven, men who trespass in paradise. There could be hundreds of stories like this, a little different, a little the same. Maybe Grandpa’s story was just that—a quilt, the stitching nothing more than an old man’s taste in myth. But with his clear distaste for our new neighbors at the time, that was no easy explanation either.

Anyway, there were no angels here, no binding sigils, no clues about the White Rebbe’s double life.

I opened the second book. It was a twenty-year-old study on Orthodox groups in Jerusalem, which contained only a couple of references to the Berukhim sect:

 

Hasidim famously dress in black, a symbol of grief for the exile. One famous exception is the small Berukhim sect, also known as the Berukhim Penitents, whose followers wear rainbow fringe representing the cabalistic concept of mystical harmony with the universe. They espouse a complex system of the transmigration of souls, and have established elaborate linguistic and numerological formulas for tracing incarnations of a soul over time.

 

Reincarnation—that was the subject of Holly and Nathan’s first conversation. Rachel, the famous roommate, had explained it to me at Holly’s Sunday-brunch bridal shower, which I had attended because not attending would have been a thing—just as not inviting me would have been.

“The last rebbe,” Nathan had said, “didn’t die. He was brought up to heaven like Elijah, because after a thousand incarnations, his soul had become perfect.”

“You believe in reincarnation?” Holly asked. It was the third Friday-night dinner she had attended and the first time she had joined the conversation.

“Of course,” Nathan said, smiling at the notion that anyone might believe in the finality of death.

Nathan told her that Grandpa was still alive, somewhere, and that we would all be together again. I, Mom, Dad—none of us could compete with that.

I had been bad at sharing Grandpa’s memory with Holly. She loved him too, he was hers too—it’s just that he was mine more. I knew it was unfair to think that, but I did, still, and I probably always would.

The reader to my right clapped his computer shut and, headphones still lodged in his ears, left. The other reader, his face hidden by a brown cap, shifted in his seat. His movements were slow, and his pale, spotted hand trembled. Retired faculty, maybe. Some people never leave.

I glanced at the pile of books between my place and the old man’s—it had grown a few inches higher. The top volume was bound in maroon canvas and stamped in all-capital serif letters: Hasidic Tales of Wonder. It was the third book I had been unable to locate on the shelves.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Can I see that book?”

The old man looked at me, eyebrows raised. It was Grandpa’s friend.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “How did you find me?” I didn’t believe in synchronicity, fate—but still, it disturbed me. He gave no indication that he remembered me, and the small flutter of panic at being stalked gave way to a new fear: that something unearthly was happening to me and that I might never understand it.

“I’m Eli’s granddaughter,” I began again. “Marjorie. I just saw you—”

“I told you we would have plenty of time to talk,” he interrupted. His gaze was fixed on the book before me. “What’s that?” he asked.

“This? It’s about Russia in the decades after the war.”

“The czar?”

“The czar?” I repeated. He watched me expectantly, and my heart quickened at that particular expression of elderly confusion. Wide-eyed. Heartbreaking.

“The USSR,” I said carefully. “The Communists.”

He frowned, weighing my answer. He tapped the table, once, twice, three times, far more concerned with the books than with me. Of course he hadn’t come here looking for me. But then what was he doing here, all the way uptown—an hour from the bar, two hours from Coney Island, where he must live? “All right,” he said, nodding. “Trade.”

We exchanged books.

“Page eighty-three,” he said, and turned to his reading.

There was something off about him, but if it was senility, it was a strange kind. I followed his instructions and opened the book to page 83. Something cold clenched inside of me. I suspected there was a connection between the Berukhim and White Rebbes, but I hadn’t wanted to be right.

 

“The Berukhim Rebbe and the Angel of Death”

 

The Berukhim Rebbe lived many decades among his people and performed many wondrous feats. He saved his village from an evil king, healed the sick, traveled across the earth and back on the wings of the prophet Elijah.

But his days were not endless, and the Berukhim Rebbe grew old. He took to wandering the small village and its woods as he had once wandered the face of the world, and he sat with his little black dog beside him and stared at the leaves. Once, they bore commands to an earlier generation, their veins whorled into words: Stop. Rest. This is your home. Now, they were blank.

At night, he lay in his bed and waited, peering at the door frame edged in darkness, listening to the wind for the approach. He rarely slept, for he had completed the hours of sleep allotted him, and his remaining minutes and hours were conscious ones. Finally, one midnight, his window turned from black to gray; the gaps at the door turned from gray to white; and the wind took shape, from a hiss to a roar, the rustling of a gown, the motion of a wing.

The door opened, and there stood the Angel of Death. The rebbe’s little black dog jumped from his bed of rags in the corner of the room and set to growling and nipping at the angel’s robes.

Arise, the angel said, his lips unmoving, his voice sounding inside the rebbe’s head. It is time for you to join your fathers.

I have seen an angel before, the rebbe replied. But I have never seen such splendor.

The angel looked down at his robes, a whirlpool of silver. He examined his fingers, twice the length of any man’s and gleaming like ivory.

And your sword, the rebbe continued. A work by the hand of our master in heaven.

The angel seemed to gaze upon it as if for the first time: the silver handle inlaid with jewels from paradise, blood red and sky blue and green of the deepest jungle, the blade polished with sand from the desert of the Messiah’s exile. When the Angel of Death came to take a life, he held his sword aloft, and a blue light fell upon the face of the dying. The dying saw their own reflection in the blade, and watched as their veins rose up against their skin and wrote an alphabet there. The blade descended and the dying’s reflection grew larger, their name with it, black and glittering. The angel touched his sword to a cheek, a forehead, a chin, and with a hiss of frozen air, dissolved the letters, broke the name, and severed the soul from the body.

Please, the rebbe said. Before I leave this earth, let me see your sword.

The rebbe was a great man, and his words were heard in the celestial academy, where the patriarchs looked up from their books, and Moses set down his pen, and the prophet Elijah paused in his lecture, and Bar Yochai the mystic broke his meditation and opened his eyes, and Luria the lion halted his calculations, and Della Reina the madman, who had been forgiven, came to the window.

The rebbe opened his hands to the angel, and the angel lay his sword against them, and frost spread across the fingers of the great man. He brought the edge of the blade to his forearm, where the letters of his name pulsed black, and when he touched the point to the very first letter of his name, he did not smudge it, he did not deform it, but he turned it into something new, the secret letter, the lost letter that will complete our alphabet in the time of the Messiah.

I will abolish death! the Berukhim Rebbe proclaimed. The rebbe released the sword, and it hovered above him, and he saw himself in its light, and he was changed. He fled into the night, his little black dog close behind.

 

Just as I finished the tale, the fluorescent light timed out with a click, and for an instant I imagined I was in the basement of my parents’ house, bookshelves rising above me, the notebook in my lap. Their cellar too was a library of sorts; and so had been Grandpa’s apartment by the sea, crammed with the volumes he collected, and Holly’s nursery, the fresh blue paint veiling the ghostly imprint of books. I imagined each as a room in a vast repository, imagined that if I continued through this university hall, narrow and dusty, feeling my way, my fingertips trailing along the canvas spines, I would eventually find my way home.

The light switched back on. The old man had hit the button affixed to the bookcase, just beneath the cardboard subject marker. We were sitting in the Geography section.

“I believe the tales of the angels are greatly exaggerated,” the old man said. Before him, the book I had traded was open to the same page I had consulted, the description of the Berukhim Penitents’ origin—or the refutation of it, depending on your point of view.

“That’s a definitional impossibility,” I said, and when he looked at me curiously I added, “How can you know what angels do?” What I had meant was, you can’t judge a fiction on its accuracy, but Holly had sensitized me to the existence of true believers—I didn’t want to offend him.

“It was written down once,” he said, gesturing to the book I held. “It was all written down—but I destroyed it. Now, gossip and hearsay.” He shook his head. It was a deliberate seventy-two degrees in the stacks, but he still wore his full-length coat and hat. “You could say it backfired on me.”

“Is the White Rebbe the Berukhim Rebbe?” I asked.

“There were many Berukhim rebbes.”

“The last one,” I said. He didn’t answer. “Did you tell Eli about the White Rebbe?” I continued.

“No. Everyone knew those stories back then. Back there.”

“Where?”

The old man slid the stack of books against the shelf.

“You think if you hide something, it will disappear,” he said. “But some people become even more driven to find it.” He laughed, and there was bitterness in it. “I told old Eli that. But the stubborn boy wouldn’t listen to me.” He pushed himself to standing. “Good-bye.”

“Wait,” I said.

He shuffled past me, head down.

“I’ll walk with you,” I said.

He paused, and so did I, half standing.

“Oh, poor girl. Don’t make me take pity on you,” he said, just a voice from under the shadow of his cap. “I walk alone. You’re not ready to believe what I have to tell you.”

“About the White Rebbe?”

He lifted his face and the sickly fluorescent light settled in the grooves of his skin and the capillaries of his eyes. He was smiling slightly. I drew back into myself.

“No. About Eli.”





Four

 After Grandpa’s black Christmas, I called him every day to check in. I didn’t always reach him right away—he was in and out of his apartment, playing chess at the senior center, sitting on the boardwalk chalking blue oceans in a sketch pad. I left messages and he returned them, quickly and cheerfully at first, and then slowly and with evident, inexplicable irritation. “I’m calling to tell you I’m still of this world,” he would mutter.

“Don’t study so hard.”

“Put your books away. Put all of them away.”

“Don’t come here again. This is no place for you.”

After his last message, he didn’t answer the phone—for any of us—for three days. I hated how much it worried me, how I could only imagine him alone as vulnerable. He was truly and finally old now.

Mom called his friend and neighbor Sam. He said he had seen Grandpa the day before at the bus stop—Grandpa had been sitting with another man, someone Sam recognized but couldn’t name. The bus had stopped, but neither man had gotten on board. Now no one was answering my grandfather’s door.

My father didn’t want us to go with him to Brooklyn, but Holly and I insisted. He picked me up first, and we drove downtown to get Holly. At first I didn’t recognize the girl waiting outside the dorm. Her hair was combed back under a prim headband, and she wore a black knee-length skirt and striped blue tights underneath.

Apparently, she had given up the torn T-shirts, skinny jeans, and black flats that had been her uniform for her first semester. I became conscious of my grubby sneakers, my split ends, the hole starting in the inner thigh of my jeans. I had been living on a diet of bagels and grapes, doing little besides research, rarely answering my phone, and I hadn’t seen Holly since Christmas.

The three of us were silent the entire drive, and when we finally arrived at Grandpa’s, Dad made us wait downstairs in the lobby. Holly and I chose to stand out front. I wondered if Holly had also realized that Dad expected to find Grandpa dead in the apartment, was protecting us from the sight—if not, I didn’t want to tell her. She bent over her phone, sending a message to someone I didn’t know.

I recorded the details in my mind, in case these were the last minutes of my life before Grandpa was taken away from me. A seagull pecked at a hot dog wrapper. A city bus slowed to a stop across the street, expelling an old woman with a cane. There were the fast food stores, the Russian grocery, the blocky condominiums and brick apartments hung with dingy terraces. And beyond, the amusement park, perpetually about to be demolished, perpetually celebrating its last summer. And then. Beyond that. My grandfather. Walking toward me. Holding one arm against his chest.

“Holly, look.”

She lifted her head, and her eyes grew wide.

“Grandpa!” I shouted. He was a block away. He couldn’t hear us. “Go get Dad,” I told her, and ran across the street. “Grandpa!” I called again. He paused for a second and then continued toward me at the same slow pace. When we met, I threw my arms around him and kissed his cheek. We were the same height now.

“Do you hear the train?” he asked. “I hear the train.” His eyes swiveled, right to left to right, looking everywhere but my face.

“Grandpa!” I said again, shouted nearly, and he finally met my gaze.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. The words were soft. “I told you not to come.” Slurred.

“You didn’t answer your phone, and Dad freaked out.”

I expected him to make a guttural sound, his usual dismissal, but he just rubbed his left forearm, which he still held crossed over his heart. “Tell him when it’s time for me to die, I’ll call him first so he shouldn’t rush down here. He can take his time.”

“Grandpa,” I said. I put my hand on his shoulder. “Don’t be so Russian.” I meant dark. Cold. Hopeless. It was how I had started responding to his morbid talk, trying to joke instead of plead.

He looked me in the eye. “In America we die too.”

I took my hand away.

He was staring beyond me now, and I turned. Holly was coming toward us, leaving Dad alone at the front door, watching us, his phone at his ear.

Holly put her arms around Grandpa. “Where have you been?” He was still staring past me, but not at my father, I realized—at the bus shelter on the corner. I strained to see what he was looking at, but there was no one there.

“What happened to your arm?” Holly asked. Now I saw a dark stain on the cuff of his sleeve.

“You’re bleeding,” I said.

He extended his arm. His palm was dusky, the grooves in it a deep red, like he had taken a pencil to his fate lines.

“Dad!” Holly cried, backing away from us. Grandpa’s eyes locked on mine. He didn’t seem confused now. He seemed determined, and I became determined too, to hold his gaze with the same resolve; maybe then he would trust me with whatever was happening to him.

“Call an ambulance,” Dad said, appearing behind me.

“I’m not going in any ambulance!” my grandfather shouted. His pronunciation was sharp, perfect. His previous speech wasn’t muffled by confusion or injury. It was pulled by an accent, long suppressed but not vanquished. “Leave me alone.” He tried to pull his hand away, but it was secure in my father’s grip. Holly gasped, but neither man flinched. My sister and I looked at each other. There were tears in her eyes. We were thinking the same thing, and both afraid to say it. You’re hurting him.

My father finally spoke, his voice ugly with anger. “Dad, you’re confused.”

“I’m a grown man,” Grandpa growled back. “I walked across Europe, and if I want to walk on the beach, I will. Day or night.”

“If we can’t call an ambulance,” I said, “let’s at least go inside.”

Upstairs, we pulled off his coat and rolled up his sleeve to find a wound that was mostly clotted, scabbed over.

“There must be something in the bathroom,” Holly whispered, looking away from the blood. When I was younger, I had crashed my bike and taken all the skin off my knee. Holly, first on the scene, had fainted.

Blood didn’t bother me. I looked at what he had done. It wasn’t a single cut but a series of them. Not a line but curls and circles, inscribed carefully, midway between his wrist and his elbow. He wouldn’t tell us what happened, and Dad surmised he had fallen, suggesting it to us later, repeating it as truth to my mother, but from that first moment, I knew Grandpa had done it to himself.

Holly found a roll of bandages, and we taped up his arm. “Dad, should I call . . . ?” she said quietly. She was afraid of making my grandfather angry.

“Dad,” my father began, his voice loud, directive. Grandpa felt so far away, as if even though he was there in front of us, he still wasn’t answering his phone. “When did this happen?”

Grandpa had been looking into the middle distance, but now he fixed his eyes on my father’s. The corner of his mouth curled into his cheek. “A long time ago,” he lied. “I’m fine.”

“Since we’re here,” I said, “let’s go out.” Dad looked at me with irritation. “Grandpa,” I continued, “when was the last time you ate?”

He thought about this. “I’m not so hungry these days.”

“Me either,” I said. “But right now I could really go for a waffle. With ice cream.”

“I don’t think so—” Dad said, but Grandpa interrupted him.

“We’re going!” he said. “I’m taking my girls for breakfast.”

Holly and I walked on either side of him. A gull sat on a trash can, pecking among the debris, sending litter onto the curb, where it was caught by the breeze. I watched the bird’s careful movements divide the moment into seconds, pieces of a memory I could carry with me after he was gone. I knew then that it wouldn’t be long.

 

THE DAY AFTER MY RUN-IN WITH THE OLD MAN IN THE STACKS, I returned to the library. I sat in my customary spot, with my dissertation notes open, but my eyes kept lifting off the pages, looking for the stranger. He never appeared, and my draft remained unwritten, and the mystery of Grandpa’s story spread like a stain, dyeing the wasted hours an unbearable red. It was nearly five o’clock—I could still salvage the day. I took a deep breath and went to the library loan office. The door was open, but no one was at the counter. I took a step inside, and then another—and there was Simon, sitting in his office, looking up. He waved at me. I held up the slim, canvas hardback, Juan Espera en Dios in the Americas. “Your book.”

“And?” he asked, coming to lean across the counter.

“Very interesting,” I said. “It’s not what I’m doing for my dissertation. But I might be able to use it for another paper I’m working on.”

“Because your dissertation research isn’t enough to keep you busy.”

“Well . . .” I hesitated. “I have a lot going on.” I could never tell him about the notebook and the strange old man; but at the same time, their hold on me was so strong—and Simon’s demeanor was so open—I found it difficult to lie. “Anyway, this thing. I mean paper. I’ve had some trouble finding what I’m looking for. I thought maybe you could help me.”

“Sure,” he said, stepping behind the computer to call up the library database.

“No,” I said. “It’s not there.”

“Maybe if you change the parameters.”

“No,” I said again.

“This is all there is,” he said, clicking through the initial screens. “I don’t have a secret librarian archive or anything.” He paused and looked up at me. “Oh.” He smiled. “The map.”

Simon gestured for me to follow him behind the counter. I stood in the doorway of his office, a windowless room crammed with a desk and a filing cabinet, manila folders poking from the drawers and stacked precariously on top. He moved a pile of books from a folding chair. On top was a bound manuscript titled “The Lost Tribes of Israel: A Digital Map of History and Myth.”

“What are you looking for?” he asked, sliding into the seat behind the computer.

I sat down and studied my list, a performance only, the words standing at the ready. “The White Rebbe.”

He typed a few seconds and shook his head. “Nope. Sorry. What’s next?”

“The Sabbath Light.”

He entered it into the system and sighed. “Zero for two.”

I felt both disappointed and relieved. I needed to know more but also wanted to keep the White Rebbe for myself—just as I found myself both attracted to and repelled by the strange old man following me. His words were alternately inviting and hostile, and I couldn’t tell if he had been Grandpa’s friend or enemy. I should be wary of him, I told myself; any affection I felt was misplaced, only a by-product of his having known Grandpa, resembling him, even, just a little.

“One more?” I asked.

“Fire away.”

“The Angel of Losses.”

“Angel . . . of . . . Losses,” he said under his breath as he typed, and I grew queasy. It felt wrong—almost dangerous—to say the name out loud.

“Okay, one match,” he said. “Yad—wait. Yo-day-ah. I think that’s right.”

“That’s him!” I said. “What does it say?”

He glanced at me for an instant, then squinted at the screen, a little smile playing on his face. “He’s the guardian of the Sabbath River. That’s the river that separates the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel from the rest of the world.”

“Where did you find that?”

“Interview.” He sat back, crossed his arms. “We have a grad student collecting stories from different traditions. This one’s from . . . let’s see . . . They have a strange name. Something Penitents.”

“The Berukhim Penitents,” I said.

“Yes. How did you know?”

“My brother-in-law is one of them.”

“Ah,” Simon said, nodding slowly. He could hear in my voice that there was a story there I didn’t want to tell. “Well. I wish I could tell you more. I’ll keep looking. But if I’m remembering correctly, there won’t be too much. The Penitents tend not to talk about this stuff with outsiders.”

“Which stuff?” I asked.

“Angels. That’s the Berukhim thing, right? Invoking angels. Angel magic. Mystic . . . angel . . . stuff. If they’re the ones I’m thinking of, I mean.”

“So the Angel of Losses is theirs?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. The Sabbath River isn’t, though. That’s in a lot of stories. It’s a river made of stones that no one can cross except on the Sabbath, when it stops running. But it’s a sin to travel on the Sabbath, so you can’t cross it anyway. The Lost Tribes live in this fantastic land on the other side, and they won’t return to our world until the Messiah comes.”

“Is that what your map is of?” I asked. “The Sabbath River?”

“Well. Metaphorically.”

“Yes, of course, that’s what I meant,” I said. A little too forcefully. Metaphors, I told myself. Metaphors and symbols and devices. Russian fairy tales and Jewish legends, evolving side by side, fragments Grandpa absorbed during his secret childhood on the other side of the world. The more I searched, the more the magic of the notebooks would dissipate, my quest just a bit of anthropological scrabble. Grandpa would still be gone, and Holly would still be Chava, and I would still be alone with my books and my notes and my silly little ghost stories.

“So where did you find him? The Angel of Losses?” Simon asked. He was leaning back, one sneaker on the wastepaper basket, tapping a pencil against the desk absently. Simon put on a good show, I thought. Easygoing, unconcerned. But he was obsessed with his work. I knew that look—very well.

“My brother-in-law mentioned it. Something he’s studying,” I lied. “But there’s very little material on it, and their library—the library at their school—it’s limited, and he doesn’t have privileges anywhere else, so I told him I’d see what I could find here. Academic citizenship and scholarly brotherhood and so forth.”

“I’ll let you know if anything else like this comes my way,” Simon offered. “If you’d like. Academic citizenship. Et cetera.”

“Okay,” I agreed. “Thank you.”

He laced his fingers behind his head and raised his eyebrows, like he was waiting for me to say more. I shrugged. “Well.”

“Well.”

“Okay,” I said again, and my embarrassment at my awkwardness expanded inside me until there was no room for it left, and I started laughing, and Simon started laughing.

“Okay,” I said again. “I’m leaving now. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye, Marjorie,” he said.

I decided that I liked hearing him say my name, after all.

 

GRANDPA WAITS FOR ME AT THE SAME TABLE, HIS HANDS FOLDED on top of a book. I sit across from him. He knows I’m there but doesn’t look up. His knuckles, pale walnut shells, worry against one another as he fidgets. All around us fingertips murmur against paper. Readers sit in patched armchairs, plastic-covered couches, at laminate tables with foldout legs, their faces angled to the pages or moving in sudden flares of light, invisible.

The baby, he says.

The light shifts, and for an instant I feel the world has tipped. I look up, shielding my eyes against the light emanating from the ceiling, which is lost in a golden haze. A buzzer sounds, then static, a loudspeaker with no voice at the microphone.

The old man will tell you only he can help Holly’s boy, Grandpa says, taking my hands.

Help him how? I asked.

Grandpa shakes his head, and his grip tightens. Don’t listen to him. He can only trap you.

His hands, and mine in them, tremble.

There is so much you didn’t tell us, I say.

Yes, he says. I had a purpose.

 

I WOKE WITH THE SHEETS TWISTED AROUND MY LEGS, MY FOREHEAD damp. The night floated in beneath the half-drawn shades, sulfurous streetlights and neon signs glowing in the windows of twenty-four-hour delis. The digital clock on my nightstand glared at me, an eternally open eye. Just past midnight.

I pulled on a sweatshirt and went out onto Amsterdam Avenue. The air was cool, gusts of it lifting my hair in the wakes of passing cars rushing down the hill. A few smokers lingered outside the bars. Taillights dashed the glass storefronts and disappeared in the heavy darkness around the cathedral. I crossed to the traffic island and sat on the lone bench. Moments later, he appeared, traveling slowly up the hill, dressed in the same winter coat and flat cap, shadowless in the night.

He sat beside me on the bench.

I wasn’t frightened this time—I couldn’t afford to be. Whether the old man’s mind truly drifted or he just liked to keep me off guard, I had to speak carefully if I was to learn anything from him.

“Hello again,” I said.

“Good evening.”

“Can’t sleep?” I asked. The old man was silent for an instant, and then sighed, a long, relaxed exhale, as if I wasn’t even there. I wanted to grab his lapels, stare straight into his pale eyes, but I couldn’t—he might vanish in a puff of smoke. Pretend you’ve been expecting him. Pretend you have all the time in the world.

“I can’t sleep either,” I offered.

“Bad sleepers,” he said. “It’s a curse. As much a curse as anything. Yes?”

“Yes,” I agreed.

“I can’t sleep,” he continued. “So here I am. Wandering at midnight.”

“Like one of the Penitents,” I suggested. My heartbeat sped up, waiting for his reply, waiting for him to acknowledge this strange thing that was happening at the edge of my understanding.

He nodded. “The angel is one of them too. One of us, the exiled. But I don’t pity him,” the old man said.

“The Angel of Losses?” I asked.

“Yes. Angels are half fire and half water,” he said. “But they look like you and me.” He eyed me. “Well, not like you.”

“He’s the guardian of the River of Stones,” I said.

“Is that what Eli told you?”

“No,” I said, and my voice was bitter. Grandpa had told me nothing. I confronted that fact again and again. In my work, I wrote about the repetition compulsion—reliving a traumatic event over and over, in reality or dreams or hallucinations. He told me nothing. He told me nothing. He told me nothing.

“He was cast out,” the old man said. “The angel cannot cross that river any more than you or I can.”

“Why not? What did he do?”

He scratched at his left shoulder absently, and his attention drifted away. I felt a small twitch of fear, the same as in my dreams of Grandpa, the anxiety of time running out before all had been said that needed to be said.

“I’ve been dreaming of Eli,” I told him.

“A dream uninterpreted is like a letter unread,” he replied. His voice was low and rich. Certain and unhurried. “Do you know who said that?” He paused but I had no answer.

“Waiting, waiting, waiting,” he sang, waving his hand before him. “I’ve kept the angel waiting so long.”

“Waiting for what?” I whispered. I was afraid.

“For another chance,” he said. “Another chance to go home.” He paused. “You’ve heard him calling, then? Calling for his people to rise?”

The angel on Simon’s map was a metaphor, a fairy tale, but the old man’s angel was here, speaking, if only I’d listen. “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think so.”

The old man put his hand on my knee, and I was surprised by its warmth and weight. He was no figment, no ghost, either. “None of us can help him. No one can. Remember that.”

He stood and surveyed the red-glowing cars sailing down the hill. I wanted to ask him why Grandpa was coming to me in my dreams, and why the old man was coming to me in their aftermath; why Holly was painting faceless men in a maddening paradise; why Nathan was afraid of our books.

But before I could speak, he did: “The necklace. Remember, you’re just holding it. For Eli.”

“Eli’s gone,” I said.

“Eli,” he answered, “will be here soon.”





Five

Holly went into labor three weeks early. The baby was small but healthy. He lay splayed out in a fiberglass crib, a fierce pink color, dwarfed by his diaper and hat. His eyes were a striking blue, pale but electric, like the morning sky caught in glass. She had a boy, just like Grandpa had told me in my dream. And just like the old man had predicted, they named him Eli.

If I felt any ache at the sight of the baby—any tug deep inside me—I pushed it away. He would grow up to be like Nathan. I didn’t want to love another person just to lose him to that man.

After a few days everyone came home from the hospital. Cars lined the block and crammed the driveway. My parents and I stood in the foyer for a moment, collecting ourselves. My father was stoic. My mother blinked repeatedly. Nathan’s sister-in-law Yael appeared to greet us. “Chava’s resting upstairs,” she said.

Holly was in bed, alone, so pale her lips seemed powdered white. It was still warm outside, barely autumn, but the blankets were piled on top of her, and she looked like a child.

I sat at the edge of her bed. “How are you feeling?”

“I hurt,” she said. No brave grin.

“I guess I shouldn’t ask what hurts,” I joked. She didn’t smile.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m so tired.”

“Don’t apologize, Holl,” Mom said.

“Can you bring him back?”

“Let Nathan keep him for a few minutes. You have to get some rest.” Mom put her hand on my back, right over my nearly healed tattoo. I hadn’t told her about it yet. “Come on,” she said to me.

“I brought you something,” I said quickly, and reached into my pocket for the necklace.

“Oh, it’s one of those evil-eye charms,” Mom said, holding it up for Holly to see. The pendant spun slowly, winking blue circles.

Holly stared at it blankly for a moment and then pushed herself off the pillow. “Put it on,” she said. Mom fastened it around her neck, and Holly sank back down into the bed.

I thought about the old man’s insistence that it wasn’t a gift but something on loan from Eli. It didn’t make sense to give, or return, a charm necklace to a newborn, but still, when the clasp shut against Holly’s skin, I felt like I had made a mistake.

“Thanks,” she said. She had closed her eyes. Then, “Mom, can you bring me some ice?”

Mom kissed her forehead and gestured for me to follow her out the door, but I stayed, sitting on the bed with Holly. Just the two of us.

“Do you love him more than anything in the world?” I asked, ashamed that I only knew how to speak about such things in clichés.

But she considered my question, her brow furrowed. “It’s different than anything else,” she said. “When he cries . . . I feel it. I feel itchy. Like I’m trapped in my body and I have to get out. To him.” She looked me in the eyes, and for an instant I felt the sensation she had just described: unsettled from deep within.

“Do I sound crazy?” she asked, a half smile on her face.

“No.”

“Don’t tell anyone.”

Her plea cut through the chill that usually made our words clumsy and numb. “I won’t,” I said. “I promise.”

Heavy footsteps sounded down the hall. Nathan pushed into the room, bringing our moment to an end. He kneeled bedside in front of Holly, ignoring me completely. He radiated tension, but he laid a hand on Holly’s cheek so gently. His nails were bitten, his cuticles inflamed.

“Where is he?” she mumbled.

“Sleeping,” Nathan said. “Get some rest.” His voice was low, its natural authority muted—not bossy but reassuring—and Holly closed her eyes.

Neither acknowledged me as I stood up to leave the room. I paused in the doorway. The day had finally quit, just an orange glow around the curtains. Nathan was murmuring softly, his forehead against Holly’s, his eyes closed too.

I found my father in the backyard. “It’s like I’m an intruder in my own house,” he said.

“To be fair,” I said, “you did give them the house.” If my mother and I made a game of calling each other to worry about Holly, my father and I had a different habit: taking turns being alternately forgiving of and spiteful about Nathan’s family. He didn’t respond.

“She doesn’t seem well,” I said.

“She’s exhausted.”

“I know. That’s not what I mean.” My father stayed silent, concentrating on the horizon. “She doesn’t seem happy,” I continued. And hadn’t I wished this on her a thousand times? To realize she was unhappy with her choices, as I believed any sane person in her position must?

Nathan’s relatives moved behind the bright windows of our house like characters on a sitcom, telegraphing their ease with one another. And here we were, lurking at the edge of the light seeping from their tableaux, literally outside the home that had once been ours.

 

THE NIGHT BEFORE ELI’S CIRCUMCISION, THE HOUSE WAS spotless—the carpets smelled fresh; the furniture was at right angles; the old table by the front door was bare of mail and shining as if freshly polished. “It’s your dad,” Yael explained when I arrived. My mom had insisted I stay over the night before to help prepare for the sixty guests and to save them the chore of picking me up from the train in the morning.

“I think he’s going stir-crazy,” Yael continued. She usually wore a wig, but now I could see her hair was blond and cropped in a pixie cut. From the neck up, she looked almost trendy. “If he’s not on his phone in the backyard, he’s vacuuming.”

I came into the kitchen to find Mom rushing around, while Holly slouched at the table, her chin in her hand. “Not that cabinet,” Holly said sharply, and I was surprised she could summon the verve; her complexion was so sallow, her eyes so tired. “Those are the dairy plates, remember?” My mother sighed—it was the sigh she gave when she was restraining herself.

I backed into the adjoining living room and found Eli nestled inside a carrier, pale fabric piled up to his chest. His little eyes were soft pouches, slit with that bright, impossible blue, his tissue-thin skin dark with the veins beneath, only the faintest wisps of hair on his head. He waved his arms around, his tiny fingers curled into his palms.

“Would you like to hold him?” Nathan asked. I jumped. He was standing right behind me.

“Yes,” I said.

“Wash your hands first,” Holly called.

I returned to the kitchen, where Holly and my mom were still banging dishes wordlessly, and did as she asked. Nathan was holding the baby now, one hand beneath his back, another beneath his head, his little legs against Nathan’s chest. Nathan smiled down at him, maneuvering through the room as if the baby were a compass or divining rod. Nathan seemed totally comfortable, exuding none of Holly’s edginess. He lowered Eli into my arms expertly—Nathan’s sleeve didn’t even brush mine.

The baby’s head lolled in the crook of my elbow, his body resting in my lap. Eli was impossibly light, lighter than a textbook. He made slight mewling sounds, his wrinkly lips opening and closing over his gums. “Be careful of his belly button,” Nathan said, sitting beside me. “It hasn’t fallen off yet.” I had never seen him like this—relaxed, warm. The aura of bad humor that always encircled him like a cloud, charged and about to burst, was gone. “Eli, this is your aunt.” He touched the baby’s chest. “Say hi. Say hi.” Eli waved his fists, each the size of a chestnut. I was silent, but for once I wasn’t biting my tongue. I didn’t know what I thought. I didn’t know what to say.

“By the way,” Nathan said. “How did you find the amulet?”

I opened my palm to the baby, and he tapped his hands against mine, no more than the weight of a kitten’s tail. “What amulet?”

“The one you brought for Chava. It’s too bad she went into labor before you could give it to her.”

I was studying the tracery of capillaries on Eli’s cheeks. His skin was so delicate. I remembered that he needed another month or so inside. He was too fragile to be out here in this world. And his eyes. I had never seen such brilliantly blue eyes.

“I’m sorry, what were you saying?” I asked.

“The protection amulet. For a mother giving birth. The one you gave to Chava.”

“I thought it was against the evil eye.”

“Yes, yes,” Nathan said. “But the word on it—Zariel. Micah said it’s a name of Lilith.” He had this way, which my sister had picked up, of dropping names with no explanation. I didn’t know who was a neighbor’s cousin, who was a minor biblical hero.

“Lilith, the demon,” he continued. “She comes for babies. That’s why Moishe and Yossi and Aaron are coming over. It’s the Night of Watching. Eli’s vulnerable. We’ll keep him safe.”

Eli sighed all the air from his lungs, a tiny puff. I stared down at him, looking for Holly in his face, for Dad, for Grandpa. But already he looked like his own person.

“Have you found the books you were looking for?” Nathan asked. I didn’t respond, didn’t move, didn’t blink. “The notebooks,” he clarified.

I looked at him then but could read nothing in his expression.

“Not yet,” I said. “They haven’t turned up, I guess?”

He pursed his lips and shook his head slowly, once to the right, once to the left. Then he extended his arms, and I returned the baby to him.

After dinner Holly took the baby upstairs to feed him, and I helped Yael clean the kitchen. When we were done washing the dishes, she tore a trash bag in two and laid it on the floor, then placed one of the kitchen chairs on top. “Come,” she said. “I’ll cut your hair.”

I put my hands to the bundle of curls against my neck. “What?”

“It’s tradition,” she said.

“Are you doing theirs?” I asked, gesturing to the other room, where Nathan sat with his friends, shouting cheerfully in Yiddish.

She followed my gaze and then looked at the ceiling, biting back her judgment. “No, only family.” She paused. “Just a little,” she prodded, the edge slipping from her voice. “Just to say we did it.”

I liked Yael. She was always nice to me. I didn’t want her to think I was uncooperative—and when I was uncooperative, at least she could defend me by saying I had gone along with this. I took the tie out of my hair and pulled it smooth, sat before her.

She tugged slightly at the ends, which fell to the top edge of my tattoo. It was healed now, the scabs fallen away, the black less brilliant and more organic. I heard the slice of the scissors, a whisper, and felt the slight pull of the blades. “You should wear it down more,” Yael said. “So beautiful. So different from Chava’s.” Holly’s hair was dark and straight like Dad’s, mine strawberry blond and curly like Grandpa’s.

Another snip. “It’s sad that Nathan’s father’s not here,” she said. He had passed away years ago. I thought of my own father, on the phone in the backyard, running to the store for things we didn’t need, dusting and sweeping while the rest of us passed the baby around.

The day that Grandpa had returned from his wandering the beach, his lost weekend, Holly and I stayed with him after our father left—after Grandpa dismissed him. At the end of the afternoon, saying good-bye at his apartment, he told us, “Tell your father I love him.” Quickly, turning away from us even as he said it. When I repeated the message to my dad on the phone, there was just silence on the other end. Later, at the funeral, my father spoke only briefly. Eli was a devoted grandfather. He loved his girls.

“It’s sad,” I agreed. “I wish my grandfather could be here too.”

“Oh, the one Eli’s named for.” And just like that, the baby claimed his name, and Grandpa receded a little more.

Soon my mother declared it was time for everyone to go to bed. Holly sat on the couch, the baby pressed into her chest, tears shining on her cheeks. She didn’t want to let Eli out of her sight, even for the hour or two before his next feeding. She seemed unprepared for the reality of him being outside of her body, separate. My mother wanted her to sleep, and Nathan wanted to pray over his son, and they sat on either side of her, trying to coax Eli out of her arms. They spoke in quiet, sympathetic tones, like she was a child, overtired and irrational.

Just let her hold her baby, I wanted to say. Don’t you see she’s afraid? But I had privately sworn to be quiet and helpful, not to remind anyone that Holly and I could barely stand each other, and no one noticed when I slipped upstairs. I just need to get through tomorrow, I thought. And then I can leave.

 

I HAD TO GET THROUGH THE NIGHT TOO. I LAY ON THE FLOOR of the nursery, unable to sleep. There were a few stacks of diapers against the wall, a narrow changing table, and the old rocking chair, but otherwise the room was empty. I watched the curtains billow around the half-open window, thinking about my grandfather, about all of the things I didn’t know about him, and about Nathan’s question about the notebooks. He hadn’t taken my search seriously that day, and he had never spoken to me with such seriousness, and respect even, as he did tonight.

It was the necklace, I realized. He was treating me differently because of the necklace.

A bit of melody rose up through the window. Nathan and his friends, singing something, chanting. I went downstairs, through the laundry room, and found the back door open, several pairs of dress shoes on the mat. Outside, the sky was a muggy darkness, just a handful of pinpoint stars and a weak sliver of moon. Four black figures knelt on the grass, bending their bodies down, straightening again, their arms stretched skyward, dirt falling from between their fingers. Behind them, ignored, the baby carrier, its handle raised.

I burst through the doorway. Three of the men started, turning toward me. Only Nathan remained undisturbed in his chanting. Eli squirmed in his blankets, his hands waving, his cries lost in the wind.

“Your son is crying!” I shouted. I reached in to tuck his blanket around him and found he was snug inside, his chest warm but his cheeks cold with the first September chill.

“You scared him,” Nathan said, still on his knees, crawling toward us. There was dirt on his face. “He was fine.” He reached for the baby, and I yanked the carrier away. Eli wailed.

“Look at you. What’s the matter with you?” I shouted, struggling to wrap my arms around the bulky plastic. The other men, their faces also shadowed with dirt, were careful not to look at me.

The screen door squeaked again. “What are you doing out here?” It was my mother, in her bathrobe, holding it closed at her neck.

I handed Eli to her. “Take him inside.”

She hooked the carrier in one arm, reached down to soothe him with her other hand. “Let’s all go inside. I’ll take him upstairs.”

“No!” Nathan cried, the chords in his throat strained in the dim light filtering from the second floor. He had always been skinny; now he appeared malnourished, sick. He breathed loudly through his nose, and then showed us his palms, begging us to wait. “The ritual isn’t complete.”

“You’ll make him sick,” Mom hissed. She glanced over her shoulder, worrying, I knew, that we would wake Holly. “Is that what you want?”

“He’s my son,” he said quietly, but I could see that he was furious, his mouth tight and his eyes burning.

“He’s my grandson,” Mom said. “And this is my house.” She turned toward the door, and Nathan turned away from us. He wandered to the back of the yard, his dirt-caked hands on his head. His friends stood in a silent cluster, their faces pale and eyes wide. I imagined them floating up into the sky like the three men in Holly’s painting, on the edge of a new existence, waiting for their fourth.

 

I CRASHED BEFORE DAWN, AND DAD WOKE ME MINUTES BEFORE the guests were set to arrive. I had meant to pack the navy suit I’d worn to my oral exams, but I’d accidentally grabbed the black one, which I hadn’t worn since Grandpa’s funeral. I unrolled it on the carpet and stared at it, the shape of myself in mourning, as car doors snapped in the distance and unintelligible, happy voices filled the house.

Downstairs, the men were in the dining room, the women outside watching the children run in the yard, everyone waiting for the ceremony. I noticed the men from the night before standing apart, as out of place among Nathan’s family as I was. When they first met, Holly might have been the only one who didn’t disapprove of Nathan’s interest in the Penitents. She had always been curious about the secretive school, and unfazed by Grandpa’s slurs. Tell me more, she might have said, genuine and open-minded.

My mother handed me a glass of water and sent me upstairs, where Holly was feeding Eli in her bed. She didn’t look up when I entered, and I put the glass on the nightstand. “Can you do one other thing for me?” she asked.

“Sure, what?”

“Don’t talk to my husband,” she said, and spoke no more to me that day.

 

ON THE WAY TO THE TRAIN, I ASKED MY FATHER TO STOP AT THE cemetery where Grandpa was buried.

“Sure,” he said. We had left the house early. My parents were flying back to Florida in the morning, and I wondered when my father would be back again—I suspected my mother would arrive alone for Thanksgiving.

Dad drove along the grassy planes of tombstones, and the road unfurled before us, less like a path and more like a tether with one end rooted in my chest. We went past the office, took the curve to the right. Dad stopped the car by the bank of mausoleum doors, flat and featureless as the Coney Island Senior Center.

“I wish you would look at Grandpa’s notebook,” I said. “Maybe something in there would be familiar to you.”

“He didn’t talk to me the way he talked to you girls,” he said. “He didn’t tell me anything, and he didn’t want me to read that book.” He insisted he had no memory of what happened at the end of that day long ago when we cleaned out the apartment. If he had said he was throwing them out with the rest of Grandpa’s unwanted belongings, then that must have been what he did; he didn’t know how one had managed to survive.

“Maybe his friend Sam, then.”

“I think he died last year.”

“You never told me,” I said. He just shrugged. “Then what about his children?” I asked. “You must have a phone number or a name. Someone called to tell you he was gone—“

“I don’t know,” he interrupted, and he sounded nearly as angry as me. His relationship with his father had always been formal, even cold. The only memories Dad shared were superficial—he’d smile wistfully over his sandwich and say, Your grandfather loved brown mustard, or shake his head at the sports section and say, The Yankees won again; I’m glad your grandfather’s not here to see it.

“Go ahead,” Dad said. “Take your time.” He wasn’t coming with me.

My grandparents’ graves were back beneath the willow trees that lined the edge of the cemetery. I walked over the dead, their nameplates lodged in the bright sod. Mud caked the surfaces of my grandparents’ grave markers. I got down on my hands and knees and scraped the dirt away. How long had it been since any of us visited? I began counting the years back, but then noticed the stones—tiny pebbles lined up along the edges of the plaques. Had Holly been coming here? I couldn’t imagine her visiting but not cleaning the graves, unless she had been too big to get down on the ground.

But someone had been here, just out of sight, marking the days.





Six

 When his shift ended, Simon met me at the carrel I was illegally keeping as my own, a splintered maple cubicle stacked with books and protected by a piece of card stock folded in half that read RESERVED.

“Did you make that yourself?” he asked.

“No, the provost issued it,” I said.

“On his personal printer.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

“I can’t believe that works.” He sighed.

“I have a roll of caution tape too.”

“You are out of control.”

“You have no idea,” I answered, turning over a fresh sheet on my legal pad. I had begun charting elements from The White Rebbe and the Sabbath Light against what I knew about the Berukhim Rebbe. The dynasty of men who don’t die. The angels armed with swords and contracts. The White Rebbe must be a version of the Berukhim Rebbe, I thought, but I couldn’t rule out that it might be the other way around. The old man himself hadn’t confirmed that they were the same person, but he hadn’t denied it either.

Simon had been investigating the Berukhim Penitents and their angels, and I copied down everything he told me. That the mystics they descended from conjured angels as teachers, along with the spirits of dead sages, a holy magic of words and names and graveyard rituals. That angels are manifestations of God but sometimes misbehave and are punished. That they could be manlike, messengers, but they could also be physical forces, the energy that shapes babies in the womb or the pestilence that destroys a nation. That they sit on the juries that judge men’s souls, and if even one in a thousand votes to acquit, God acquiesces. That each person has four accompanying angels. That each of the first seventy nations had its own ministering angel, who lobbied God on its behalf, and who suffered if they sinned. That the Berukhim Rebbe said there was a seventy-first angel, the Angel of Losses, named Yode’a, who came into existence when ten of the twelve tribes of Israel were exiled by Assyrian invaders twenty-eight centuries ago.

“And that’s all I could find. It’s from a nineteenth-century biography of an eighteenth-century rabbi, one sentence in his correspondence,” Simon said. “But something else must have survived in the oral tradition. I could put your brother-in-law in touch with the student who collected that item on our map.”

“I’ll suggest that to him,” I said, and put down my pen.

“What exactly is he working on?” Simon asked, not for the first time.

I took my RESERVED sign and hit his knee. “Happy hour,” I said. “You need to relax. You need a beer.”

 

WE HAD A DRINK, THEN ANOTHER. HE HAD SUCH AN EASY laugh, like Holly, or how Holly used to be—or maybe how she still was, with Nathan. We talked about the people we knew in common and how we came to be at the university. We went to dinner. We talked about work. Simon had joined his project as a technical expert, coding a visualization of myths about the Lost Tribes of Israel. The database encompassed Wandering Jews from legend and history who had searched for the missing Israelites, and he was captivated by the medieval scribes who had documented their travels across Christendom and the Orient, their tales a mix of meticulous observation and outright fantasy. Censuses and cartography alongside monstrous creatures, fabled cities, and messianic wonder-workers.

“I want to see the map,” I said.

He lived in a studio near the cathedral, a studio dominated by a desk with two flat computer monitors. They blinked to life when Simon nudged the mouse, one screen displaying a map of the world, the nations shaded in green and taupe, the other screen an array of menus labeled for nations, languages, centuries, and narrative classifications.

“Here, sit.” He offered me the computer chair. “This is the folklore map. Go ahead. Choose.”

I felt his weight on the back of the chair as he leaned against it. I keyed in “Wandering Jew” and scanned the country options. I clicked, lighting up England, a puzzle piece near the top of the screen, then selected Argentina, and the other corner of the map glowed. “The country function is a bit restrictive,” Simon said, reaching over my shoulder to uncheck my selections. “Try narrative classification; you’ll like that.”

The list offered poetry, legend, drama, pamphlet. Newspaper too. I clicked on it, eager for the contemporary and factual, and stars lit across the globe. I checked English under language, and the stars dimmed across Latin America, Europe.

“Go to Manhattan,” he said. I zoomed in until a star appeared on the southern tip of the green, streetless island and brought up a white text box.

 

A sensation was created in William Street on Thursday morning, by the appearance of a man with a long floating beard, and dressed in loose pantaloons, with a turban on his head. He carried in his hand a little Hebrew book, out of which he read to the crowd that gathered around him. He represented himself as the veritable Wandering Jew. Nobody knows who he is or where he came from. A learned Jewish Rabbi was sent to converse with him, which they did in the Hebrew language, and the stranger was found to be perfect in his knowledge of that most difficult tongue.

The Rabbi tested him in Arabic, in Phoenician, and in Sanskrit, but soon found that the aged stranger far surpassed him in his intimacy with them all. The Rabbi invited him to his house but, said the stranger, “Nay, I cannot stop. The Crucified One of Calvary has pronounced the edict, and I must not rest. I must move on—ever on!” He was last seen on Thursday, but to where he departed no one can tell.

 

I scrolled to the bottom, where the source and date was noted in italics. The Deseret News. 1856.

“That was a New York paper?” I asked. He was sitting on the bed now, a few feet away.

“Salt Lake City. Still going, actually. The Mormons were really into the Wandering Jew. And the Pennsylvania Dutch, for some reason.”

I voided the filters and the screen resolved into an impressionistic globe. “So you got a grant to track the Wandering Jew on Google Earth.”

“We got a grant to create a cross-referenced digital archive of folklore about the Lost Tribes of Israel. We have an undergraduate—he gets free summer housing as long as he can show twenty hours a week of research—so we got an extra unpaid intern. I give him all the Wandering Jew stuff to scan. I think he spends the rest of his time working for a law firm.”

“But the Wandering Jew—that’s a whole other legend.”

“What about Benjamin of Tudela, and Abraham Abulafia, and David Reubeni?”

“I don’t know those names.”

“Wandering Jews.”

I shook my head.

“I’m serious; they were real Jews, and they wandered around looking for the Lost Tribes, or the Messiah, or claimed to be the Messiah. You haven’t run into any of this, in your extracurricular research?”

“All I know about the Lost Tribes I learned from the guys with a megaphone and a map of Haiti on a Hundred Twenty-Fifth Street.”

“Shit,” he said. “I forgot about them. I should send our intern up there. They probably have pamphlets. The Black Israelites, right?”

“I don’t think they count.”

“But there are Lost Tribes in Africa—the Falasha, and the Lemba—you know they have the Cohen modal haplotype? It’s a genetic marker on the Y chromosome. The DNA stuff isn’t really my area. And they’re in the New World too, of course, which is sort of my thing. The Mormons thought—well, they still think—that the North American Indians were Israelites. And then there are the Jewish Indians in Latin America. Why are you laughing?”

“I figured out what you are now,” I said, and went to sit next to him on the bed. “You’re an obsessive.”

“No, I’m a completist. I spent a week this summer cleaning audio from a twenty-something-year-old cassette that I bought on eBay. The Pixies in Croatia. Now, you, you’re an obsessive.”

“I was,” I said. For the first time in years, I had put my academic work aside entirely. I had the notebook now—and the three other stories hiding somewhere. “I’m a completist now too.” Though even as I said it, I was exhausted by the litany of names, the clues that only led me back to Nathan and Holly, the world they were building with their son, which I would always be apart from. Maybe it would be easier that way, spinning in our own orbits, the space between us growing ever wider and colder.

I kissed Simon. We didn’t talk anymore that night.

 

SIMON KNEW WHERE TO FIND THE BEST NOODLES IN CHINATOWN, the best tacos in Red Hook, and the best cannoli on Arthur Avenue. We went to movie theaters with curtained screens and spent consecutive Sunday mornings getting lost in the park. For almost a month I tried to have a different kind of life. I met with my advisor and improvised connections and theses until she let me go. I downloaded the baby pictures—copied to no fewer than twenty cousins and classmates. I read magazines and newspapers, so I could talk about all the things I had planned my life around ignoring.

I tried to forget the White Rebbe, his first meeting with the angel and the three stories still missing, but I couldn’t let him go. Every few days on the train I glimpsed a passenger with curling white hair in the passing car. In a diner I would hear a deep, rough laugh from the next booth, and my stomach would drop. “Do you know that person?” Simon asked every time, and I continued to answer no. If I got a good look, I saw it wasn’t him; if I didn’t, I was left preoccupied and unsettled.

I ate and I talked and I traveled the length of the city and back, but I couldn’t run away from the White Rebbe, from whatever it was that Grandpa had left behind.

 

“WHY THE LOST TRIBES?” I ASKED, PULLING MY KNEES INTO MY chest under the sheets in Simon’s bed. The window was open, and fresh air, dusted with the amber of streetlights, blew around us.

“Diaspora studies. I think the lead investigator has trouble reconciling himself to the fact that the Jews—he’s Jewish—that the Jews are really mostly dead. He likes to thinks there are more still out there, waiting to be discovered in the Himalayas.”

“And what about you?”

“I’m just the computer guy.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Okay. I was into genealogy for a while. I made it back to the sixteenth century and an ancestor who learned his family—our family—converted to Catholicism during the Inquisition. He started practicing Judaism in the New World. It didn’t work out so well. The Spanish government in Mexico tortured him to death. They called him the Moor.”

“You traced your ancestors all the way to the sixteenth century?” That was more shocking to me than the Moor’s fate. My mother had a family Bible with four generations penciled inside; with my father, history ended with Grandpa.

“Yeah. You know, there are villages in Mexico where everyone lights candles on Friday nights, and they slaughter chickens like they do in Jerusalem; nobody could say why until the anthropologists came in. Now they want to be Jews, like their ancestors, instead of Spanish Indians.”

“I don’t think of the Jews as being particularly popular.”

“No,” he said. “But imagine you’re a poor Mexican hearing about the Israelis airlifting people out of Ethiopia.” He paused. “There’s this other guy on the project, one of the grad students. He’s a Hasidic kid from Brooklyn, and he went with our boss to China to meet the tribe of monotheists. He tested their rituals and prayers and whatever against the Bible, and their words against Hebrew. This kid has the whole Bible in his head. It’s incredible what they learn in their schools.”

Someday that would be Eli.

“So the project director is out there, getting DNA swabs, talking about Diaspora migration and prestige aspirations.” He traced my tattoo as he spoke, his fingertip cycling my shield, always following, always protecting me. “And this kid is looking for the Messiah. Because the Messiah can’t come until all the tribes return to the Holy Land, and as long as ten are missing in action, well. We’re fucked.”

“My brother-in-law would love to meet you,” I said. I could hear sleep in my voice.

“He’s looking for them too?”

“He was, I think,” I said. He had come home from India disillusioned—or so he said. “But anyway, what does this have to do with you and your family tree?”

He took his hand away. “I’m just the computer guy,” he said quietly. I opened my eyes. He had rolled onto his back, and now he stared at the ceiling as if something important was written there, something he could just barely make out. Then he turned to look at me, slid his hand back and forth across my hip. “I kind of like you.”

“I like you too,” I said, because it was the easiest response. I did like him. I liked him more than I had ever liked anyone, and in contrast the rest of my life felt more than complicated; it felt deeply, dangerously unsettled.

He smiled. “You’re a little bit like the Moor for me,” he said. “Someone I have to know, who will always remain just out of reach.”

Soon he was asleep. I settled in beside him and watched the lights from passing cars sweep over the ceiling until it seemed they followed the same rhythm of his breath, and then my breath too, and my mind slowed to a halt and the world slipped away.

 

THE VOICE FILLED MY EAR COMPLETELY, LIKE WATER FILLING A VOID.

“Arise!”

I sucked in a breath and sat up in bed. Simon was asleep beside me; beside him, the clock glowed 12:40.

I put my hand on Simon’s shoulder. “Wake up,” I said. His brow furrowed, but otherwise he was still.

There was a thunderclap, a flash at the curtains, and the voice shouted again. “She is in exile!” It was a man’s voice, raw, anguished.

I climbed over Simon and pulled on my clothes. I hiked the window open, hung half my body into the night. The city smelled burnt, and I wondered if the lightning had hit nearby.

The street was empty.

“Our holy house is on fire!”

“Simon!” I said. “Do you hear that?”

He turned over in his sleep.

I couldn’t bear to wait for the elevator, so I ran down four flights of stairs. The night was black and numbing; I felt like I’d fallen into the haunted lagoons of the White Rebbe’s story. The clouds were thick overhead, about to burst into rain. A group of girls passed by, all leaning into one another, speaking at the same time.

“Arise, for Israel is in danger!”

The voice was coming from across the street, from the park. I ran toward it.

Steps from the avenue, the block plunged downhill into darkness, the fifteen-foot wall of the cathedral grounds a dam against stray light. I stopped. The wet pavement was studded with the tracks of bare feet, and for an instant I imagined the man who left them had floated up with the sudden pressure drop, toward the magnetic weave of stars.

A dark column slid slowly down the hill. A breeze came through and lifted its long hair. “Hey!” I called, and instantly regretted it—shouting at a stranger on a deserted, late-night city street. But the figure didn’t flinch, and I found myself running after her, or him, calling again, “Hey!”

It turned around, the wind at its back now, its hair and the tails of its cloak streaming toward me. It seemed to draw taller—lifting its head—when a seam of fire opened in the sky, accompanied by thunder so loud I felt it where my bones joined.

I put one hand over my eyes, the other to my throat, instinctively reaching for the charm I’d given Holly. I felt my ribs expand against my skin, my tattoo stretch like a wing.

I opened my eyes. Rain beat down, exploding in momentary spheres above the pavement. I took a few steps forward, then turned back, wading into the puddles already swirling at the curb. After a few minutes the rain slowed just enough for visibility to return, and I stood there, soaked through, shivering, alone.

 

THE PHONE RANG AT 7 A.M. I PULLED THE BLANKET OVER MY head, my arm pressed into my eyes to block the sun. I had returned home alone and lain awake all night, unable to shake the sight of the strange wanderer, evaporated in a lightning strike. Just a nightmare, I told myself, planted by the strange old man. He had told me I would hear the Angel of Losses calling for his people to rise, and now my subconscious had conjured it, half fire and half water, flanked by storms. But if it was a nightmare, then I was a sleepwalker, waking suddenly in the middle of a wet sidewalk. I wondered if I should see a doctor after all. The phone stopped ringing, then after a moment began again. Caller ID showed a number I didn’t recognize, a Brooklyn area code. I lifted the receiver to my ear.

“It’s Yael. Chava asked me to call you.”

I fell back into bed, my eyes burning with exhaustion. “Sorry I didn’t answer before. I was asleep,” I lied.

She took a deep breath. “They’re at the hospital with Eli. Everything’s okay—he’s stable.”

My grandfather. Another heart attack.

No. The baby.

“He had a seizure. The doctor said it was mild.”

“Mild? How can a seizure be mild?” In my mind I saw Eli shake into a blur, and I felt the phone tremble against my cheek.

“When my oldest was a baby she had a seizure when a fever spiked. Sometimes that happens to little children, babies. If their temperature changes quickly, they can seize, but they’re okay.”

“When did he catch a fever?” Anger welled up inside me. I thought of him lying in the backyard at midnight, crying so, so quietly. But of course it had been too many weeks, more than a month, for that to have been the cause.

“I’m not sure. I know Chava was worried yesterday that he seemed lethargic. But the doctors are taking good care of him.”

“Which hospital?” I asked, picking my jeans up off the floor.

She named one near the house. “The doctor expects to release him in a few hours, and I’m sure they’ll head straight home and to bed. They were up all night with him.”

“Yael, please don’t tell me not to go see my sister when her baby is in the fucking hospital.”

“I know how you feel,” she said deliberately. Like she had prepared this answer. “But Chava doesn’t want a lot of people in the hospital, or crowding them when they get home.”

“I don’t think she meant me,” I said.

“I’m sorry, Marjorie,” Yael answered, and she did sound sorry. “She wanted me to tell you what happened and that she’ll call you later. She doesn’t want you to come.”

 

HOLLY DIDN’T ANSWER HER CELL PHONE. “THIS IS CHAVA,” THE outgoing message on her voice mail began. I hung up without leaving a message. When I still couldn’t reach her an hour later, I called my mother. The doctors’ theory was the same as Yael’s. A fever spiking, and now already settled at a normal temperature. He had follow-up appointments scheduled. There was nothing to do but comfort him and watch him.

I had made it a policy never to call the landline at our old house—Nathan might answer—but when evening came and I still hadn’t spoken to my sister, I dialed the phone number I had memorized as a child.

“Hello.” Nathan’s voice was flat, his greeting a grim statement.

“It’s Marjorie.”

“Yes, it is.”

I hesitated. I didn’t want to have a conversation. I just wanted him to put Holly on the line. “How’s Eli?” I asked.

“We don’t know.” He paused. “I take it you spoke to your mother? You know what there is to know.”

“Can you put Holly on, please?”

“Chava’s resting.”

“I’ve been calling all day.” My voice hardened to meet his angry tone.

He exhaled into the phone, a rush of static. “You shouldn’t have interrupted. We were trying to protect him.”

“What are you talking about?” I said, but as soon as I spoke I knew what he meant. The night before the circumcision. The moonlit prayers. The men kneeling in our backyard. “He shouldn’t have been outside in the cold.”

“I know what’s best for him.”

Here we were, accusing each other of causing Eli’s fever. Interrupted spells versus cold night air. Superstition versus—what? The absurdity of a human body continuing to live at any given instant?

“He doesn’t need prayers,” I said, taken by this idea of Nathan as a science-rejecting faith healer, his fantasies putting Eli at risk. It meant that I hadn’t hurt the baby by bringing the ritual to a halt.

“He needs his father,” Nathan answered, and hung up the phone.





Seven

Two days after Holly brought the baby home, the seizure labeled as a fluke, we still hadn’t spoken. I barely slept, waiting for the only thing more frightening than the ghost I had seen: a middle-of-the-night phone call delivering more bad news about Eli. It was possible she was exhausted and distracted, or that she felt awkward reaching out to me, but I believed she was punishing me for arguing with Nathan, and finally I decided I wouldn’t allow her to banish me.

On the third morning, I went to the library loan office and told the girl manning the desk that I was looking for Simon.

He stepped out of the back and stopped when he saw me, ran a hand through his hair. The girl conspicuously turned a magazine page. Finally he came to the other side of the counter and I followed him into the hallway.

“Sorry to bother you at work. I need to ask you a favor,” I said.

He leaned against the wall, staring in front of him like I wasn’t even there. “A favor?” he asked. “What happened the other night? You disappeared. I called you three times yesterday.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” I said. “I didn’t want to bother you. I’m sorry.” He still wouldn’t look at me. “Listen, my sister’s baby is sick, and I need to get out to Jersey. I’ll bring the car back by the afternoon.” I was broke, and no one was going to pick me up from the train station.

His eyes softened. “Shit. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I was angry.”

I waved my hand. I didn’t mean for Eli to be an excuse—I knew it was awful to ignore Simon, but I just couldn’t talk to him about this, any of this. I didn’t want him to see a girl who saw ghosts in Harlem, whose own sister refused her calls.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, and his face changed again. He was worried about saying the right thing, and he wanted me to worry too. And here I had already accepted that I had screwed up and it was over, and I just wanted to pretend like everything would be fine. “It’s about an hour away, probably not even at this time of day,” I said quickly. “I just don’t want to bother them about the train, now that they just got home from the hospital.”

“The hospital?” he repeated. “Is the baby going to be okay?”

I had no idea. The assurances and platitudes all felt meaningless. “Sure. Yes. But it’s scary. He’s only a month old.”

“I’ll go with you,” he said.

“You don’t have to be here? In the office?” I stalled, preparing to refuse the offer, however much I wanted him to come with me. It was too much to ask, too tense a situation to draw him into.

“No one’s paying attention to me,” he said. “And I know what it’s like. To need backup when you go home.”

“Backup.” In Simon’s eyes, we were just your ordinary dysfunctional family. Maybe with him there that’s all we would be. “Okay. Let’s go.”

 

I CALLED HOLLY AS WE CROSSED THE BRIDGE. THE HOUSE phone—I wouldn’t be cowed by Nathan. Still, I was relieved when Holly answered. “I’m on my way over,” I declared.

“Over here?” she asked. Her voice was weak. “Now?”

“I want to see Eli,” I said.

Holly had announced her pregnancy to me in a voice mail, and maybe she was right to have done so. Back then, I thought her pregnancy was a trick Nathan played on her; a game-winning move, the ultimate claim. Now that the baby was here, I felt like he was our baby too, my family’s. He had my grandfather’s name. I wanted to protect him.

“A friend is giving me a ride,” I continued. “We’ll be there before eleven.”

“Who is it?” she asked. “I really don’t feel up to people right now.”

“Whose voice is that in the background?” I asked. “I mean, voices?”

She was quiet for a moment. “They’re family,” she said.

“So am I.”

I hung up and stared at the planes hanging low over Newark. I felt Simon glance at me once, twice, before finally speaking.

“How’s your sister doing?” he asked.

“I have no fucking clue,” I answered, and instantly felt sick at the aftertaste of my voice, the one Holly summoned from some ugly place inside me. I wanted to tell her how much I loved her, how much I missed her, how much I wanted us to be the way we were growing up, a pair of shared eyes, seeing the world in a way that no one else ever would. But when we spoke, all that hope and sadness burned away to anger. I had long told myself I had to bear Nathan for Holly’s sake; today I felt like I had to bear Holly for Eli’s.

“My brother’s older,” Simon said. “Twelve years. He was always a kind of a stranger.” He veered into the exit lane. “Sometimes it’s easier that way.”

“We were always close. Always,” I said. “Until her husband came along.”

He hesitated. “I mentioned him to the grad student, the Hasidic one. He comes from a really religious family—they nearly disowned him for entering the anthro program. Even he thinks the Berukhim Penitents are pretty out there.”

“What does that mean, out there?”

“Each group follows a rebbe, like a guru. They have dynasties. But there’s no current Berukhim Rebbe—hasn’t been for generations. The last one died centuries ago.”

“He didn’t die,” I said. “He ascended directly to heaven.” Just like the White Rebbe’s father. Although that wasn’t exactly how it happened in Grandpa’s story. Solomon’s father, alight with an eerie magic, had disappeared during a thunderstorm, his ultimate destination unknown.

I remembered when Nathan and I first met, lunch at the Indian restaurant, when I had described the Berukhim Rebbe’s end the same way—ascending directly to heaven—and Nathan had shrugged off that explanation. Only one thing was certain, he had said. The rebbe never died.

 

FINALLY WE ARRIVED AT THE HOUSE. I WAS RELIEVED TO FIND only two cars in the driveway—Holly’s station wagon and a maroon minivan. I wouldn’t be too badly outnumbered. Nathan answered the door. “Marjorie,” he said. He couldn’t shake my hand; I couldn’t kiss his cheek to keep up appearances. Even in this time—a family crisis—our greeting was a staring contest.

Holly was sitting at the kitchen table with a man I recognized as one of the watchers. Crawling through the earth behind the house while Eli cried. He’ll get sick, my mother had warned. The man didn’t meet my eyes.

Holly was dressed in a shapeless black sweater, a denim skirt to her ankles, and brown slippers. Her hair was twisted against the back of her head. She turned her face to me, as pale as the moon, her eyes the smudge of craters, and instead of my sister, I saw Chava.

Finally she stood and hugged me. Our arms circled each other weakly and then fell away. “Thanks for coming,” she said. She forced a smile for Simon, who had come in behind me. “Hi, I’m Chava.”

He lifted his arm to offer her his hand, and I caught it before it left his side. “Simon,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Do you want some tea?” Holly asked.

I ignored her offer. “Eli’s upstairs?” I asked.

She filled the kettle with water. “He’s asleep.”

“I just want to look,” I said. “I won’t wake him.”

She set the kettle down on the counter with a clang. “If he wakes up, I’ll have to feed him. I need a minute to sit down by myself.”

I put the kettle on the stove and turned on the flame. “So go sit down,” I said, imitating my mother’s tone. She had spent those first days after Eli’s birth urging Holly to take care of herself, to sleep for a minute, to eat something. Even now, Holly, stubborn as ever, stood motionless by the stove. “Go,” I said again, and finally she sat down at the table.

We waited silently for the water to heat, and when Nathan laughed in the front hall, we both flinched. I wondered what Simon could have said to him, but more than that, I was relieved they had removed themselves. I was embarrassed by our standoff. It was easy to blame Holly for what had become of our relationship when she wasn’t there to defend herself implicitly, accusing me with her stiffly crossed arms and quick rebuttals.

The kettle whistled. I filled a mug and put it on the table in front of her. She stared at it for a moment, and then laced her fingers around the warm porcelain.

“Just be quiet up there,” she said.

“I promise,” I said.

Upstairs, I nudged open the door to the nursery. The room was cast in cool-blue light from the cheap drapes over the windows, and the green light of the baby monitor glowed from the changing table. I took careful steps, determined to be soundless, but as I leaned over the crib, I saw two alert and shining blue eyes looking back at me. Eli was awake, his hands balled into tiny ruddy fists against the white sheet, his dimpled chin shiny with spit, his hair a few dark strands of silk against his scalp.

“Hey there, little guy,” I whispered, reaching in to touch him gently above his belly button, still a wound in my mind. “Your mommy thinks you’re sleeping.” He kicked his legs and stretched his arms, his gaze on the mobile hanging above him. I picked him up carefully, my thumbs under his arms and my fingers sliding to the soft skin where his neck met his head. I wondered how long he’d stay so tiny, nearly weightless.

I sat in the rocking chair by the window, my elbow bent to make a pillow for his head.

“How are you feeling?” I held an open palm over him, and he beat a little fist against it. “Better? We were so worried about you. Did you know your mommy and I grew up in this house too? And this room was your great-grandpa’s study. This is where he kept his books and read the newspaper and wrote in his journals.” I looked around the room—spare, smooth, and peaceful. “He would be happy that this is your bedroom now.” And for the first time, all of my grandfather’s belongings stacked in the basement didn’t seem like a sad thing.

“He loved his family very much,” I said, my throat catching. “He took care of us when we were little. He took care of us when we were sick.” Holly’s boy will need help, he had warned me. It was just a coincidence, I told myself—an anxiety dream—just as predicting the gender had been a coincidence, my subconscious triggered by the blue nursery, and with a 50 percent chance of being correct.

The baby had a perfect, doll-shaped mouth and a tiny freckle next to his nose. “Would you like to hear a story?” I asked him.

I closed my eyes, rocking the chair slightly, as if the motion would transport us back in time.

“Once upon a time, many years ago, there was an evil king. All the people in the land feared him. Every year, he would send his soldiers into the towns and villages to collect taxes from the people—their gold and their food and their horses. Sometimes people would try to hide what they owned from the king, because they were very poor, but the king’s soldiers always knew where to look, as if by magic, and if they found what the people were hiding . . .”

They would kill them. Had Grandpa really said that? We were so little.

Eli wrapped his hand around one of my fingers. I tugged his collar up to wipe his chin.

“They would be in a lot of trouble. Anyway. The king wasn’t the only person in the land who knew magic. There was also the White Magician.” I paused. “The White Rebbe.” The baby, of course, was oblivious. It was safe here to try this: imagining another version of the story, how Grandpa might have written it in one of his notebooks.

“The White Rebbe,” I said again. “He came from a very special family. In every generation, a son was born who would grow up to be very wise and holy. So holy that he could do things no one else could—like find things that were lost, and heal people who were sick, and bring children to families who thought they could never have them. The White Rebbe traveled throughout the land, appearing just when he was needed most, and not staying a moment longer. Everyone loved him, and everyone knew his name, even the evil king.

“When the king grew very old, he sent his soldiers in search of the White Rebbe. They stopped at the center of every town in the kingdom and cried, ‘If the White Rebbe doesn’t appear before the king in ten days, then the king will destroy your whole village!’

“On the morning of the last day, the soldiers rallied outside the castle, prepared to go back out into the countryside and carry through with the king’s threat. A sweet wind blew, and all of the soldiers’ horses lay down. The White Rebbe, with his long beard and his magic staff, was standing in the center of the crowd.

“Now the soldiers parted again, for the king, who was being carried in the arms of servants to meet the rebbe. Even though he was the same age as the rebbe, the king was stooped and hard of hearing and close to blind—though still meaner than ever—while the rebbe stood taller than all the men of the court.

“ ‘I command you to make me young again,’ the king said.

“ ‘No magic can do that,’ the rebbe answered. ‘Every man will come to the end of his life someday, and there is no door in nature that offers escape from this journey.’

“But the king had heard the story of the rebbe’s own childhood,” I improvised. “He had been very sick as a little boy, close to death, and his father had summoned the power of life itself to heal him.

“ ‘If you don’t do as I command,’ the king said, ‘I’ll destroy all the people of the land.’ ” I paused. “Sorry, Eli, I know that sounds terrible. But you’ll have to get used to it. It’s a common trope.” Eli just stared at me. His face was calm, his eyes clear. I felt like he was enjoying the story. I enjoyed telling it to him.

“Anyway, the White Rebbe answered, ‘I’ll do what you ask. But if I succeed, you must not send your soldiers to collect taxes for one hundred years, and you must never take food from your hungry subjects again. If you ever break the contract, you’ll break the spell with it, and instantly transform back into a man so old that he can see death’s shadow in his doorway.’

“The king agreed to the deal.

“ ‘You must build a bath,’ the rebbe said, and the king set a hundred workers to complete the task. Following the rebbe’s instructions, they built a swimming pool, tiled it with precious stones and filled it with water from the deepest well. The king’s servants carried him, still in his purple robes, into the bath. The White Rebbe came and drew—” I paused. Grandpa had called it a magic formula in the version he told us so many years ago. But I thought of the image Solomon saw reflected in the water when he agreed to the Angel of Losses’s demands. Grandpa had struggled to capture it in words, just as he had struggled to complete the symbol in the notebook. Surely that’s what the picture was, I realized. The picture on the page and in my skin: the Sabbath Light.

I changed the story. “The White Rebbe drew the Sabbath Light on a piece of parchment and dropped it into the bath. The water began to bubble and steam and rise. The servants rushed to the king, but he sent them away, and they watched his face, twisted with fear, until it disappeared in the fog, and they all disappeared from one another, each man alone inside the cloud. When it finally cleared, the purple-robed man in the pool was young and healthy, and the White Rebbe was gone.

“The king and all his servants searched the pool for the charm the rebbe had dropped in the water, but all they found was a single slip of paper, soggy and completely blank.

“The king had ruled over the land for fifty years as an evil monarch, and he ruled over the land for fifty years more as a good one. And that’s how the White Rebbe finally defeated the evil king.”

Eli was asleep in my arms, his fists against his cheeks. Someday he might tell this story to his own children and grandchildren, and they would describe it as Eli’s story. The stories Eli once told. Sharing a name was powerful. In a real way, Grandpa would be alive a century after his death.

I laid Eli in his crib, sound asleep. The mobile above him cast sparks of light as it rotated, like it was skidding against flint. A silver chain wound tightly around two spokes, a tiny blue coin wedged in the joint between them. It was the old man’s charm necklace, the amulet of protection, finally returned to its rightful owner.

For some reason, I imagined it was a tiny replica of the Sabbath Light, the same way a stick figure might replicate a human. I didn’t know what the Sabbath Light represented—some agreement between the rebbe and the angel, some metaphor of what we lose and what we keep, or what we think we’ve lost and what cannot be shaken. I had printed my own version on my skin, just like Grandpa had the White Rebbe do. My gesture was grand but also quaint, childhood memories and bedtime stories. It didn’t feel that way now.

Holly was in her studio next door, humming to herself, head tilted, calligraphy pen in the air, surveying her drafting desk. She looked up at me and smiled. For an instant, it was like a lens had swung over the world, and everything was reconfigured; how beautiful it must be for her to paint, here in her own room, while her baby slept next door.

“What are you working on?” I asked quietly, mindful of my volume. She cocked her head, inviting me to come around. A tiny strip of parchment, the width of a receipt, was secured on the wide expanse, and taped beside it, crisp black Hebrew text on a white sheet. She held up a magnifying glass, nearly the size of a dinner plate, so I could see her work, the sloping liquid letters.

“Do you like it?” I asked. “Copying?”

“It’s meditative. I want to do other things, bigger projects, but I need to prove myself. Besides, right now, creatively, I’m cooked.” She leaned in to see her text, moved a finger over it, and then sat back again. “Not like this is easy. Everything has to be perfect. The rabbis say that if you copy the Torah and mess up a single letter, you can destroy the world.”

“No pressure there.” I paused. “So listen. I’m sorry about fighting with Nathan before the circumcision.” It was true; I was sorry I had upset her. And then there was that nagging, irrational fear that Nathan was right. I had interrupted the protection ritual. I was the reason Eli was vulnerable. I was at fault for Eli’s seizure.

She sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m sorry too. That I got mad. I have a short fuse right now. I didn’t know it was possible to be this tired and also be alive.”

It seemed like the right moment to end the conversation—everyone’s sorry, everyone forgives, get out while you still can. But she continued: “I’m worried.”

“Eli seems fine,” I said.

“We have a follow-up appointment tomorrow. I’m nervous,” she said. “And Nathan. I’m worried—” She stopped, shook her head.

“Did something happen?”

She picked up her pen and magnifying glass, leaning close to the desk. “He’s fasting.” Her fist pulsed around the pen, though the point remained safely suspended above the surface. “And sometimes he observes . . . it’s like a day of silence.”

“Now I know when to schedule my next visit.” I paused. “I’m kidding.”

Holly was silent.

“Why is he doing it?” I asked.

“It helps him feel closer to God. I’m awake all night up here with Eli, and he’s up all night with his teacher, praying downstairs.” She shook her head. “A teacher who shows up in the middle of the night. Now that I think about it, I guess Nathan never said he was from the yeshiva. I just assumed.”

“Is he very old?” I asked.

“Yeah, I guess so,” she said.

“With really blue eyes?” The same shade as Eli’s.

She wrapped her arms around herself. “His eyes? Why do you ask?”

“It doesn’t matter. Hey,” I said, leaning forward. “If you need me to come down and stay with you, just say the word.” I suddenly felt like she and Eli were in danger. “Or you could go stay with Mom and Dad.” A thousand miles away from the old man. “They would be thrilled. And they have a swimming pool. You can be as immodest as you want out there.”

She laughed, and I felt a thawing between us, but then she said, “You’re so predictable. I can’t tell you anything without you insulting me.”

We sat in a thick silence.

Over the past couple of years, I had deliberated making peace with her, arrogantly, as if it was my decision alone. I was at her mercy as much as she was at mine. But she needed me, even if she didn’t know it.

 

DOWNSTAIRS, I FOUND SIMON AND NATHAN AT THE DINING room table, staring intently at a laptop and speaking easily, as if in the middle of a long-standing conversation. And I couldn’t even talk to my own sister. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“Come look,” Simon said. “We’re trying something new.”

“Tudela said it’s eighteen miles north of Chaibar,” Nathan said, his gaze still fixed on the screen.

“Who’s Tudela?” I asked. “What’s eighteen miles north of wherever?”

“Twelfth-century traveler,” Simon said. “The home of the Lost Tribes.” He hit a key triumphantly and sat back from the computer. “There.”

A single blue flag appeared in the middle of the map.

“Good,” Nathan said. “The more stories, the closer we’ll get to the answer.”

“Like an average?” Simon asked.

“No, of course not,” he answered, irritated. “It’s more like triangulation. Add the next flag.”

“I don’t understand yet,” Simon said. “But let’s keep going.” Nathan’s rudeness rolled right off him. “We’re adding Joseph Della Reina,” Simon explained to me. “He’s in An Account of Juan Espera en Dios in the Americas. He traveled to the edge of the world to try to bring the apocalypse.” He loved these stories. They were entertainment.

“I know who he is,” I said. The man in the celestial academy, looking down as the Berukhim Rebbe fooled the Angel of Death.

“Not the apocalypse,” Nathan said. “The Messiah.” He exhaled noisily, impatient. “Well, yes, the end of the world, but the Messiah will bring paradise. Now, how do you enter different endings?”

“What do you mean?” Simon asked.

“Different versions,” Nathan said. “In one, Della Reina’s condemned to be born again for a thousand lifetimes. In another, he wanders in madness. Once he’s turned into a black dog, and then goes mad when he realizes what’s happened to him.” My spine chilled, like the first touch of fever. The White Rebbe and Berukhim Rebbe had black dogs too.

“His punishment is immortality,” I said.

“No.” Nathan gave one sharp shake of his head. “Della Reina’s never immortal.” He paused. “No one is immortal.”

Simon sat back from the computer. “Each version has to be a new entry.”

“But that’s not right,” Nathan said. He was growing increasingly animated—angry, almost. Holly had insisted many times that Nathan just liked to argue. He wasn’t mad. It wasn’t personal.

I stood up. If I didn’t stop them, they would play with the map forever. “We should go. In case there’s traffic.”

Nathan shrugged but then followed us out the door and to the car. “They’re not different legends—they’re the same legend. One man, different faces. They only make sense if you look at them together.”

“I’d have to think about the programming,” Simon offered peaceably.

“Yes, you have to think about it,” Nathan continued, as I climbed into the car and shut the door. “Especially for the Sabbath River.” I reached across the gearshift and popped Simon’s door; he swung it out but hesitated politely while Nathan went on. “The legends all changed over time, but if you put them together, you can guess the original story behind them.”

Finally they shook hands and Simon climbed inside, digging in his pocket for his keys as Nathan rounded the car and leaned down beside my window, motioning for me to roll down the glass. His skin was gray in the afternoon light, but his eyes were bright. “How do you know about the Sabbath Light?” he asked quietly. “What do you know about the Sabbath River?”

I was taken aback. Had he been eavesdropping on me while I sat with Eli? Did he know something about Grandpa’s notebooks? He regarded me steadily, and my jaw clenched, trying to still the twitch I felt starting in the corner of my eye. I wanted to hear what he knew—but I couldn’t admit I needed him to interpret what my own grandfather had said.

“The Lost Tribes live on the other side of it,” I said, feigning authority. “It’s the Angel of Losses’s domain.”

Nathan turned his gaze to the driveway and drummed his fingers on the car door. He was calculating something. After a moment he looked up again and spoke. “You should stick to your area of expertise. He’s not as simple as a fairy tale. You could wind up getting hurt.”

My ambivalence ignited into anger. “Are you threatening me?” I asked.

He looked startled. “No,” he said. “Why would I do that? I’m trying to help you.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You? Help me?” I asked. He might have taken Holly, but he certainly wasn’t going to take Grandpa and his secrets. “I don’t need your help,” I told him. “I don’t need anything from you.”

I regretted my words almost immediately. Simon and I were both silent until we reached the turnpike. Finally Simon spoke. “We heard you talking to Eli,” he said. “Through the baby monitor.”

My face flushed. “You were listening the whole time?”

“No, we heard you start speaking, and then Nathan took the monitor away.”

So he had been listening. I remembered, after Eli was born, when he asked me if I had found Grandpa’s notebooks, the lawyerly look in his eyes. I had revealed something to him, but I didn’t know the extent or sensitivity of what that something was. He knew far more than I did about the Sabbath Light. And he didn’t want to share that knowledge with me.

“You two had a lot to talk about,” I said lightly. “He seemed very interested in your map.”

“Yeah,” Simon said without affect.

“Maybe he could help you,” I suggested. “Give you more material for the project.”

He cleared his throat. “Listen. You’ve got a lot of heavy stuff going on. Your family.” I looked out the window, the dingy trucks, the industrial towers blinking benignly in the afternoon, the smoke and light fading into the distance.

“We don’t know each other that well yet,” he continued. “So let me put this out there. I’m not afraid of heavy. But I’m not into melodrama.”

He knew I was holding things back—from the stories I asked him to research and the reason I left his apartment in the middle of the night. I needed to say the right thing now, and I had no idea what it was. Grandpa had once said I was like him—passionate—but I was beginning to see that I was just reckless, and had spent so many years with my vision clouded by pride that I had never learned how to see or atone for my blunders.

“It’s complicated,” I said finally.

“Then explain it.”

“I would,” I promised. “I really would. But I can’t. It’s . . .” Confusing. Ridiculous. Irrational. Frightening. “Private.”

There was a beat of silence.

“Okay,” Simon said. “Fair enough.” But he sounded insincere. Soon we were back in the city and said good-bye. I watched him walk up the hill, diminishing as the apartment buildings rose around him, the city rose around him, just another traveler on his way to invisibility.





Eight

 The next morning Simon texted me.

Nathan’s meeting me at my office. Train gets in at 10:47.

I didn’t know if he had invited Nathan for me or in spite of me, and figured I shouldn’t ask, not yet. I calculated Nathan’s trip uptown from Penn Station and added another hour for conversation. But when I arrived for Simon’s report, they were still at work, Simon at his desk and Nathan sitting across from him, three books on his lap and a battered leather briefcase at his feet. The monitor displayed continents sparking with a field of blue stars.

“Wow,” I said.

Simon smiled. “Yeah, I figured out how to link the different endings of the Joseph Della Reina legends. The feature’s still in beta, but I think it’s really going to help.”

“You didn’t tell him I lived with the Mizo,” Nathan said accusingly. Apparently no explanation for my sudden presence would be needed.

“I didn’t know that you did,” I said. “I don’t know what that is.”

“In India,” Nathan said, shuffling the books in his lap. “The descendants of the tribe of Manasseh. You’re familiar with Manasseh, of course?”

“I . . . I’m not sure.” Poor Manasseh. I felt Solomon’s affection for his brother, so innocent and undeserving of his fate. Something terrible had happened to him, but what?

“Manasseh is going to be the first Lost Tribe to return,” Simon said, saving me. “When the world ends.”

“Is that what you were thinking of, Marjorie?” Nathan asked, leveling an unblinking gaze at me. He was taunting me, or maybe just trying to get me to speak plainly. Maybe this was how his teachers spoke to him, but it was not how anyone spoke to me.

“Where did you get that?” I asked, pointing to the book in his hands: Hasidic Tales of Wonder, the same book the old man had given to me. “Who gave it to you?”

“I pulled it,” Simon said.

“The last Berukhim Rebbe left behind a great library,” Nathan said. “His followers protected it for generations, but it was lost during the war—none of his direct writings survived. The stories we have of him are just a small fraction of what once existed, and you can’t know how true they are, retold so many times. But I think . . . I think fragments of the true stories remain. The true stories are disguised in folklore and fairy tales. This one”—he tapped the page—“perfect example.”

“It wasn’t really the Angel of Death,” I said. “It was the Angel of Losses.”

“For one,” Nathan said, and smiled, slightly but genuinely. It took years off his face, reminding me he was only slightly older than me. The sudden flash of cheer revealed how unhealthy, haggard even, he had become.

“Look,” Simon said. “We added the Berukhim Rebbe to the map. I had no idea he was one of mine.”

Nathan edged forward, his attention back on the screen. “Some rabbis say he travels the world helping people in need. But there’s also a theory that he’s traveling in search of the Sabbath River and the Lost Tribes.”

“Whose theory is that?” I asked, but Nathan remained focused on the map. It was his theory, then—or maybe the old man’s.

Simon typed, clicked, typed again, and a white line connected a scattering of bullet points. “This is new. For individuals, historic or otherwise.”

It was the Berukhim Rebbe’s path. I reached across Simon and hovered the cursor over the points, raising location names and a shifting grid of borders. Israel, Greece, Turkey, Russia. I scanned the text boxes as they bubbled up with names of ancient places and men, until something popped up that I recognized.

“What’s this?” I said.

“You’re off-roading,” Simon said.

“It’s the land beyond the Sabbath River—” Nathan explained.

“No,” I interrupted. “The Sabbath Light.”

“We just added it,” Nathan said. “In the land of the Lost Tribes there are twenty-four great kings. On the Sabbath, when lighting a fire is forbidden, King Daniel the Pious raises it over his palace and it lights the realm.”

“But it’s not just that,” I said.

“No,” he continued. “It’s the light of the Messiah. It’s the light of the seven spheres of the universe.” Nathan paused. “You were confused the other day. It’s not a talisman. Not for magic tricks.”

He was talking about the fairy tale I had told the baby—he had listened to the whole thing—and he was right that I had made that part up, the White Rebbe using the Sabbath Light to grant youth to the king. “But I wasn’t entirely wrong,” I said.

Nathan hesitated. “Not entirely,” he agreed.

“Did someone . . . did someone tell you all this?” I asked.

Nathan exhaled sharply. “Okay,” he muttered. “Okay.” He leaned over and began digging into his briefcase. His suit jacket bunched around his shoulders, loose on his frame, revealing an uneven row of red and orange and blue fringe at his waist. “I thought I put it . . . wait . . .” I glanced at Simon, questioning, but he just shrugged. “Yes. Here.” Nathan straightened up and handed me a marbled composition book.

“Oh my God,” I blurted. I opened to the first page.

 

The White Rebbe the Wanderer

 

The third story in the list. Grandpa’s dense black script covered several pages before running out. Most of the book was blank. “Where did you find it?” I asked, holding it against my chest. The edges of the pages were soft with age. “Where are the other ones?”

“There are other ones? How many?” Nathan asked, and we regarded each other with a mix of mutual understanding and suspicion.

“Four,” I said. “I think.”

“You have one,” he said. “I need to read it.”

From the moment I met Nathan, I had cast our relationship as a power struggle, one that he was always winning. Now I had something he wanted, and giving it to him would only allow him the upper hand again. He would understand the story better than I did, but I didn’t trust him to share what he learned.

“Okay, but you have to tell me what it means,” I said. He shrugged and shook his head at the same time. “What’s that? Is that a yes?”

“Yes, whatever you want to hear.”

“What?”

“I’ll explain it, whatever you want.”

I pointed the book at him, then clasped it to my chest again, protective. “That’s not what you said.”

“That’s what I meant.”

“Guys,” Simon interrupted, and gestured to the door. We were nearly yelling.

Nathan and I looked at each other.

“Okay, you can read it,” I said. “But you can’t keep it.”

He checked his watch. “I’m catching the next train. We have an appointment.”

Eli’s follow-up—I had forgotten.

“Here.” I took The White Rebbe and the Sabbath Light out of my backpack and handed it to him. I carried it with me always now, reading it over and over again, just as I once did with tales of the Wandering Jew. Nathan immediately began reading, one finger zipping across the lines.

“Be careful,” I said. “Don’t smear the words.”

He shrugged one shoulder in flippant acknowledgment but then lifted his finger off the page too, doing as I asked.

“How’s Holly?” I asked.

“Okay,” he said, still reading.

“How’s Eli?” I asked. That question, a third time. It was beginning to feel like an incantation.

Nathan met my eyes. “I’m afraid he’s sick,” he said. His tone sounded the same as when he had coaxed the Angel of Losses concession out of me—signaling me to attend to a subtext I couldn’t quite bring into focus. He slipped the book into his briefcase.

“The last blood test was only a little out of range,” I said, challenging him to be optimistic—as if saying it could make it true.

“No, the doctor’s not worried,” Nathan conceded. “But I had a dream.” He heaved the case’s long strap over his shoulder. The strap tugged on his jacket and shirt, revealing an inch of sharp collarbone.

“Let me know,” I said.

“Yes,” Nathan said. “I will.”

He nodded and I nodded back, some kind of agreement I didn’t entirely fathom.

 

The White Rebbe the Wanderer

 

Fall was turning into winter once again. The trees flamed orange and their leaves crumbled to bronze; their slender fingers fell bare and sparkled with frost. By day the wind sliced like a blade, and by night the winter air simmered in the rebbe’s throat, and his little black dog, a collection of slim bones, shivered against his side, and as the sun turned the sky a delicate and deathly blue, the little dog awoke and looked at him with torturously opaque eyes. Soon the rebbe’s eyes would fill too, with a bleak, unnatural glow, the same light he had seen in his father’s eyes on his final night on earth, and the Sabbath Light would swell within, through, over him, and his fate would be sealed.

On his sleepless nights the rebbe toured his village, the tiny kingdom that he presided over: the school, now three buildings; the path that bordered the village of his youth, now just another road in the spreading town; home after home that hosted visiting supplicants, all of whom he saw, none of whom he ever failed to help. Yes, it was as the angel had promised; he was the greatest wonder rebbe the Berukhim dynasty had ever produced. The most powerful. And he would be the last.

His wanderings inevitably brought him to the graveyard, past the newer monuments with their sharp engravings and meticulous edges, through a field of stones growing ever more slanted, the names and words inscribed on them ever more flat and illegible, to where the men stood, swaying through their prayers, their shawls reflecting the color of the moon, and when he touched his staff to the ground, each Berukhim Rebbe in turn spun in place and revealed his ruined face, their blind eyes glittering like stars or their eyelids warped over vacant sockets. All of the departed Berukhim Rebbes—all but two.

He bade them farewell, for he would not be joining their battered souls here, no, not ever.

Soon the angel would arrive.

The White Rebbe fled into the night.

He traveled like the prophet Elijah, presenting himself as a holy beggar. He visited a majestic library in Baghdad, its books donated by generations of childless Jews, with a Torah written in Ezekiel’s hand. He visited a library in Constantinople that held psalms copied by King David himself. Many of the books he read contained tales that mirrored his own. None contained an acceptable ending. They began and began and began again.

By night, he wandered the celestial academy, through long marble halls bordered with columns, through rooms where multicolor ribbons of book spines wound from ivory floors to domed ceilings, past dark figures who crowded long tables and climbed iron ladders toward lofty shelves, the sound of turning pages rushing like a tide. Its halls showed him every library that had been and every library that would be. He passed through a room with scuffed, unfinished wooden floors and walls, mud oozing through the cracks, a cluster of chairs facing a podium stacked with leather-covered books, lit by a thick and cloudy windowpane. He visited tight corridors with flickering chemical lights, rising from a foundation between two rivers. He passed through a tiny bedroom whose walls rippled with book spines, brown and navy and maroon, canvas and snake-slick paper, plays and philosophy and history and myth; a scratched caramel-colored table with spindly legs and baroque knees, a chair with flattened pillows tied to the seat and back, a desk lamp with a phosphorescent green glass bell.

By day he searched for his brother, fated to a thousand rebirths, and he found him time and again. There he was at Mount Carmel, a young illiterate man, tending the orchards beside Elijah’s tomb. Here he was a wizened elder, mourning for Zion, begging for change. Here he was, a young girl selling amulets in a market in Corfu. His brother was born and his brother died and died and died again.

By night he passed a room of cobalt and gold, where a podium stood tall as a tree on cracked tile, heaped with ledgers inscribed with lists of lost things: lost shoes, lost keys, lost pets, lost nations, lost hopes. There were whole pages of names: lost souls. Dust grew like mold on the empty shelves, and water seeped toward the splayed books. He knew exactly how long this room had stood empty. It had been centuries since the first Berukhim Rebbe had commanded the angel to relinquish the Sabbath Light to man, and since the angel had been cast out in punishment. Beside him was a pool where fish sliced the surface of the water, each the length of his forearm, their flanks bleeding gold, secret words shining in their bellies. When they breached the surface, his own flesh throbbed with the faint premonition of God’s final alphabet.

By day he watched clouds gather, felt the sky fatten, brushed ash from his cloak, listened to the sizzle as the ends of his hair were singed against his back, his shoulders, his ears. By night he descended narrow, termite-plagued staircases, hurried through dirt-floored corridors lined with books, while behind him a cry of mourning gained: Arise! Arise! Was it the first Berukhim Rebbe, continuing his desert ritual for eternity? His brother, Manasseh, carrying out another piece of his endless punishment? Were their souls the same? Was it just the echo of their desperation, or was the soul itself desperation, a star burning toward explosion?

Or was it the angel, the debt owed him finally in sight?

The White Rebbe fled into the night. The seasons spun first like a cartwheel in loose mud, then like a bicycle wheel over packed earth, like an automobile tire over pavement, faster and faster and faster. He heard the wailing of all the penitents. He heard the wailing of his own broken heart. Memories of his wife, buried under the weight of his mission, the weight of the very world, began to stir and claw toward the surface.

The White Rebbe fled into the night. He could no longer be alone. He could not be alone. He had a family, somewhere. He must have a home. He had cured the sick, he had brought children to the infertile, he had pried the fingers of demons from the shoulders of the tormented, he had found things that should have been lost forever, and yet it remained impossible for him to rest without passing his curse on to another.

The White Rebbe fled into the night. He looked for holy men, gurus, miracle workers, for he knew every powerful man has a source, and every angel has a flaw in its armor. He looked for his children, his children’s children, and their children, and theirs, strangers to him now, separated by thousands of miles and years, unaware of one another’s existence. He brought them gifts and bewitchments, and they greeted him as a lost uncle, a distant cousin. They knew the names of the Berukhim Rebbes, their wives and sons, and then one day they didn’t; they knew the wondrous feats of their ancestors, and then one day they didn’t; they had heard of a White Rebbe, yes, fairy tales, children’s stories.

The White Rebbe fled into the night. Everywhere were signs of the Angel of Losses. His watery footprints, the smoky breath of his wings, the fiery light of his eyes, and then his voice, his whispers of devotion, his promises of reunion, his prayers for his love. The angel was his shadow and his enemy, the source of his power and its end.

Everywhere the rebbe saw that invisible path, the one that lifted off the earth and wound toward a river of boulders, a river that hid the dead, and he turned the other way, and the Sabbath Light stretched an inch longer, a painful thread of infection, slowed by magic and yet inevitable. The longer the letter burned in his skin, the deeper its light penetrated him; the brighter it stained his bones, the stronger the scent of paradise on the wind, the more beautiful the distant clatter of stone. He was preoccupied with the forbidden river. If the angel were to catch him, the rebbe would not be able to resist his promise. He would once again let those wings encircle him, and carry him to an oblivion from which there would be no rescue. There were no more Berukhim Rebbes awaiting their chance for wonder. There was no mystic among his descendants who would recognize an angel in front of him, or sacrifice himself for old Solomon as young Solomon sacrificed for Manasseh.

The White Rebbe fled into the night. He walked across mountains and valleys and oceans and deserts and islands and continents. He walked through the city gates, and the celestial academy’s forgotten passageways, and he conjured a small, crooked house, and opened a gray wooden door. His steps slowed. He came to a stop. He looked around him. He stood in an alcove with a desk lit by a single, thick candle, and two armchairs buttressed with books.

He decided to rest here, in Europe’s Jerusalem, where the people cared only for the law, and had driven out the mystics and penitents, where politics overshadowed the old folktales. He lived according to the dream he had had as a youth, and worked as a scribe, drawing marriage contracts and prayer scrolls. The only wonder was in the loveliness of his handwriting, and the Sabbath Light grew small as a distant star.

Then the war came. The old quarter of the city became a ghetto, and humanity swelled against its gates, shouting, crying, lamenting.

Arise! The penitents—newly arrived, or newly initiated—wailed at midnight. Arise! The lament awakened a twin desperation in the rebbe’s heart, and that desperation sank deep inside his petrified soul until it met a hand reaching upward, a woman’s hand, warm as the lagoon on a summer night. He heard a voice inside his head, the voice of his wife, ensouled in his memory. Find another, she said. And come home to me.

I will find another, the White Rebbe said, and come home to you, and with those words the Sabbath Light flamed anew.

The Angel of Losses heard him. With one set of eyes, the angel looked upon the men of the world, and with another set of eyes, he looked upon their hearts, where their many lives are written. He found two of the rebbe’s lost sons, the brothers Eli and Josef, clutching each other inside the hand of Russia’s meanest winter. Eli was older, nearly a man, while Josef was still a child, clinging to his brother in his sleep. They were orphans. But Yode’a’s ministry included lost souls, and he would reunite them with their family. He would reunite them with the fate that coursed in their veins: to walk across the earth until they found its end.

While they slept, the angel carried them from their roadside bed to the city where the White Rebbe guarded his flame. And so the brothers were found. And so one was to lose again; and so one was to be lost. [image: images]

 

I TUCKED THE BOOK AWAY IN MY BAG AND LEFT MY CARREL. I left the library. I left campus.

Eli and Josef, I thought. Eli and Josef. Eli and Josef.

I began walking south. I traveled the length of the island, past endless banks and drugstores, hardware stores and bodegas, overpriced restaurants with customers corralled outside, apartment buildings growing ever taller and glossier, public housing and what used to be public housing, until I reached the last park before the river. I had walked less than ten miles on a sunny day in a safe and wealthy city, and my legs ached from the exertion. I sat by the concrete bike paths and looked out at the pier.

Eli and Josef. Eli and Josef. Eli and Josef.

The sky had fattened to a rich blue. The sun was setting earlier every day. The river was lined with an iron fence and old-fashioned streetlights, and people were jogging and riding their bikes in orderly rows along the path. In the distance, boats sat on the still water, and beyond them, banks of brick and trees; and to the south, the Statue of Liberty, like a toy among the clouds.

I felt like I was on a very particular piece of the world—like a map Simon could load onto his screen. Grandpa had crossed from one map to another, and transformed the White Rebbe into the White Magician, in order to bring him along. He couldn’t bear to leave him behind.

But had he left a brother, Josef? I had never heard that name before. He always claimed to be an only child. He had lied to all of us. He had lied to me. He had lied about everything.

Eli and Josef. Eli and Josef. Eli and Josef, again.

 

AN ALARM CUT THROUGH MY SLEEP. SOMEONE WAS BUZZING MY intercom. The bell sounded a second time, and I dragged myself to the door. I hit the speaker and static flooded the room.

“Hello?”

A whisper broadcast into my apartment. “Arise . . .”

“Hello?” I snapped. It was three in the morning, a weeknight.

“She is in exile!” the voice cried through the static. A man, desperate and hoarse. “She is in exile! The holy house of Israel is burning!”

I recognized the voice. It was the same one I had heard that night at Simon’s, the same voice I had followed out into the street. I couldn’t think; I was too overwhelmed. I had been thrust into a story I didn’t understand, and I was angry.

I put my mouth against the intercom and screamed at the angel. “Go away!” My breath tasted like ash. I took my hands away from the button and listened to my pulse trip in my ears. I turned on the speaker again; now there was only the rush of the downpour. I drew back the curtain, but my window looked onto Amsterdam, and the front door was on the other side of the building, on 112th Street. The avenue was empty, the pavement alive with falling rain.

I got back into bed and stared up toward the invisible ceiling. I could feel my veins constricting, my blood swelling. It was a nightmare, I told myself. I was still half asleep when I jumped out of bed. But the bitter scent in the air, the exhale of a cheap, extinguished match, argued otherwise. School had taught me to deconstruct the supernatural, see through the shrouds to the Freudian repression and metaphors of social transgression underneath. But this was no intellectual exercise. A real creature was haunting me.

My anger was snuffed out, and I felt the fear that had smoldered beneath all along. I should call Holly, I thought, my brain unloosed in time, as if we were girls with a Ouija board, not a madwoman in a studio apartment and a wife who had traded ghost stories for God. It was becoming clear to me that if anyone was going to help me—explain what was happening, exorcise the angel—it was the strange old man.

At the same time, I feared that seeking help from him would be like putting out a campfire with a tidal wave.

It was midnight. I logged on to the test server for Simon’s map. When I entered his password, multiple windows fanned across the screen. They had done a lot of work since I last saw it. An animated icon sat in the top left corner, a black stick figure walking endlessly against the edge of the screen. I clicked on him and the windows resolved into a single spread, Mercator’s flat earth blanketed by a rainbow of pixels, a single map of the folkloristic, scientific, historical. I wasn’t sure what I would find, but I was hoping I could, like Nathan suggested, triangulate the answers that the missing notebooks concealed. Why had the Angel of Losses cursed the White Rebbe? What was the meaning of the Sabbath Light?

Who was Josef?

I zoomed in on Europe, hoping to identify the city the White Rebbe identified as a Jerusalem. The city my grandfather might have come from. The continent was a rash of multicolored stars. I didn’t know what the colors indicated, so I clicked on a random green icon. A text box popped up.

 

Warsaw, Poland, 1934: “A new illness was appearing among their children—the ‘Tee-Saxe’ malady, diagnosed in America—arrested development, children dying at age of two: hardly any case among Christians: explained as product of old worn-out race.” [Citation: Israel Cohen. Travels in Jewry.]

 

So this was the genetics layer of the map. I didn’t think that would help me. I noticed a mass of blue where Europe melted into Asia—that was the layer Simon and Nathan had been collaborating on. I began clicking through their work.

 

Amsterdam, 1650: “Lastly, all thinke, that part of the Ten Tribes dwell beyond the River Sabbathion.” [Citation: Manasseh ben Israel. Hope of Israel.]

 

I remembered Nathan’s analysis: the physical-metaphysical problem. They were adding the mythical River of Stones that divided our world from paradise to the mountain ranges and historical borders on the map, uniting two visions of the world on a single plane.

Another trail, in Africa, brought up a different source:

 

Apocryphal document from medieval priest and king, who ruled a Christian kingdom, placed the Sambatyon River in Ethiopia. Believed to have been inspired by the account of ninth-century traveler Eldad ben Mahli ha-Dani, who visited Jewish communities in Babylonia, North Africa, and Spain, claiming origin in the land of the Ten Lost Tribes in East Africa. [Citation: “Prester John.” Encyclopedia of Medieval Folklore.]

 

I clicked on the traveler’s name, and from him to another Wandering Jew, this time from the seventeenth century. He claimed to have seen the other side of the Sabbath River, and I scrolled down and down through his description.

There the Jews were ruled by twenty-four kings, and an emperor six yards tall who rode a leopard. Just as Nathan claimed, the Jews on the other side were wealthy. There were two harvests each year, two birthing seasons for their livestock. Their horses drank wine and ate cooked mutton. The army carried golden spears, and the people wore garments of silver and gold. Never black—they were in exile but not mourning. There was no crime and no illness. And there again was Daniel the Pious, whose daughters were so beautiful they had to wear veils in public, and there was his Sabbath Light, glowing on the screen, not like a midnight sun but like a light at the end of the hall, a candle flame behind a cracked door.

The Sabbath Light was linked; it appeared elsewhere on the map.

 

The Lost Tribes living beyond the Sambatyon possess a complete messianic Torah, written in a 23-letter alphabet instead of the 22-letter Hebrew alphabet of the fallen world. When the Messiah returns, he will bring this lost letter with him, restoring the Torah to its complete, pure state. The Berukhim Penitents call this letter the Sabbath Light. [Citation]

 

There was no link. I clicked the word again and again, but no source was embedded. I knew where it had come from, though. Nathan.

The Sabbath Light, the last letter of the alphabet, the letter that completes creation. It belonged to the other side, but the Berukhim Rebbes had taken possession of it—part of some illicit deal with the Angel of Losses. I felt the same rush of excitement that I did when I found a new piece for my research—the possibility, the sense that the story was about to mushroom into something greater.

But then it collapsed into a deep well within me. At the bottom was just a name, charged with foreboding and despair. Josef. He was the true missing piece. He was everything. He was the one I had to find.

 

THE FOLLOWING EVENING I CROSSED CAMPUS AND SAT ON THE front stoop of Simon’s building. The air was cool, autumnal, and as clear as water. The whole city felt alive, the blue night glowing at every corner, refusing to go into blackness. A tall figure came down the block, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunched, a messenger bag, filled with books, I was sure, at his hip.

I stood up, my arms crossed against my chest. “Hey,” I said.

Simon stopped, startled, and took the headphones out of his ears. “What are you doing here?”

“I come out at night,” I said. “If you invite me inside, I promise I won’t leave without saying good-bye.”

There was a purity about him, a purity about being together and not speaking, about lying with my cheek against his chest, my skin absorbing his heartbeat, the fundamental, wordless motion of living. My mind unwound along that peaceful horizon where sensation turned into sound, consciousness into unconsciousness. When my nightmares came back—if I heard cries on the street, saw the footprints of a bloody mourner—there would be this moment to hold in my memory. A timelessness interrupting my travels, a peace that waited for me while I was lost in the world. Even if he slept through it all, unwakeable, as a distant door creaked and footsteps approached on the tail of a candle flame, he would still be there beside me.

“I’ve been having these strange dreams about my grandfather,” I said. “I’ve had them ever since he died. In the dreams, he’s still dead and I’m still alive, but we get to meet. It’s like visiting someone in jail. There are rules. And time limits. But I get to see him again. He’s coming more and more.” It was the closest I had come to confessing to Simon—to anyone—the mystery of the White Rebbe and Grandpa’s past. Because that’s what was really disturbing my sleep: not a riddle, or the lost ending to a fairy tale, but the truth of where Grandpa came from, and my realization that though he had died, his story wasn’t over. It was going to end, somehow, with me.

“Were you close?”

“Yeah.”

“Well,” Simon said, as if that explained everything.

“It’s different. It’s not just my brain burning through my memories, or compensating for missing him. The dreams are too real, and too specific.”

“I feel like you’re going to answer your own question.” His hand traced a circle over my back, and when he brushed the tattoo, I felt a warmth over my heart. He had asked me what the tattoo was, and I told him it was a picture my grandfather had drawn long ago. Maybe that’s why he was sure that all this was nothing more than delayed grief.

“No,” I said quickly, afraid that if I stopped to breathe, to think, I would never be able to be honest. “I think he’s trying to tell me something. I mean . . . I don’t. Of course I don’t believe in that. But you know how people get messages from the dead in their dreams—don’t get on that plane, or tell your mother I love her?”

“So what message is he sending you?”

I thought about his final words in the last dream: Don’t trust him. He won’t help you. Instead, I said, “He used to tell us fairy tales, when we were little. And then I found these notebooks, just recently, but the stories in them are different.”

“How so?”

“They’re dark. The characters have different names.” They’re filled with ghosts and angels and mystical alphabets. They’re Jewish. Like him. Isn’t that where this hunt was leading me? “They’re just different,” I finished.

“If you examine the past, you find it’s never the way you remembered it. It’s better to leave it alone. Keep your memories the way they are.” He sounded like my father. But that kind of answer wasn’t acceptable, and Simon knew it.

“Memories aren’t the most important thing,” I persisted.

“Then what is?”

The truth, I thought. No matter how many stories you spin, some words are indelible and some ghosts never rest.





Nine

 Abook is open on the fake wood-grain surface. When Grandpa sees me, he closes it and lays his hands flat on its cover. Beside its spine lies a gleaming black rod, a pen the length of his arm. Was he reading, or was he writing?

He’s brought you here again, he says. He wants something from you.

He’s been following me, Grandpa, ever since you left.

Grandpa’s eyes narrow. The old man. No, it’s not he who has brought you here. He knows I hate him. It’s the other one.

The Angel of Losses, I say.

He is appealing to you. He is trying to show you the power you could have.

His eyes soften and he sits back. His fingers massage the cover of the book.

You’re right about your sister’s husband, he continues, and I think, he doesn’t want to say his name, he hates him that much, and I smell the curdled edge of his bitterness like smoke.

Your brother-in-law is a fool. Let him go to the angel, and his fate. Let him take our place.

The fluorescent light crackles. A slight breeze troubles the green vinyl leaves of the potted forest.

Our time is almost up, he says, and touches my cheek, his hand fluttering like a feather in the wind.

But I just found you, and you still haven’t explained anything.

There’s nothing to know.

There is, I insist. There’s Josef. What happened to Josef?

Don’t come here again, he says, and now he is angry. I feel my flesh shrink against my bones.

Now he has both hands on my face and I want him to let go, but he is speaking still.

I’m begging you. Don’t make my sin be for nothing.

 

I WOKE TO DARKNESS. I LAID MY PALM ON MY CHEEK, OVER THE ghost of Grandpa’s touch, and then curled my fingernails into my skin until it hurt. My dreams of him usually left an ache in me, a bruise awakened on the inside of my ribs. But now I felt something different, something cold and hard, a fist squeezing shut. Anger at him for his cruel words, and for leaving me a second time, now, when I needed his guidance most.

I had to get out of the apartment. When the sun rose, I went to the student center and claimed one of the public computers by the window. I searched for an obituary for Grandpa’s friend Sam—I hoped it would list his children and grandchildren, some clues on how to find them. They probably had nothing to tell me, but I needed to be sure.

I hadn’t considered the sheer number of Sam Cohens of that generation in New York. I found several death notices, but one featured a photo of a different man, a second described a bachelor, a third listed a death that was too recent, a fourth a neighborhood too far away from the senior center.

Maybe my father was wrong. He had been wrong about the notebooks. Sam could still be alive. He could know something. I was grasping, I knew, but nonetheless.

A cloud passed, and the windows of the science building across the courtyard glinted like ice in the sun. I shaded my eyes—and there he was, the old man, rising from a bench, a book in his hands.

I threw the strap of my bag over my shoulder and ran outside, but as soon as I got outside, the canvas vibrated against my ribs—my phone was ringing. I dug inside, feeling past the books and pens and ChapStick. The screen lit up with Mom’s number.

“Hello?” I said. The old man was gone. I had only looked away for an instant.

“I’ve been calling and calling,” she said.

“Sorry, I guess it was on silent.” I spun in a circle, finally spotting him slipping through the gates and onto Broadway.

“Eli’s in the hospital.”

“What?” I pushed through the crowds of students.

“He had another seizure. This morning.”

I stopped at the curb just as a truck rumbled by, empty and shaking on its carriage. It seemed as if my whole body reverberated in its wake, and it was several moments before I felt still again.

It took twenty minutes to get Yael on the phone. She told me not to come, not yet—the doctors at the local hospital were talking about transferring Eli to Manhattan, the best pediatric unit in the region, and I could meet Holly and Nathan there. It was another hour before they made the decision and the arrangements and put my sister and her baby in an ambulance to New York—another forty-five minutes before they would arrive, so I let the crosstown bus go by and walked through the park.

It was a beautiful day. There were just a few white clouds painted above the gold and rust trees. No sounds of traffic, just lingering birds, a few dogs, mothers and nannies pushing strollers, watching small children in new coats tumble across the lawns.

Eli was dying. The thought came to me like something out of time—like a foreign word I had been staring at, whose meaning had just been revealed.

The hospital was a huge complex squatting on a full city block. There was an atrium in the center, where people sat on benches beneath a glass ceiling, amid small trees that could have been fake or real, and a café cart with a line of customers snaking through the hallway. The building was new, but still the air had a chlorinated scent, and the PA system crackled along the ceiling.

I took the elevator to Pediatrics. When I gave the receptionist Eli’s name, she frowned at me. “Are you family?” Her voice was skeptical. I didn’t look like the others I found in the waiting room at the end of the hall: Nathan’s brother, his mother in her stiff wig, two young boys with curls at their ears.

I was grateful when Yael appeared by my side. “They’re in the pediatric ICU,” she said quietly. “We can’t see him yet.”

I had never been inside an intensive care unit, but it seemed like a horrible place to leave a baby. I imagined Eli in a little glass terrarium, tubes taped to his skin with white circles. Yael started digging in her purse and took out a packet of Kleenex. She handed it to me. I realized I was crying.

My phone buzzed. It was Simon. “I have to take this,” I said. She pointed down the hall—the signs around us banned cell phones, but there was a designated space that way. “I’ll be right back.”

I hurried past open doors, the occasional flash of color from balloons or a jacket draped over an empty chair, trying not to look at the beds inside. The end of the corridor was awash in natural light, a small sitting room overlooking the atrium.

“Do you want me to come?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I really do.”

I told him where to find me and hung up. Below, people were scattered across the benches, talking on cell phones; a doctor was reading a newspaper, and an old man with a dark hat and coat sat alone. He looked up into the light. And then at me.

I ran to the elevator. The old man kept appearing and disappearing, and I had to find him before he was gone again. But when the doors slid open at the first floor, there was my sister, all dark hair and gray skin. She didn’t move. I stepped into the hall beside her. She looked at the floor. Finally I reached out to her, put my hand on her arm, and pulled her to me. She laid her head on my shoulder and her body began to tremble and I locked my arms as if she might slip through them, collapse, give up.

Holly pulled away, put her hands over her face, rubbing her skin so hard I cringed, and then took them away and shook out her hair. “For a minute I felt like I could just leave,” she said. Her voice was thick from crying. “I could get on the train and go home and Mom and Dad would be there, and Grandpa, and you. And I could be in high school. Or a little kid. Or not even be in the world at all.”

We moved to the side to make room for people passing in the corridor. All the doctors and nurses in scrubs looked so young, too young to know all they needed to take care of the people here. I gave her the packet of tissues. She wiped her eyes, and as soon as she took the tissue away, they were leaking again.

“Were you escaping too?” she asked.

“I was looking for you,” I said.

“The counselor gave me this,” she said. “It doesn’t make any sense.” She presented a crumpled pamphlet. I unfolded it. A single word stretched across the pale green panel, a single word the length of the alphabet, a name that encompassed the whole world.

“Is this what they think he has?” I asked.

“We have to wait for the tests.” She shook her head. “Marjorie, it’s recessive. One in twenty thousand.” I opened the pamphlet and saw a bullet list of symptoms—seizures, jaundice, missed milestones, and strikingly bright blue eyes that never fade—and closed my fist, crumpling it along the seams Holly had created. “They test for it, but they never tested me because I wasn’t born Jewish.”

She looked at me with such desperation, and I was so sorry for Holly and so angry at Grandpa. If he had told the truth—but he didn’t. This was his fault.

“Grandpa was Jewish,” I told her. “I’m sure of it.” I was so consumed by the mystery of the White Rebbe’s bargain, so dizzied by the old man’s manipulation and the angel’s cries, so troubled by Josef—why his existence was a secret, and what had become of him—that I had treated Grandpa’s Jewishness as a biographical footnote. I hadn’t paused to consider what it meant for Holly, or for me.

She narrowed her eyes—a reflex, her habitual contempt for me—but when she spoke, her voice trembled. “Why would you say that?”

“It’s in the notebooks.”

She crossed her arms and studied the floor. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it matters,” I said. It prefigured Holly’s whole life: Nathan, her conversion, even Eli’s illness, if the projected diagnosis was correct. It suggested a history to fill in Grandpa’s life before New York. He must have escaped during the war.

“All that matters is my baby,” Holly said, and she began to cry again. I put my arms around her, and she leaned her whole weight against me. We stood there in the corner of the passage, the only part of the complex that remained in the shadows, and in all that time, Nathan didn’t come to look for her, and I didn’t ask where he was.

 

SOON HOLLY RETURNED TO ELI, AND I CONTINUED ON TO THE atrium, but the old man was no longer there. When Simon arrived, I was alone in the lobby, grinding my teeth to dust. Eli’s disease was connected to Grandpa, but not just by DNA. The White Rebbe nearly died from convulsions as a baby, and the Angel of Losses had given his father the power to heal him. The White Rebbe had lost a little brother, just like Grandpa had.

Then there was the old man. He knew about Grandpa’s past, and he knew about my future; he had given me a charm to protect Eli, before any of us could have guessed his fate.

Maybe he knew how to save him too.

“Have you eaten?” Simon asked.

“Not since this morning.” I had grown increasingly queasy all day—maybe some of it was hunger. We went outside to find a sandwich.

“I looked it up on the Internet,” he confessed. “It’s like Tay-Sachs, but it’s more rare.”

“Did you print anything?”

He shook his head. “I was going to, but it was all too terrible.” He paused. “You should get tested to see if you’re a carrier.”

I shuddered. “I can’t think about that right now.” Not the test—the idea that I could ever put myself into this drama Holly was living, ever let anyone get me pregnant.

“Maybe we should go back inside,” Simon said. “So he’s not alone.”

“He’s not. Holly’s with Eli.”

“I was talking about Nathan,” he said.

There he was beyond the rotating glass doors, like a dark imperfection inside a transparent machine, or the family curse brooding deep within the spun glass of Grandpa’s autobiography. Grandpa had walked across Europe to shed the truth, and he would have succeeded, if not for Nathan and the corresponding defect in his blood.

Simon agreed to wait—I needed to speak to Nathan alone. Nathan stood inside a ring of plastic trees, staring into the skylight hanging three stories above. He didn’t stir at my approach, and not thinking, I reached out and touched his sleeve. He flinched; I flinched. “Nathan,” I said. “I’m so, so sorry—”

“We need to find the other stories.” His eyes were bloodshot raw, more red than white, and I winced as he trained them on me.

“There are two left,” I said. “Four total. The White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses and The White Rebbe and the Ghetto. But I don’t know where to look anymore.”

A few pigeons flapped overhead, coming to rest in the metal rafters, and we both looked up. Dark gray clouds were sinking against the glass, closing us in.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I already know what to do. Whatever happens after that—I don’t care.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “What are you going to do?”

“Listen. Chava has been mad at you a long time,” Nathan said, knocking the little bit of breath out of my paper lungs. “I told her she needs to forgive you. She’s going to need you if I leave.”

“Leave for where?” I asked, my voice grave, but not grave enough to touch him. He was burning into bronze in the fire of his own single-mindedness. Any force would glance off him; he would feel nothing.

 

HOURS LATER, WHEN MY MOTHER ARRIVED FROM THE AIRPORT, she immediately began begging Holly to go home.

“I can sleep here,” Holly protested. “I need to feed him.”

“When did you last sleep longer than an hour?” Mom asked, glancing worriedly at Nathan, who still said nothing. I tried to catch his eye, but he refused to look at me. “You’re making yourself sick.”

“I don’t care,” Holly said, her voice so flat it frightened me. My mother hadn’t been exaggerating about her insomnia.

“Mom can stay with Eli,” I said. “My apartment is only ten minutes away.”

“Nathan and I can’t stay there,” she said. “We’ll stay with his parents.” She took his hand, and still he said nothing. Simon had edged away from the conversation, suddenly tense. He had stayed with us all day.

“It’s ten minutes,” Nathan said finally. “You stay in the city.” I had always imagined the two of us struggling over ownership of Holly. Now he was giving her to me. It indicated a new understanding between us, maybe, but it also worried me. “I need to get some things from the house anyway.”

Holly reached for her husband and then lost the will, her fingers just brushing his sleeve. “But Yael took the car home,” she said softly.

He lifted his chin. “He can drive me.”

We all turned to look at Simon. His eyes grew wide. He cleared his throat. “Sure.”

“You don’t have to,” I said. “You’re probably busy.”

“It’s okay,” Simon said. “I don’t mind.”

Nathan leaned into Holly, murmuring something about saying good-bye to his family, before marching away from us without a glance back.

I went with Simon to get the car. He tossed his keys, up and down, and I took his wrist. “What are you, some kind of saint?” I asked.

“It’s not a big deal.” I started to speak but he interrupted me. “I mean, Christ. It’s nothing.”

“So I guess this was the worst possible time for us to meet,” I said. “Family tragedy. Et cetera.”

He kissed me. “Or just the right time.”

I wanted to promise that we could hole up in his apartment—not talk to my family, not open my books or his maps, forget about the Angel of Losses and the White Rebbe. We could move to Mexico and disappear among the Jewish Indians. But all those suggestions had to follow “when this is over.” And “when this is over” meant “when Eli is gone.” Like at the end of my grandfather’s life, when we couldn’t make plans, couldn’t leave town. He was finished living, and we had to wait with him for the end. His body persisted, his rational mind and memories in place, but his soul wandered far.

“Something’s going on with Nathan,” I said. “Let me know if he says anything—anything I should know.”

Simon nodded, but I didn’t think he understood.

“Anything at all. I mean, tell me everything.”

He nodded again and we said good-bye. I walked across the parking lot, sparks of anxiety accumulating around me—just a knick of friction, and I would shoot through space, striking anything that reached toward me.

 

BACK AT MY STUDIO, I GAVE HOLLY ONE OF THE SLEEPING PILLS I had bought the night I first saw the old man downtown.

“Marjorie,” she said. “I love him more than anything in the world.”

I understood her first attempts to describe her love for Eli: a feeling so strong she could barely hold it in her body. Compressed ferocity, ever on the verge of eruption. I smoothed her hair back. “He’s going to be fine,” I promised. He would be. Somehow, I would make sure of it.

 

THE NEXT DAY AT THE HOSPITAL, HOLLY SPENT THE MORNING IN and out of the specialists’ offices while Mom held the baby in the PICU. When Holly saw me coming, she would turn into the corner, pressing both hands against her ears, murmuring into the phone. I wondered who she was speaking to, but for the first time in a long time I didn’t take it personally. Nathan was supposed to meet us here this morning, but he had never arrived.

After a few hours, I was allowed in to relieve my mother. The nurses wrapped me in sea-green paper and led me among the glass cubes. Some of the babies were so small—hairless, their limbs like fingers, their rib cages flexing as they breathed. Next to them, Eli looked healthy and fat, his bright blue eyes sliding in his head. He didn’t care, of course, that his father was gone—maybe Nathan’s familiar presence brought him a kind of comfort that mine or my mother’s couldn’t, but surely not more than Holly’s did. Eli’s life was just sensation—hunger or fullness, pain or not pain, sleep or the blurry world of wakefulness. Maybe he dreamed. Maybe his dreams were crystal clear. I wished that I had something to give him, like the old man’s charm, now strung through his mobile. But that meant nothing to him either—too hard, the chain something that might strangle, bind him.

I held my hand, hovering, above Eli, but he didn’t reach to swat it. I took his hand, his fingers stretching a quarter way across my palm. He squeezed. His fingernails were sharp, flakes of glass.

I heard footsteps and looked up. The nurse was leading an elderly man with a paper mask to the next station. He could be sick; I instinctively, uselessly, shielded Eli’s face. The old man sat beside the baby, put his hand on the incubator, and chanted something in another language. The nurse touched his shoulder, smiled, and walked away again. That smile. They must teach it in nursing school. Or was it something you had to be born with? A gesture of kindness that somehow acknowledged all of a person’s pain.

I had to restrain myself from asking the gentle woman to kindly leave and shut the door behind her. The old man and I had a lot to talk about.

“Eli looks peaceful,” the old man said, pulling away the paper mask.

He reached out and I shrank back in the chair, pulling Eli into the hollow of my stomach. The old man looked at me sharply and took his hand back into his lap. “What did you do to that boy?” I asked. His touch may have been a curse; but then again, it may have been a blessing.

He turned again, slowly, graced the glass with his fingertips. “I can’t help him. I don’t know how. I’ve outlived that good part of myself.” He looked at Eli, asleep in my arms. “But there’s a way to heal him yet.”

“How?” I asked, my voice a whisper. I coughed. “Is it in Grandpa’s notebook?” Machines beeped in the silence. Finally he said, “People once walked incalculable miles to beg my help. And yet here I am, before you, and you talk only about a senile old man’s ramblings.”

“You can’t talk about my grandfather that way.” My voice trembled with anger. Grandpa had said I was like him. Passionate. A survivor. How naïve I had been never to have done the math, to figure that what he had survived had been the Second World War—or perhaps, how unconsciously careful to collude with him in erasing the horror it suggested.

If I was the passionate one, then Holly was the cheerful one, the easy one. I didn’t know if my parents had a favorite, but I always thought that if they did, it was she. But that was before she had absorbed Nathan’s self-righteousness, grown withholding, pretending she had not been the one who pushed us away, waiting with an innocent look for us to meet her in her world. Well, she had gotten her wish, and I was going to meet her there now.

The old man laughed at my anger. He did sound like Grandpa, and he looked like him too. The resemblance wasn’t my imagination. “You hold him in such regard,” he said, raising his hands in a questioning wonder. “Him. After what he did.”

“He only wanted to protect us,” I said, repeating what he had told me in his dreams as if I believed it too. I was a convincing liar, I thought, my frustration transmuting into sincere defense. I wouldn’t allow this man to pass judgment on my grandfather.

He laughed again. “Look at you. You know everything, do you? Just like that poor sick baby’s father.” He leaned toward me. “Did he tell you what he plans to do? What the Angel of Losses has promised him?”

His words were met with the susurrus of the machinery, the faint crackle of the PA system like a distant bonfire. The angel was here. Holly had told me she heard Nathan speaking with a teacher late at night—the old man, I had thought, but I was wrong. How arrogant to think I was the only one the angel would come for.

“Grandpa told me not to trust you,” I said.

“And will you listen to him? Now that you know he was a liar? A liar just like you, Marjorie.” His voice was low and solid, unassailable, a wall that cannot be brought down, a border that cannot be crossed. He reached inside his coat and pulled out a marbled notebook. “I have some magic left. Look what I conjured with it. Wouldn’t you like to know the truth? Wouldn’t you like to know about Josef?”

Yes, I thought. Yes.

“A sad story. I’ve forgotten many things, but I still remember him.”

The boy in the Russian woods was twinned by the ghost child from Grandpa’s final bedtime story, the murdered boy who had frightened Holly. Don’t make my sin be for nothing.

“I remember his cough. A terrible sound,” the old man continued. “Like death itself.”

“You shouldn’t say that word in here,” I hissed, and his expression turned to amusement.

“Growing superstitious, are you?” He rose from his seat—easily, it seemed, after how he leaned on the nurse—and came to stand beside me. I felt uneasy, like the weather was changing or I was standing too close to power lines. I remembered Grandpa’s last living words to me. He’s coming for me. Then he’s coming for you.

The old man put his hand, heavy and warm, on my shoulder.

“Here is your little book.” He held it in front of me. “Awful handwriting for a descendant of mine. The world is lucky the art has not died out entirely—lucky to have a professional like your sister.”

I snatched the notebook out of his hand.

“You think you’re the White Rebbe,” I said.

“Is that what I think?” he challenged, mocking my effort to have it both ways, a miraculous cure whose source could remain a simple fairy tale, a dime-store book on a basement shelf.

“You don’t frighten me,” I said. “Solomon.”

He withdrew his hand from my shoulder.

“Perhaps Eli was right to hate me,” he said, the cruelty gone from his voice. “I took my burden out of selfishness, not out of duty—and I will give it up for the same reasons. It should be you, but in truth, I do not care if the boy lives or dies, and I do not care if the boy’s father lives or dies. All I care about is myself. But perhaps, once you read this, you will give me what I want—perhaps you shall all live yet.” His mouth drew into a slight smile. “Yes, perhaps you shall live a very long life indeed.”

I don’t know how long I cradled Eli against my chest after the old man left. It felt like hours, but even so, when my mother arrived, I wasn’t ready to let him go. I had to though. I had to see what was in the third notebook.





The White Rebbe and the Ghetto

ELI WAS TWELVE THE MORNING THE GERMANS CAME TO his village. He was helping his mother gather eggs, while his father studied and his little brother, Josef, kicked a ball against the side of the house, ran to catch it, kicked it again. The roar of a car engine rolled through the sky like thunder. Then there was shouting, maybe a few streets away, and Eli’s mother dropped the hem of her apron and the eggs broke in the grass. She held his face in front of hers. Run, she whispered, and when he stepped back, she grabbed him again and kissed him roughly on each cheek before pushing him away, as if she never wanted to see him again, or as if she might not otherwise be able to let him go.

Eli grabbed Josef’s hand, and together they ran into the woods. Eli looked over his shoulder once, twice. The third time he dared glance back, the distance was clotted with brush. They were deep in the woods. The boys came to a halt, bent and heaving in the crackling wilderness.

Stop crying, Eli hissed. They’ll hear.

But the demons will eat us, Josef whined. Josef was absentminded, fantasy-addled, prone to wandering away from the village, as if some iron deep inside him was repelled by safety, clean wells, warm stoves. Eli was charged with protecting his younger brother—small for his years, half Eli’s age and less than that in size, born after many years of prayers—and Eli had told him the woods were haunted to keep him from running into them, from getting lost or drowning in the creek or being bitten by a winter-starved wolf.

A crack echoed in the distance—was it a deer, stepping on a branch? A hesitant bit of thunder? A gunshot? Eli led his brother farther into the woods. The movement would keep them warm. Soon Josef forgot his fears and played with a split branch taller than he was. He clutched it with both hands and struck a boulder. You will give us water! he cried, playacting Moses, pretending he had been commanded by the Lord.

Shut up, Eli said. The demons will hear you.

Josef’s little face turned white.

Eli was ashamed of his impatience. He thought of himself as nearly a man, his brother as practically a baby. The body heat built by their trek was fading, sweat chilling on the skin. Come, Eli said, and gathered his brother beneath the wing of his coat. As they walked, Eli told Josef their favorite fairy tales about the White Rebbe. When he realized he was mimicking his father’s telling, his intonations, his phrasing, he paused and coughed to dislodge the ghost in his throat, and Josef patted him on the back until he settled into a trembling silence.

Their parents never came to find them. No one did.

Finally twilight arrived, bringing a sky grim as smoke, and they crept back toward the house. Chickens roamed the living room, their coop destroyed. Otherwise, the rooms were the same: the pots polished, the books carefully stacked, the beds made. The village streets were empty. For an instant, Eli believed his own stories of the haunted woods, believed that they had ventured into the land of the dead, and returned as ghosts to haunt the world in which they once lived.

Their parents were gone. Everyone was gone.

The brothers put on extra shirts and pants and set out for the capital, where they had family. Eli comforted Josef, whose fingers were like ice, who had gone quiet, who faltered on the road, wrapped in their father’s prayer shawl for warmth. Josef had never seen the city before. It’s like Jerusalem, Eli promised him. It’s filled with schools and libraries and temples, and there are no demons, only Jews.

Their father had taken Eli with him just the year before. They had gone deep into the Jewish quarter, where the streets turned around one another like a snail shell, to visit their great-uncle the scribe, a man with pale blue eyes and curling white hair, whose home glowed from the single wick of a lamp, burning what must have been the miraculous oil of the Maccabees. The old man had been silent, cold, as if he had withdrawn deep within himself. He had frightened Eli, but there was nowhere else to go; he was their only family now.

Soon Josef could go only a few steps without falling. Together they ventured beyond the road and lay in the grass, crackling with frost. Josef curled into himself until he was no bigger than a cat. Sleep, and in the morning we’ll be there, Eli lied. He believed they were still a day’s journey away. And yet, when morning came they saw men and horses on the road. The city was just over the hill. The earth had shifted beneath them while they slept. He did not wonder how. He was too grateful.

Josef clutched his brother’s hand as they wandered through the streets. There were more people in the city than Josef imagined could live on the whole of the earth, all moving toward the quarter where the boys’ uncle lived. The people were huge—the men, women, and children all—and Eli realized that they too were dressed in multiple suits of clothing, coats opening to reveal other coats, buttons closing over more buttons, girls dragging a rainbow of hems across the cobblestones.

See? Eli comforted Josef. So many Jews it’s as if we’re in the Promised Land. Josef wiped his nose on his cuff and said nothing. Eli stopped one of their fellow travelers, a boy who looked to be his age. Have you come from the countryside too? he asked.

We come from the other side of the city, the stranger answered. But we must all live together now.

For the rest of his years, Eli would maintain a vivid memory of these words, as if the boy he was in that moment still lived within him. For a shining instant, Eli believed they had joined a great pilgrimage, that they had found their nation and they all walked together toward redemption, instead of the real future that awaited them, the farthest exile of all. The brothers arrived in Vilna on the day the Jews were forced to leave their homes and move to the smallest corner of the city. Josef never saw the Jerusalem that their father had shown Eli—he only saw the ghetto.

Like every new world, the ghetto came forth from chaos. Where hundreds once lived in close quarters, thousands now fought for space. Families lived in courtyards and open streets for days until they were able to build nests in other people’s homes, taking strangers’ blankets and dishes for their own use. The brothers watched the elderly gather in an abandoned bakery, lying on the floor, their only sustenance the hint of stale flour in the air.

Unlike the others, however, the boys had a home waiting for them. Their uncle’s house was at the very end of a narrow alley, a single story attached to the tenements, its stoop crumbling and its door slanted.

Eli knocked, waited, and knocked again. He wondered if his uncle had left, if he had died, if he had disappeared the moment their parents were taken, completing their orphaning. Finally, their uncle came to the door, an old man taller than their father, with eyes like blue glass and a white beard flecked with ink. He took them in and fed them bread and soup. Josef’s feet were swollen inside of his shoes, and when Eli finally pulled them free, they were brown with dried blood.

The brothers slept beneath the kitchen table, huddled together beneath their father’s prayer shawl and Eli’s coat. The blanket their uncle had given them was riddled with moth holes—it was his only blanket. He said he hadn’t slept in years. The slow beat of their uncle pacing the cellar, where he kept his study, rose through the floorboards beneath them. Josef slept soundly.

It didn’t take long—a week, maybe two—for the ghetto to resolve itself into a society. Though the pantry was bare, the old man always had a crust of bread for the brothers to share in the mornings before he turned them out into the streets. He expected them to occupy themselves during the day, greeting them in the evening with questions about the ghetto: Had there been a fire? He thought he smelled smoke. Was a storm coming? His joints ached.

The brothers were forbidden from entering the cellar. The old man had demonstrated for them: You come to the door. You open it. Do not step inside it. Do not go so far as to see the first step. If you call me, I will hear you. He spent his days there, copying prayer books and mezuzot scrolls and marriage contracts, for as there was no shortage of people, there was no shortage of the desire to write homes and hopes and loves into existence.

In the morning Eli delivered Josef to the ghetto school, where he would have children to play with and something to eat. Though their father would have insisted on years of further study, Eli decided that his own formal education was over. He continued on, past the courtyard where the Socialists gathered, the street corner where the Zionists met, and the alley where the Hasidim sang. When he saw a line of people winding around a small plaza, he joined the wait. They were offering bowls of horse meat—unclean, forbidden—and Eli didn’t hesitate to accept one. How easy it was to break a rule he had lived with his entire life. He swallowed his meal, and though the hunger that had clawed at his insides for days now slowed, he still felt empty.

Arise! a voice cried. A man in a suit, with a bald head and a full brown beard, spoke in the center of the square. A small audience was seated before him, some on splintered chairs, some kneeling on the ground, men and a few women too. The man held a paper above his head, gesturing wildly as he spoke from memory. Arise and go now into the City of Slaughter! Into its courtyards, wind thy way. Behold on tree, on stone, on fence, he shouted. The splattered blood and dried brains of the dead!

Quit shouting! yelled another man, invisible in the crowd. Stop shouting such terrible things!

But the man didn’t stop. Pass over the shattered hearth whose charred stones reveal such wounds that no mending shall ever mend, nor healing ever heal. Is there a price for death? How shall that price be paid?

Thank you, another man said, rising. I think that is a sufficient introduction. The man who had spoken like a prophet tipped his head and took his seat.

And with that, the second man continued, I call to order this first meeting of the Artists’ Association of Ghetto 1. The people in the circle clapped. They sat straight in their chairs. They made themselves apart from the rest of the ghetto.

The association met each day at the same kitchen, and Eli ate his unclean horse meat and listened to them. They delivered lectures on the importance of art, and on the works of painters and poets he had never heard of, and on arguments that unfamiliar critics made about these creators, and on one another’s opinions of these arguments. Little of it had meaning for Eli, but he enjoyed listening to their voices.

One day he came across the bald man with the brown beard buying eggs from one of the Christian women who squeezed through the hole in the brick wall on Strashun Street. The man rubbed his thumb across the eggs in his palm. Eggshells are a great natural wonder, he said, like silk or stars. I never realized that until now.

Are you a rabbi? Eli asked him.

The man laughed. I’m an actor.

Your speech was like Ezekiel’s vision of the dry bones, Eli said. The Lord opens the graves and breathes flesh onto the bones and brings our people to Israel.

The actor looked troubled. That wasn’t the end of the poem—that was barely the beginning.

How does it end? Eli asked.

The actor cleared his throat. Rise, to the desert flee! The cup of affliction thither bear with thee! And send thy bitter cry into the storm!

That night Eli couldn’t sleep. He left Josef wrapped in the prayer shawl—growing dark with dirt, like a shroud—and nudged the cellar door open. The landing glowed a soft gold, like the light of fireflies. He was not supposed to step beyond the threshold; he braced himself against the frame, leaned inside, and took his first forbidden glance at that top step. Uncle? he called quietly. Behind him, Josef shifted on the floor. Eli didn’t want to wake him. He crept down the stairs—down and down and down uncountable stairs.

He found himself in a strange hall where the walls were made of books, rows and rows and rows of them, disappearing into darkness above his head. He brushed his fingers against them—the leather charged, like living skin. The hall was barely wider than the span of his shoulders. It veered to the right, and then the left; it made a sharp turn and doubled back, all the while the light growing stronger, warmer.

Finally Eli came to a small room lined with bookshelves. In the center stood a desk dwarfed by the open book atop it, the quill the length of a man’s arm, and a single candle that burned with the strength of a torch. Eli examined the exposed page. The handwriting was tiny, with archaic flourishes, but the letters were perfectly even, the lines perfectly straight. It appeared to be a list of names.

I told you never to come down here, a voice said. His uncle emerged from the narrow hall to stand beside him.

I couldn’t sleep, Eli said. He was unnerved by his uncle’s sudden appearance; he saw no nook or path that would have allowed him to enter behind the boy.

The old man tugged the end of his beard and then pointed to a chair against the wall, nearly hidden between two stacks of books. Sit.

Eli did. His uncle sat in the armchair behind the desk. Have you been called to the Torah yet? he asked Eli.

No, but my father’s been helping me study.

Your father is gone now, his uncle said, without any malice, without any sympathy.

Eli swallowed his tears. He wanted to sound fearless, like an adult. What are you writing? he asked.

There is a woman on Strashun Street, his uncle said. She is expecting, but she and her baby are ill. I’m inscribing their names in the Book of Life.

Eli was shocked to hear the old man speak such blasphemy. Only the prophet Elijah can write our names in the Book of Life, he answered.

There are many Books of Life. His uncle pointed at the volumes lining the walls. For a long time I would not write in them. But times are changing.

When he returned upstairs, Josef was crying. Where did you go? he begged. He squeezed Eli tighter than Eli would have thought he had the strength for. He knew Josef’s stomach ached with hunger, and his shoulder blades stuck out of his back like folded wings. Why did you leave me? Josef cried.

I will not leave you again, Eli assured him. Neither brother slept that night.

 

THE PRESIDENT OF THE ARTISTS’ ASSOCIATION ANNOUNCED that the Judenrat, the collaborationist ghetto leaders, had offered them employment passes to go into the city and work at the Jewish library, which was collecting all the books from the yeshivas and temples and museums of Vilna. The project was organized by a Rosenberg, but this Rosenberg was a German, a demon.

They’re going to make a monument to us after they’ve finished killing us, someone said.

We’ll smuggle the most precious books here into the ghetto, where we can protect them, the president said.

And where will we keep them? another asked. There’s no room here already for our bodies, even.

Eli always sat on the ground at these meetings, at the edge of the gathered circle, never speaking, so that no one could even be sure he was listening, but now he stood and walked into the center of the group. I know where you can hide them, he said. I live with my uncle in the alley behind Jatkow Street. He’s a scribe, and he has room to hide a million books.

The scribe on Jatkow? Do you mean old Solomon? But he must be dead and gone by now, someone interrupted.

He’s alive, Eli said. He’ll help you. If you give me a pass to work in the library.

Eli didn’t yet know what was coming. He didn’t yet know where he might go, or how he might get there. But the ghetto walls were impassible except for the pass. The pass was magic, and Eli wanted it.

That night, when midnight came, he heard his uncle’s footsteps beneath the floor where he slept, and then the cellar door creaking open. The old man came into the kitchen and approached its small window. Solomon pushed aside the heavy drapes and looked out at the ghetto.

Eli gathered his courage and came out from his bed beneath the table.

Do you smell that in the air? the old man asked. The moonlight turned his face to bone. Smoke, he said. The Angel of Losses is coming for me. He’s coming for the price I promised him long ago.

Uncle, Eli said. The Germans have decided to confiscate our books, and we’ve come up with a plan to save them. We must hide them in your cellar. It’s the only way.

He had rehearsed the speech and was pleased with the authority in his voice, the word we that initiated him into the association, the act of strategy and bravery that would initiate him into adulthood.

His uncle turned to face him, and Eli’s flush of confidence faded.

You are asking a favor of me.

Not me, Eli argued. Your people.

Solomon smiled then, but it was not a friendly smile. You, he repeated, extending his arm to point at his nephew. The light in the room shifted, a cloud passing over the moon, Eli thought. You are asking me a favor, and I will grant it to you. And when the time comes, he said, turning away again to stare into the night, you will do me a favor.

Yes, Eli said. The wind rushed against the windows, finding every crack in the walls, and he shivered. Yes, Eli said again. I will.

 

THE ARTISTS’ ASSOCIATION SET TO WORK. ELI RECEIVED a yellow pass to exit the ghetto every morning and return every evening. He walked across town to the Jewish library, a beautiful building that stood straight and tall and unhumbled outside the ghetto. At the curb, a large map of the world was on display, its continents faded and its wooden stand weathered. A fresh headline had been pasted at the top: GERMANY WILL LIVE AND THEREFORE GERMANY WILL WIN.

Some days there was a lot of work—like the day when a nearby temple’s Christian janitor reported that its library was being looted for heating material and toilet paper, and took Eli to his home, where his children played among the stacks of books he had hidden. The artists sorted books and hid the most valuable ones in their clothes and in the supply wagons that passed through the ghetto gates. They also argued about literature and politics in the vaulted reading room, or went into quiet corners to read the library’s holdings, or whispered about the increasing rumors of uncanny happenings inside the ghetto. A shooting star had been seen, the first piece of heaven dismantled, a portent. A suffering family had woken cured of their tuberculosis, a miracle. A baby had been born with a birthmark the shape of the Star of David. Some of the Hasids were rising at midnight, covering themselves in soot, and wailing in the streets, as if they could repent the ghetto away.

Eli followed the librarian, Weiskopf, around; he always treated the boy warmly and found him something to do. Maybe I could be a librarian, Eli thought. Eli liked the books—the feel of them, the weight of them. He liked that he was doing a good deed, and that he was admired for it. When the Socialists received a contract to bring furniture into the ghetto, they came by the library first, so the association could hide the volumes in cabinets, desks, and sleeping boards.

One day Weiskopf said to him, I remember your uncle from when I was a child. In fact, I think he wrote my parents’ wedding contract. Solomon was ancient even then, and I assumed he had passed. But you know, when they told me who had found a hiding place for these books, I wasn’t surprised.

The men from the association helped bring the books to the house. They stood in the small room, their eyes crawling the walls and corners, but left quickly, less curious than they were disturbed by the old man. Now Eli was allowed into the cellar to hide the books. He couldn’t carry very many at a time—there were days when he felt so weak, so hungry, he could only carry a single volume, and he spent all his breath navigating that long staircase. Eli thought of the cellar library as belonging to him too now, and one night when Josef’s coughing kept him awake, he didn’t hesitate to venture down the steps to sit by the candle-light.

The corridor stretched deep under the earth; it seemed to have grown longer in the weeks since his first visit, expanding to accommodate the ghetto’s rescued volumes. Light washed the books’ spines, tall and squat, brown and black, embroidered with script that flowed from thin to thick, blocky to loopy, Cyrillic to Oriental. He moved on, faster and faster toward the lit alcove, until a strange sound stopped him. Weeping so tormented he thought it was the original language of despair.

Old Solomon sat behind his desk. He lifted his hands to cover face his face, and the sleeves of his robe slid down to his bent elbows.

Eli’s eyes closed against a sudden sharp light. He forced them open again. Uncle, he said.

The old man lowered his hands. His face was covered in shadows, the whole room dim once more. But then he wiped his face with the edge of his sleeve, and the light flared again, forcing Eli to cover his eyes.

The boy was determined to speak to his uncle like a man, unafraid. He lifted the books from the second chair and sat down, holding them in his lap. Are you weeping because of the Germans? he asked.

The Germans? the old man repeated. Why should I weep for them? They are far from us.

His uncle was unconcerned about the severity of what was happening outside his tiny house, and Eli had interpreted his carelessness as senility. Now his mind returned to the lengthening corridor and the infinite shelves, and a story his father once told him about how the White Rebbe left this world. A dream led him to a cave. He sent a goat into its maw and waited three days; when the animal didn’t return, the rebbe knew he had found a magic passage to the Holy Land. He crossed into the darkness and was never seen again.

But of course, this was just an ordinary cellar. His uncle was old and forgetful.

I weep, his uncle continued, for my beloved.

In the time since the brothers had come to Vilna, Eli had learned never to ask anyone where an absent friend, brother, sweetheart might be. No one asked him where his parents were, and he was grateful for that.

But without prompting, his uncle continued. I met her in a city of tides and ships, starlight above us and starlight reflected below. And I cry for my brother, who left on a pilgrimage and never returned. He spread his arms across the table, and the light flashed again.

Uncle, the candle! Eli cried, fearing his sleeve must have caught fire, though even as he uttered the words, he realized that there were no candles. That light, he said. Where is it coming from?

The old man raised his left arm and his sleeve fell, gathering at his shoulder. Blue veins snaked from the ink-stained heel of his palm down his forearm, disappearing into a blaze of light, like rivers into a cataract.

My Sabbath Light, he said, squinting into the wreath of flame. He passed his right hand over the blaze, tamping down the light and revealing that it had a shape, a bright spine that twisted and curled against his skin. Eli tilted his head from side to side, but just when he thought he recognized the shape—a flower, an eye, a snowflake—it slipped into another form.

The old man dropped his arm, and his sleeve fell to his wrist. The light in the room dimmed to twilight. Eli wiped his eyes, which were tearing from the brilliant glare. He stared at his uncle for several long seconds; the afterimage of the Sabbath Light veiled Solomon’s face. A child’s fairy tale had become a young man’s reality. It was not difficult to accept. It was no stranger than his parents’ disappearance or the Vilna Ghetto itself or watching his little brother die of starvation and consumption.

You’re the White Rebbe, Eli said. The wonder-worker. (And now his voice was hushed by awe.) You really did escape death.

Leave me! the White Rebbe raged. Eli turned and ran, while behind him the rebbe’s voice broke into a wave of grief. Oh, why did you come here? the old man wailed. Why did you find me?

 

THE NEXT DAY THE GHETTO WAS IN CHAOS. THE RUMOR was that Ghetto 2 was to close, and a new crush of people would soon flood the streets of Ghetto 1. But when the new residents finally did arrive, they were very few. The rest had been put on a train. They were gone.

Josef’s teeth began to fall out. The brothers couldn’t remember if they were his remaining baby teeth or new adult teeth, but nothing grew in their place. Eli dreamt that his mother came to their bed beneath the kitchen table and held Josef in her lap, rocking him and stroking his hair, but she wouldn’t look at Eli, she sent him away, and—

I was in darkness.

Eli went to the edge of the ghetto, where the black market flourished, where Christians and Jews passed through the crumbling brick wall as if through a hole in the world, as if through the White Rebbe’s cave connecting Vilna and Jerusalem. He was sure that Josef suffered from living on bread and soup, bones and stray fibers of meat.

If I could find him an egg—a miraculously round egg—it would heal him.

But there were no eggs, not that day. Eli waited by the hole in the wall, sitting with his head in his hands, unwilling to return home and face his starving brother. A procession of Hasids passed by, tattered coats and dirt-painted faces. Penitents, they called themselves. Sometimes people paused respectfully when the band appeared, or momentarily joined their prayer. Other times they ignored them entirely. Eli glared. These self-righteous mourners were spending the last of their energy praying to a useless God. The boy could barely contain his fury at the sight of them.

Night arrived. The first snow of the season began floating down, fine as salt. There was rumbling in the distance—not thunder, Eli thought. The death train. But unlike the train that had emptied Ghetto 2, that had taken its people far away, this one was coming closer. This one was coming for him alone; no matter how many eggs he collected, no matter how clever he proved himself to be, no matter how many miles he ran, one day that train would reach him. When it did, it would be filled with all of the people he loved, and all of the things they knew—the dialects they joked in, the melodies they hummed, the smells of their cooking, the recipes unwritten, the ingredients once harvested from fields now poisoned by blood—all of these things would beckon me, and no matter how I try to forget, no matter the words I refuse to say, the memories I let wither, the blessings I leave unsaid, in the end there will be the train, there will be my death, the very same death, the only death, and I will fall on my knees before it, and my sins will rise up like a school of golden fish, and they will fight one another in my gullet, and I will clutch my throat. The specters behind the train windows will watch tears stream from my eyes and my empty lungs shudder and my limbs lose feeling and my sins choke me; they will watch while my vision fades and the last bit of life buzzes under my skin, they will watch me die, and then they will open their arms and take me.

 

THE NEXT DAY THERE WERE POSTERS EVERYWHERE—the ghetto would have its first theater performance, sponsored by the Judenrat. The streets were blanketed with flyers: You don’t make theater in a graveyard. The Socialists were rumored to be building bombs, sensing that the time to save ourselves was running low. The remaining Jewish books in Vilna flooded the Jewish library. Rosenberg was coming to make his selection. Everyone knew now.

We knew that the Germans were going to kill us, kill us all.

Eli determined that it was time for him and Josef to flee again. He descended into the cellar one last time. As always, the White Rebbe was at his desk, working in one of his ledgers, his quill whipping the air. I know who you are, Eli said. You can save us.

The rebbe laughed—a sound so chilling that Eli’s frostbitten bones shivered anew. Do you feel that in the air? the rebbe asked. The crackle of imminent lightning? The new wind that has come upon us like a wave, bringing the bitter scent of cinders? The Angel of Losses is here. I must leave.

For years, he said, I have refused to perform wonders. I have lived here quietly, and I have remained hidden. Now I can no longer turn away—but it is too late. My mind has grown twisted. My magic has begun to rot. I am no use to the people here.

Eli thought of the good omens the ghetto had observed. The shooting star had preceded a hailstorm—windows broken, a man hit in the head and killed. The family healed of tuberculosis—dead a week later when fire broke out in their room. The baby born with a star on his skin—a cruel joke, perhaps a death sentence.

But you are supposed to be our hero, Eli said quietly, feeling as if he might weep, the flash of hope followed by the searing defeat nearly too much for him to bear. Nearly.

If I had died, the White Rebbe said, I would have been a hero. But I lived. And in living, the most important pieces of me have died one by one.

If you will not be a hero, Eli declared, I will.

The White Rebbe raised his sleeve, releasing a wave of light. Eli’s eyes burned as if a great gust of wind had assaulted them with grit, but he forced them open. He forced himself to see it through his tears, the vague and shifting shape.

This is the Sabbath Light, the rebbe said. It’s the final letter of the alphabet, the letter that completes creation. It was the Angel of Losses’s greatest treasure and greatest secret, until our ancestor, the first Berukhim Rebbe, compelled him to share it. Now the angel has been punished, cast out of heaven. It is why he wanders like a penitent—he is bereft, he is desperate to return home, beyond the River of Stones, to paradise.

I would give it back to him, if I could, but it belongs to humanity now. It illuminates the passage between this land and the land beyond, between our bodies and our souls. I cannot relinquish it without choosing a successor, and I can’t foist it on an unwilling host.

I will carry it, Eli said. He recognized the Sabbath Light as the source of the White Rebbe’s magic, and magic might be the only thing that could save Josef and himself. Nevertheless, he felt doubt. The White Rebbe of the stories had been noble and holy, and Eli believed himself to be neither.

There is a price. A debt owed to the angel, one that every Berukhim Rebbe has failed to fulfill.

I don’t care.

No, the rebbe said. You will listen.

The old man told his story, the secret history of the White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses. Yet Eli’s mind wandered. Half of him listened and half of him only waited, for he cared little for the rebbe’s warnings.

I had become crafty in my desperation to escape, to survive, prepared at any second to argue for my worth, my life. Concerned only with this moment, and the moment next to come.

Eli agreed to the old man’s terms. He would take the Sabbath Light and its magic, along with the promise his ancestors, every rebbe since the Holy Land, owed the Angel of Losses; and the White Rebbe would finally lay down his centuries and rest.

 

THE NIGHT OF THE JUDENRAT’S PLAY, THE BROTHERS performed their ritual a second time—dressing in two pairs of pants, two shirts, their father’s prayer shawl wrapped around Josef’s body. He was so skinny by then that it fit easily beneath his other clothes. Don’t worry, Eli told him. The White Rebbe will protect us.

But when he opened the cellar door to bid farewell to his uncle, and to receive the Sabbath Light, there was only blackness. Eli reached into the space, but on all three sides his hands hit walls. He closed the door and opened it again. He thought that in his haste, in his fear, he had become turned around in the small room, but no—it was the only door, and it led nowhere.

 

JOSEF AND I FLED INTO THE NIGHT. A STAGE HAD BEEN built outdoors, and a huge crowd gathered before it. We walked through the front doors of homes and out the back, bypassing the audience. Everywhere we went, we could hear their swells of laughter, their clapping.

The long years of his unnatural life had worn away the goodness in the White Rebbe; the lost letter had engulfed him with a yearning to cross the River of Stones, where the same light illuminated the land. Or perhaps his fear returned, and he had abandoned us upon sensing the approach of his old enemy, the Angel of Losses.

Our escape was up to me alone.

Fortunately, I had already devised a plan.

But I want to see the play, Josef said, between fits of coughing.

Shut up, I said.

The alley by the ghetto wall was empty. We would have to escape through the hole—I had a pass that would let me walk freely through the front entrance tomorrow morning, but this was Josef’s only exit.

Someone’s crying, he said.

A voice hung over the night like a shroud. O Israel, it cried. Arise, arise!

It could have been one of the ghetto’s mournful mystics. Their number was growing as fate closed in. But I believed it was the Angel of Losses, the original penitent. He had finally arrived.

I came to the hole in the wall and scratched at its edges. Mortar crumbled to the ground. I moved my face into the gap. A breeze blew from the invisible other side.

And then the earth rumbled and there was a flash of light, and I saw him, the Angel of Losses, right in front of me—his hair rippling smoke, his eyes slick river stones, his teeth sparking flint, his beard a dark cataract, his skin veined green, his eyes roiling flames, his teeth hailstones, his blood a stream of boulders hurtling like a train.

I jumped back. Fire bubbled into the sky, like God appearing to Israel in the desert. A bomb had exploded in the ghetto center; someone, some group, was sabotaging the performance. Before I could collect myself, another went off. I grabbed Josef and we plunged through the wall. We ran through the streets until we came to the home of the Christian janitor who had saved the temple books. He and his wife sheltered us until morning. When they fed Josef an egg for breakfast, I cried, my first tears of sorrow since the demons had come to our home.

Daylight brought news that the ghetto was on fire. The janitor left, and his wife sent their children to school. My husband said you’re a very hard worker for such a young boy, she told me. Since my parents had been taken, I had been very busy, it was true—I was always busy. But it wasn’t a sense of duty or love of work. I just wanted to be alive.

She looked over my shoulder. How long has he been like that?

Josef had fallen asleep on the floor. His face was gray. His hands were curled into fists the size of cat’s paws. His breath was a ragged labor. It sounded like an animal had colonized the empty cabinet of his chest. He coughed.

He was far sicker than I had realized. No egg would cure him.

The janitor returned from the Jewish library. Weiskopf had arranged with another woman, a Christian librarian at the university, to hide us at her sister’s farmhouse at the edge of the city. The janitor would take us as far as the woods, and then we would follow the creek until we came to her house; we were to look for a green barn, a chicken coop, and a dying tree split in half by lightning.

In the company of a free Christian man, we would probably be safe from the police, especially since they were distracted by the unrest in the ghetto. I held Josef close to me as we went on our way, and for the first time I saw how different we looked, his hair black and my hair blond, his eyes brown and mine blue. It wouldn’t be hard for someone to mistake me for the janitor’s son. Josef looked nothing like him.

Before leaving us, the janitor took me aside. You’ll have to be very quiet when you’re hiding in her home. Her neighbors will not only turn you in if they learn about you and Josef, but they’ll turn in her family too. I wanted to promise that we would be quiet, but before I could, Josef’s cough began, possessing his whole body.

If she hears him cough like that, she’ll turn you away, he said.

For the second time, I led my brother into the woods. Only once did Josef speak. What happened to our uncle and all his books? he asked.

I had no answer. I hated our uncle. And then, as if the strength of my fury had conjured him, he appeared beside the creek. His clothes hung on his body, as caked with dirt as our own. No coat. Empty hands. Blue eyes blazing.

He had come for me after all. But I had sat with his story for two days, and it had bloomed inside of me like mold. I had seen the Angel of Losses, and it had frightened me more than anything—more than the war, the wizened children, the train that emptied Ghetto 2, even more than Josef’s cough. I could not survive the ghetto only to be beholden to that creature.

I grabbed Josef’s wrist and ran. I dragged him across the thick rot of fallen leaves, over roots broken through the mud, and finally we hid behind a tree. I held him against me and peered around the thick trunk. The White Rebbe came toward us, undaunted by the rocks and pools of mud and snaking roots. A golden aura rose from his shoulders like steam. The letter burning in his flesh—he had called it the light that maintained the world, that illuminated the passage between this realm and the next. He wanted to carve it into my own skin. He wanted me to become like him. I didn’t know what he was, exactly, but I knew he wasn’t a man like the rest of us. He was strange and he was wrong, and I would never, never put my life in his hands.

I ran without a destination, out of hope, out of fear.

When I lost my breath, I braced myself against another tree, studying the woods in every direction, remembering how he had appeared at my back—impossible—in the cellar. But now he was gone. Maybe he had never been there at all—just a figment of my imagination, a delusion.

Something broke the eerie silence of the woods. It was my brother’s lung-shredding cough. I’d run a great distance—when I looked in the direction of the sound, I couldn’t see him. I hadn’t meant to drop his hand, to speed away and leave him alone—I had been driven by fear of the White Rebbe, the promise he meant to extract from me, to deliver me to the terrible angel.

Panic rose within me. I nearly bolted into the clearing. I nearly shouted his name. But then I heard him again. The whole forest, which at that moment was the whole world, shook with Josef’s uncontrollable hacking.

The sound of his illness and the space between us forced me to admit the truth.

There was no blessing coming our way. There was no passage to the Holy Land. There was no green barn for us—no Christian woman who would open her door to a child who could not be hidden. If I brought him with me, she would turn us away. If we returned to the ghetto, we would never escape again. Either way, there was only death.

I didn’t want to die.

I survived by killing my brother.

I left him in the woods. I left him by a tree, coughing in the cold forest of Lithuania. I left him all alone.

 

FOR DECADES AFTER I LEFT RUSSIA, I DIDN’T DREAM. No fleeting images. No nightmares. No sharp sensation of tumbling. Just a sweet, thick blackness. The space where my soul once was. But in old age I dreamed again. Dreams about the great wonders performed in the small villages of Europe. Dreams about the White Rebbe, who traveled the world on the back of an angel; and the Gaon of Vilna, leading his congregation in prayers that repelled the bullets of Catherine’s army; and all the Hamans of history, defeated by tzaddiks born into each generation; and Miriam the priestess and her well of memory; and the faithful celebrating the Torah in the camps. I dreamt about the Artists’ Association of the Vilna Ghetto, and how if only they had gone into exile before the war, they could have performed on the Yiddish stages of the Lower East Side while Strashun Street was sacked.

I began to write my dreams down. I am a man without a village who has authored a hundred memorial books. I am a librarian, charged with watching over a small but essential wing of an infinite collection, the very stories the White Rebbe labored to hide: not his magical tour, his domestic miracles and isolated wonders, but his biography, the man who lived so long he became inhuman, just as his enemy, the Angel of Losses, became a specter.

 

WHEN I THOUGHT I WAS DONE WRITING, I WENT TO the beach. I stayed there all day. I love the sight of the sea. In the evening I returned home and took a paring knife to my forearm. I had only seen the letter once, glowing in the flesh of an old man who sat in a labyrinth of books beneath a ghetto, but in my dreams it was as clear as my own reflection in a mirror—every curve, every slash. My skin tore easily, like tissue paper, and beneath the sheen of blood I watched it grow, that hieroglyph, something like a flame, something like a flower. My arm began to ache, and my body began to tremble. My mind’s eye had gone dark, and the letter was incomplete. But it was close. I opened my front door and I waited.

Day turned into night, and I must have fallen asleep. When I opened my eyes, the windows were black, and a man stood in the hall, an old man, old like me. Come in, I said. He sat in the armchair, and we stared at each other across a table piled with notebooks. His eyes were blue as frost.

I have found you, he said.

He no longer looked like that ancient scribe haunting the corridors beneath Vilna Ghetto Number 1. He looked like any other old man giving his final steps to the streets of New York. He looked like me.

No, I said to the man I had once called uncle. I found you. I extended my arm. Blackened. Torn. Trembling.

Men like you, he said. Nothing moves them but fear of their own death. You will give me what I want. Let me rest. Let me join that eleventh Lost Tribe, lost on the vast plains of war. My life is an error. Let me correct it. Take the Sabbath Light from me, he continued. Give me your death that I might cease my wanderings. Do for me what my brother did for my father, and what I did for my brother.

Look at me, I said. I’m not the man for it.

Do not underestimate yourself. You’ve done what none of us did. Created yourself as a new man. And I let you have that—decades of that—before calling in your promise.

If that’s so, I said, then I am a golem. Soulless.

Then it will be your son.

My son knows nothing.

Then it will be your granddaughter.

I realized I hadn’t escaped him after all. He had always been here, watching, waiting. My whole life was for nothing.

 

THAT NIGHT THE WHITE REBBE GRANTED MY REQUEST for one last dream, that I might know my brother’s final chapter.

There was no miracle for Josef. He spent his last hours on earth watching dark descend on the woods, and frost rose from the ground and seeped between his ribs. Every sound was the footstep of a demon. He cried, as quietly as he could. He cried for his brother and mother and father. His coughing tore agony through his body. His hands and feet went numb. Soon he lost the strength even to cry or speak. There was only the shivering of his body giving way to a profound warmth, numbness, sleep. And then he died.

I see him dying in the corner of my bedroom. I see him dying under my kitchen table. I see him cowering in the stairwell, staring past me, his eyes wet, his teeth chattering. I see him on the corner of Mermaid Avenue, hiding behind a trash can crowned with seagulls, his blue fingers against the metal. I can no longer pretend that he hasn’t been with me all along.

The old man is coming for me again.

He’s coming for me tonight, but I’ll be at the sea, the churning stomach of the earth. I will sit at the water’s edge. Across the dunes, a young boy with frozen eyelashes and a bone-shattering cough will make his own place in the sand. We will wait in the waning day, in the darkness that dwells far from the Sabbath Light. We will listen to the storming anguish of the world soul, a soul exiled from its body, a people exiled from their God, a man exiled from his family, never to be known.

It is time for me to claim the death I left behind so many years ago. A train is speeding through a forest, flanked by starved wolves galloping between the trees, frenzied by the scent of fear. But here there is just a small boy with blue lips and black eyes, and when he puts his arms around my legs, the cold burns through my trousers, my skin, my bones, and swims in my veins toward my heart, now beating slower and slower and slower.

I have come home.





Ten

He’s coming for me, Grandpa told me before he died. I came to believe he meant the old man—dangerous, demanding—but now I knew he was talking about the ghost child, moon white and tubercular, emerging from the dark woods. The child he told me never to ask about. The one he killed.

The hospital smelled like rubbing alcohol and plastic. I went outside and stood on the corner drinking milky coffee, letting the crisp air sneak under my collar. The counselors told Holly there was little the doctors could do for Eli; that she should think about suffering and quality of life and the inevitable.

After Grandpa disappeared and returned an angrier version of himself, my father was sure he had had a stroke. Grandpa had submitted to an evaluation, but it was inconclusive, and his doctor could only speculate about a possible “neurological event.” A seismic occurrence. The plates of his brain moving. Something trying to get out. Something collapsing in. There’s no coming back, the doctor had explained. Once the brain falters, it can’t right itself. As long as baby Eli lived, we would be waiting for the damage left by the seizures to reveal itself, the motions he couldn’t make, words he would never say. Waiting, also, for the next seizure. For Eli to die.

Unless Nathan or I did something about it. There was an awful price to pay, though, which the Angel of Losses would someday exact, something that had driven the White Rebbe to run for centuries and Grandpa to abandon his own brother and his entire history.

Or maybe Grandpa was lying. Rationalizing. Hadn’t he said it himself—how desperately he had wanted to live? Desperately enough to kill the little boy who depended on him?

All along, I had imagined that once I knew Grandpa’s secrets, my relationship with him—with his memory—would be stronger. But let it be ruined. I was grateful for the truth. It reminded me that I would never, never abandon Holly. Even this Holly—Chava—whom I couldn’t speak to, not really, whom I couldn’t understand, who didn’t understand me, who didn’t even want to anymore. Even if we were never Marjorie and Holly again. It didn’t matter.

I couldn’t let Nathan take the Sabbath Light. It would destroy him—somehow—and that would destroy Holly and orphan Eli. We had to find the final notebook, The White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses, the secret history Eli had learned in the ghetto cellar. It would show us another way. It had to.

In the waiting room, Yael sat amid a collection of discarded coats and duffel bags, chewing her nails and staring into the linoleum.

“Where’s Nathan?” I asked her.

She looked up at me and her face crumpled. Oh God, I thought. Eli seized again.

“Your sister collapsed,” she said. “They’re giving her fluids.”

I looked around the hall, at the uniform plastic-upholstered chairs, the ice-blue floor, the distant hint of the sun from the atrium. I couldn’t take any more of this, and I wouldn’t.

“Where’s Nathan?” I asked.

She looked over her shoulder, as if he were standing behind her—but no, she was checking to make sure no one could hear us. “I told Holly he went to the house to get clothes.”

“He didn’t?” She didn’t answer. “What about Brooklyn?”

She shook her head. “But he’ll come back soon, I’m sure.”

“Come back? How could he leave now?” She looked away. She was ashamed by his disappearance but perhaps not surprised; I knew his family thought him strange, but I hadn’t realized just how little they expected from him.

If moments before my head was filled with stories of magic and redemption, of immortals and God’s own language, now I was consumed by something greater than all the metaphysics the ancients could devise—my sister’s pain doubled by her husband’s abandonment, and the love I had for her.

In a rush it came out. “I never liked him.” I said. “In fact, I hated him. And I was right. Look what he’s done.”

Yael’s face flushed, and for an instant I was sorry. She had always been nice to me, and none of this was her fault. But then she said, “Yes, you were right all along. I hope you enjoy this moment, Marjorie.” She stalked away.

 

AFTER HOLLY’S VEINS HAD DRAINED THE WHOLE IV BAG, THE doctors released her, and my mother and I decided to take her back to my apartment. She protested weakly about leaving Eli alone with the nurses but let us guide her outside. In the cab, while the city darkened around us, I slid my sunglasses onto her face and only took them off again after she was in my bed.

I gave her a sleeping pill. Only one left now. She swallowed it and lay back on the pillow. “Where is he?” she asked. I glanced at my mother—did Mom know that Nathan was gone, that no one could find him?

She did. “Nathan’s at the house,” she lied. “And Daddy’s flying in tomorrow.”

“Not Daddy,” Holly said. Her eyes were liquid, half-dreaming. “Grandpa. He’s watching Eli. When are they coming back?”

A chill went through me. The dead had no claim on that baby. Not even Grandpa, Eli’s namesake.

“Close your eyes,” I answered. She did, and she slept.

 

FIRST THERE IS THE LONG FLUORESCENT LIGHT, A FLICKERING chemical path running toward infinity. Then I’m standing beside a pilled brown couch, a water cooler with its sleeve of paper cones, a rabbit-eared TV, a folding table with a chess set, and there, in the middle distance, an old man rising from an armchair. Eli.

I never wanted you to find me here, he says, and his voice is so close, no waver to it, just the soft grip of his faded accent. I flinch. But now that you’re here, Marjorie, I’m so happy to see your face. His left leg trembles—but no, there’s something moving behind him. A child emerges, a little boy in a ragged coat and too big shoes. Black eyes. He takes my grandfather’s hand.

I turn and run over miles of carpet, dodging rows of plastic plants and hills of magazines. Multiplying televisions flash a riot of tinsel. I barely feel anything, my body just an aura haloing my hammering heart, its pounding joining with the field of static. There’s one more element to their symphony: Grandpa’s voice, small, like a radio in a hurricane. My little girl. My love. I did a terrible thing. Forgive me.

But I can’t. If I keep running, I’ll never have to see him again.

 

SIMON WAS WORRIED. “YOU WERE SHAKING.”

“It was just a dream,” I said, but my legs were still tingling, my breath was still coming in uneven wisps, as if I had actually been in two places at once, asleep beside Simon and also racing through my grandfather’s eternal punishment, terrified that if I lingered, it might become my own.

“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s not real.”

“What if it is?” I asked.

We both lay awake until morning.

 

IN THE MORNING I CALLED MY MOM, WHO HAD RETURNED TO the hospital with Holly. It had been forty-eight hours since anyone had heard from Nathan; no one was answering the phone at the house, and he hadn’t appeared on any family doorsteps. Mom told Holly he was resting, that Simon and I were driving out to pick him up, and Holly had accepted her lies without comment. “She’s just so focused on the baby,” she whispered, but I wondered if Nathan had prepared her, somehow, for his disappearance.

I had only one lead: the yeshiva, which was mysterious even to his family. But first we stopped at the house, pulling into the driveway—right behind Nathan and Holly’s beat-up station wagon.

“Well, that was easy,” Simon said.

“You’re assuming he’s where his car is,” I answered.

“What are you going to say to him?”

“Everything.” I was furious with Nathan, for his apparent abandonment of Holly, but also for embarking on this—whatever, exactly, this would turn out to be—without me.

“Great,” he said. “This should go well.”

The front door was locked, but I still had my keys. We went inside and stood in the dark foyer, listening. I opened the door again and slammed it. Simon jumped, but the rest of the house was silent.

“I’ll look upstairs,” I said. “You look downstairs.”

“But who will guard the door?”

I shot him a look. “Is this funny?”

“No,” he said. “This is the opposite of funny. What am I supposed to say if I find him?”

“Are you afraid of him?”

“Not as afraid as I am of you.”

“So why aren’t you downstairs yet?”

We parted. In Eli’s room, the crib looked like an altar. Pages of Hebrew text were scattered on the mattress and stuffed beneath it. The mobile was thick with blue yarn, strung through more slips of paper with black scrawls. If the necklace was there, it was deep inside the psychotic weave, invisible. I left and closed the door behind me.

The first floor was empty, and so I went to look for Simon in the basement. “Hey,” I said, coming down the steps. “Is there a way to disable the station wagon? Not permanently, but so if he shows up again, he doesn’t have a getaway? Hello?” Simon was standing in the middle of the room; all around him, sheets of paper moved in the slight draft as if they were alive.

I had to grasp the railing. I took each step carefully and knelt on the concrete floor. The pages were ragged along one edge, torn from some binding, and scrawled with hasty black strokes. There were multipointed stars, multidimensional cubes, multiarmed trees, multipointed compasses. Some lines dissipated at the edges, the swift stroke of a marker; others were studded with holes where a ballpoint bit through the paper. Nathan had been desperately trying to re-create the Sabbath Light, the same symbol I had been unable to draw myself, but whereas my tattoo was a whim, his work was purposeful; he had invoked the Angel of Losses to protect his son.

Simon was on the floor now too, collecting pages. “There are hundreds of them,” he said. He sat back, squinting at one drawing, and I snatched it out of his hand. It wasn’t his to examine.

“You know what this is,” he guessed. I didn’t know if he recognized the similarity to my tattoo or if he was responding to the territorial way I had taken the paper from him. I didn’t answer.

Inside the car, Simon stared straight ahead. “What are you thinking?”

I had to tell him something—so I explained what had happened the night before the circumcision. Eli exposed to the cold night air. Holly insisting I never speak to Nathan again. Nathan, with dirt on his face. Me, screaming like a madwoman.

“I know how it sounds,” I said. “But I feel responsible for Eli being sick.”

“You know you’re not,” he assured me. “This is one of those things that’s out of our control.”

I said nothing; I let him think I agreed.

We parked across the street from the Berukhim Yeshiva, an orange brick cube and small parking lot settled between a dentist’s office and an accountant’s. Two bearded men with rainbow fringe at their belts stood talking on the lip of pavement along the front of the building. Since they took over the lease, the Penitents had been a mild curiosity in the town, like the Jehovah’s Witness hall or the Masonic Lodge, different but not distressing—but their presence tortured Grandpa. Did he interpret it as a signal from Solomon? I didn’t know what kind of quotidian magic would send the Fellowship here—clipping real estate listings, or whispering “New Jersey” in the Penitents’ dreams.

But there was a hand in it. Maybe Solomon had even diverted Nathan’s path, sending him to the Berukhim Fellowship, and then to Holly too.

Or there was a force greater than the old man—not a heavenly king or divine watchmaker, but the dumb and unstoppable motion that carried the glitch in Grandpa’s DNA through Holly and into her baby, a history that needed no man to write or speak or remember.

A maroon minivan pulled into the lot. I sat up straight, watched it park and expel another black-hatted man. He paused halfway across the parking lot and answered his cell phone, then turned around, drifting back toward the car with the phone at his ear. He stood with his hand on the door, talking for a moment, and then climbed back inside the van. The taillights went on and the car reversed.

“That’s Nathan’s friend,” I said. He had been part of the ceremony I interrupted, one of the three Penitents who stood with dirt on his hands and face, watching silently as I shouted at Nathan. “Follow him.” He passed the high school and turned down a tangle of lanes set with identical twin homes with tan siding, a yard where a group of boys in dress shirts chased one another, shouting cheerfully in Yiddish.

Grandpa, with his perfect American accent, would have understood them.

The minivan pulled up to the curb in the middle of the block, and the driver ran to the door.

“Now what?”

I unsnapped my seat belt. “I’m going in.”

“Okay, Rambo, maybe you should calm down first.”

“I’m calm.” I glared at him. “You know, I really hate that.”

“What?”

“When men tell me to calm down when I’m perfectly calm. I can be calm and angry at the same time.” But I wasn’t angry—I was guilty, for stopping Nathan’s ritual, for failing to uncover Grandpa’s secret sooner, for letting Nathan disappear. I was frightened too, that something terrible would happen to him. That would be my fault as well.

Nathan’s friend was returning to the car, a paper bag in his hand. I jumped out of the passenger seat and ran across the empty street. “Hey!” I shouted. The man stopped halfway down the walk, his eyes wide. “Where is he?” I demanded. The man looked at me, and then beyond me—Simon was crossing the street to join us. “Hey!” I clapped my hands twice in the space between us. “I’m asking you a question.”

The children in the neighbor’s yard stopped their game, instinctively moving closer to one another, watching me. One ran into the house.

“Who?” the man mumbled, not meeting my eyes.

“You know who—”

“I’m sorry,” Simon interrupted, laying a hand on my shoulder. “We were just, uh, driving by, and Marjorie thought she recognized you—you’re a friend of Nathan’s?”

The front door opened, and a young woman with a toddler on her hip came to the threshold. “Aaron?” she called, and took a tentative step outside. Another toddler—a girl—followed, her hands on her mother’s skirt. Suddenly my voice was gone. I wanted to shout at the woman, Come with me! Get all of your children and I’ll help you leave. I’ll help you start again. But why should I think that? They looked happy—a happy family.

“It’s okay,” the man said, speaking softly to his wife, and then continued in Yiddish. She listened to him, and then she and her daughters looked at me—she wore a new, sad expression, the children a blankly curious one. And then she closed them back inside the house.

“He came here a couple of nights ago,” Aaron said to Simon. He squeezed his fist around the grease-stained bag. There was nothing sinister about the phone call in the yeshiva parking lot—he had forgotten his dinner at home. “He said he had found the rebbe’s library. Most of it. One book was still missing.” He shook his head. “But it’s impossible. It was destroyed in the war—if it ever existed at all.”

I nudged Simon, indicating that he should press him, when Aaron continued.

“You’re the one with the map, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I said. “He is.”

“The map,” Aaron repeated, taking a step toward us, his eyes fixed on Simon. “With Akiba.” Aaron looked at me. “Nathan thinks he’s Akiba, but he’s Ben Zoma.”

 

WE DROVE BACK TO THE CITY. I WATCHED THE HOUSES SLIDE BY, like the earth was coming apart one layer at a time and would soon release us to spin in the atmosphere. Like Rabbi Akiba in Holly’s painting.

We sat in silence until we got to the bridge, backed up as usual, and when traffic halted us over the river, Simon said, “Rabbi Akiba traveled the Middle East on behalf of a Hebrew general who revolted against the Roman Empire. That’s how he made it onto the map. Akiba thought the general was the Messiah.” He paused. “There’s a legend that Akiba took three disciples in search of paradise, but of course it was impossible for them to cross over.”

“Right,” I said. “One dies, one becomes an apostate, and one goes mad.”

“Ben Zoma is the last one.”

Aaron was wrong. Nathan knew he was no Akiba; he knew he would pay a price. That’s why he had told me that Holly would need me. He had found the final notebook, The White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses; he knew exactly what the price would be and had already—perhaps—arranged to pay it. It was too late.

 

SO I THOUGHT. BUT AT THE HOSPITAL NOTHING HAD CHANGED. The test results had come back inconclusive. Lab error. They had to draw blood again, and Eli, exhausted, didn’t even whimper when the needle punctured his skin. Holly had erupted in all the tears her baby was too weak to cry. She was in the PICU with him when I arrived, draped in blue paper, her scrubbed fingers on the glass between them.

My mother had been calling doctors and hospitals in Florida. She wanted to transfer Eli. “I want to be able to help Holly,” she said.

“So why don’t you come back here?” I asked, but she didn’t have to answer. She had always been the most accepting of Holly’s new life, however difficult an adjustment it was; but now, with Nathan’s disappearance, she was done. She wanted to get Holly and Eli as far away from his family as possible.

“He’s coming back,” I said. It had only been three days since Eli was rushed to the hospital, but time had dilated, strung out on the pull of his seizure, as irresistible as a black hole. Nathan’s absence was stretching toward eternal. Unforgivable. I remembered how angry I had been at Holly for taking the house, how I had thought of her pregnancy as a cheap shot, a petty victory over me. As if her choices had ever been about me.

“Oh, Marjorie,” my mother said. “It’s over.”

 

SHE WAS RIGHT. I DIDN’T KNOW WHERE NATHAN WAS. I DIDN’T know how to find The White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses, which might explain what Nathan was planning and how to find him, and I didn’t trust the old man to tell me himself what the angel’s price was. I didn’t even know how to summon him. I was at his mercy. I always had been.

But then I received a message from Simon.

Sometime overnight, Nathan had added himself to the map.

 

THE MAP WAS GROWING DAILY—MORE BIOGRAPHIES, MORE HISTORIES, more ethnographies, more folklore—a sea of multicolored markers. I opened Nathan and Simon’s experimental layer, the Berukhim legends hinting at the location of the River of Stones. Nathan meant to solve the problem of graphing what didn’t physically exist; to chart a hundred distorted tellings, and then triangulate the path to the place they described, the edge of this world, the end of it. But Nathan couldn’t be hunting for a secret road in Asia. He was hunting for an access point to the angel’s magic, the light that illuminated paradise and burned in Solomon’s skin.

The rash of blue icons dotted nearly every continent but were thick over New York and its suburbs: the Brooklyn apartment where Holly and Nathan lived briefly after the wedding; his parents’ home and the school where Holly studied for her conversion; the dormitory where they met and the temple where they were married. The hospital where Eli was born, and where he was treated after he first fell ill. The hospital in Manhattan where he now slept amid the shudder of machinery. The Berukhim Yeshiva and my parents’ house. My university. My university library. My apartment.

 

Upstate New York: Nathan has only a few memories of his father, mostly the stories the older man told. The one he remembers most clearly is about a man who apprenticed his young son to a trio of dead rabbis. The boy joined them in a classroom deep in the cemetery earth, and they taught him to speak the languages of animals. Nathan grew up admiring the parents’ piety in relinquishing their son to the great sages. Is God the greatest father? Should we sacrifice our children to His glory? Is that what his father intended to teach him? Was he trying to teach him anything at all?

 

Mizoram, Northeast India: They translated, from the native dialect to Hindi to English, three traditional mourning songs that recount the tribe’s travels in search of a home, their time spent hiding in caves from hostile kingdoms, and how when they arrived here they saw words written in the trees, entreating them to settle. This was proof, Nathan thought: There is more to the world than even the faithful dare to believe, and his family is wrong about him, and his own instincts are sound. But, like always, the moment of vindication burned so brightly, it was soon extinguished, and again he felt doubt, and fear, and the need to search on.

 

Safed, Israel: Six hundred years after the great sages died, Nathan, having sensed a great chasm beyond the rituals and laws his family built as a bulwark against time, traveled across the world to pray at the graves of Karo, Luria, Cordovero, and Alkabetz. For the first time, he rose at midnight to lament with the Berukhim Penitents, and when he blinked dust into his eyes, in tribute to the Messiah, lost in a great sandstorm, the grit in his flesh felt more real than most of his life had, and he threw more dirt in his face, more, he was hungry for more. For three days he ate nothing and drank little, and he sat by the tomb of the first Berukhim Rebbe, meditating for hours, inviting the great sage’s soul to join with his own and reveal his mystical knowledge—but he never did come.

I thought it was my own failing. I wasn’t holy enough. I wasn’t ready. Now I know: He wasn’t there at all.

 

Williamsburg, Brooklyn: His stepbrothers were drunk already, the reception hall littered with crushed plastic cups, and his cousins kept clapping him on the shoulder, the congratulations, the confessions of relief, and every smack and footfall and laugh echoed in the space that always encircled and separated him. The canopy was erected on the plateau halfway up the cement stairs, and the air was thick with lights and car horns from the rush-hour highway. When she joined me, everything around us, everything that came before, and even everything that will come after, fell away. I wore a brilliant white robe that will one day be my burial shroud, a garment of protection, not because of the knots or names sewn into it, but because of something that came from our love. The sun set on all of the guests, and the city too, and we were alone under a prehistoric sky of stars.

 

New Jersey: It rains for three days straight. The yard is spongy and the sky is like stone. I wait for the rain to pause to walk home from the yeshiva, and even so, my face and hands are damp by the time I reach the front door. On the third night I’m woken by thunder so loud and immediate that for an instant I think a tree branch has fallen on the roof above. Then the windows flash white and I realize it’s the storm. Somehow Chava sleeps through it, and I’m relieved. She’s seven months along and too uncomfortable to sleep most nights.

I go downstairs for a drink. In the unlit kitchen, the water in my tumbler is gray and bubbly. It makes me think of the sea, though it tastes clean.

“Are you ready to begin?” a voice asks. It’s so deep that I’m not sure I heard it or imagined it, but I’m startled all the same. There’s a figure sitting at the dining table, a book open in front of him. He has long hair, its ends lifting away from his shoulders, crackling with static. His skin is the same color as the water in my glass, and his eyes are as white as clouds.

I blink and the figure appears different: his hair in motion, a stream going down a hill, his skin bronze, blackened at his eyes and mouth, burning, his eyes purple, the sea flowing into the horizon at sunset.

Many of my classmates still see metaphors in our books, or think they describe a time that has passed. But nothing has ever passed. I believed and I prayed. I meditated by the tomb of the first Berukhim Rebbe, who commanded the angels, and now an angel has come to me.

“Yes,” I say. “I am ready.”

 

East Side, Manhattan: He looks just like me. We are the same. His brain builds itself by experience, the experience of listening to my voice and looking at my face. He looks straight into my eyes, and everything inside of him organizes itself according to my reflection. So it was I who did it, I thought—the misfiring in his brain anticipating the one in my own. I was certain I was having a stroke. My vision obscured by mist and the taste of smoke in my throat. I prayed for help—let me not abandon them, not now!—but it was the angel coming to me. It was him the whole time, half water and half fire, suffusing the great atrium, sealed in by night.

There were four notebooks. Marjorie found the first, and I found the third. Marjorie has the fourth too. The White Rebbe has given it to her. The second was lost to us, until I commanded Yode’a to retrieve it for me, just as the first Berukhim Rebbe commanded him so many generations ago. Nothing is lost to Yode’a, except the White Rebbe, who has concealed himself. (Though he is still here, close by, the angel is sure of it.)

I will do anything to save my son, but Yode’a can’t help me. He says the White Rebbe must bequeath his seal to me. I must prove myself to him. I must find him. Only the last of the line can help me now.

 

The entries were dated minutes apart, submitted at 2 A.M., except for one final one, which had been entered only a couple of hours earlier.

 

Coney Island, Brooklyn: Sam is alive. I gave him everything. I don’t want her to know what’s happened to me, but I want her to know why I left. Marjorie, you can find a way to explain, can’t you?

 

THE TRAIN ASCENDED TO THE LOWEST PART OF THE BROOKLYN sky, traveling along a flickering filmstrip of orange leaves, brick walls with the occasional swoop of graffiti, smoggy wisps of cloud. The train slowly emptied of people as it made its way to the sea, and when it came to the final stop, I was alone. The sea air was edged with a familiar biological tang; overhead, gulls circled through exhaust clouds. I stared at the senior center, its flat, beige face and slack forest-green awning, its silver-framed doors propped open to reveal a fluid darkness. It felt like only days, not years, had passed since I last visited this place.

 

I stepped through the doors, into the same sea-green lobby with that same potted tree. I walked the hall, my heels squeaking on the linoleum, the fluorescents buzzing overhead. There were the same brown couches and plastic trees, the same vending machine and coffeepot. An old man sat alone, reading a magazine, a properly staffed chessboard beside him.

It was Sam. He looked up at me, his eyes huge and wet behind his glasses.

“Hello,” I said.

“Ohhh,” he said slowly, pitching his body forward, preparing to stand. I put my hand on his shoulder, encouraging him to sit back, and sat beside him. “You came. You found the old place.” He laughed—just a slight rustle in his throat. “The old man at the old place.”

I smiled weakly. His shoulder was just a bone under my hand; his chest sunken under his pale dress shirt. His right hand trembled, playing a vibrato against the threadbare upholstery. How long did it take for him to fasten all of those buttons hanging against his chest?

“How could I forget?” I asked. “How are your children?”

They were all well, his grandchildren in school, his daughter trying to convince him to move to a retirement home near their house in Connecticut.

“So,” he said. “What are you doing these days?”

“I’m working on my doctorate in literature.”

He smiled. “A professor. Your grandfather could have been a professor. He said he wanted to write a book about what’s-his-name. The traveler.” My heart caught. “Marco Polo.” And released.

“He never told me that.”

“Always writing in his notebooks.” His gaze drifted into the middle distance before him. “He asked me—he said if he went first, he wanted me to destroy them. Well”—he opened his hands to the plaster ceiling—“I didn’t expect him to go first. Still, Eli, I said, you don’t want to take all that away from your grandchildren and great-grandchildren. At the end . . .” He circled his hand, indicating a journey with many steps, and then looked in my eye. “Sometimes you don’t think right.”

“The notebooks,” I said. “That’s what I wanted to ask you about. How did you know?”

“A man came to see me. He brought me this.” There, on the chair next to him, a legal-sized manila envelope.

“An old man?” I asked.

“No,” Sam said. “Young. Jewish. He said he knew you, and I should hold it until you came. ” He lifted his hands, palms up. “He seemed . . . not right in the head. I’ll tell you, I was a little afraid.” He picked up the book, considered it briefly. “I wonder what’s in it.” Now he offered it to me and smiled. “But it’s not for me either. It’s yours.

“I had a dream about Eli,” Sam continued. “I was in the woods, following a little boy. A little boy in old-fashioned clothes with mud on his shoes. And then Eli was there. He said it was okay—it was the right thing, to give you his books.” His hand lifted off the armrest, fingers pointing like a divining rod to the remaining notebook. “I felt guilty all this time. But not anymore.” He sighed. “Now you’ll go home and say, ‘That Sam, his mind is almost gone.’ ”

“I won’t say that,” I promised. “I’ll never say that.”

 

I SAT AT THE BUS STOP ACROSS THE STREET FROM GRANDPA’S OLD building. Hadn’t Sam seen him on the bench here, sitting with a strange old man, only days before he died? The Wandering Jew I studied used his magic to exorcise ghosts, and so did Solomon. But that’s not what Grandpa wanted. He asked the White Rebbe to bring Josef back, if only as a specter. Perhaps he was still here, invisible to me, a little boy hiding behind a wire trashcan or telephone pole, unaware that he had been lifted from the frozen forest where he died to an amusement park by the sea, raised from the dead only to relive his end.

I opened the book. It was the second story in the sequence: The White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses. It was written in hurried handwriting that, as the story went on, sank under the ruled lines as if an undertow was pulling it to an irresistible destination. The last of Grandpa’s words I would find on earth—and maybe, in a way, Nathan’s too.





The White Rebbe and the Angel of Losses

NOT TWO MONTHS AFTER MANASSEH, THE YOUNG Berukhim Rebbe, disappeared, his elder brother returned from exile, emerging from the woods with his father’s staff in hand and a new wife at his side. Though he was still a young man, his hair and beard had gone white—a sign, the people said, of his holiness, of the great power that seemed to conjure him just when they needed him most. They called him the White Rebbe.

The White Rebbe took up his responsibility as the leader of his people and the primary teacher of the village yeshiva. It was a role he had always believed was meant for his younger brother, a role he had fled home to escape. And yet, now that he had returned from the city of canals, his father dead and his brother disappeared, it came easily to him. Every day the White Rebbe presided over his students, who came from the four corners to study in this holy place where the leaves once glowed with the letters of the Torah, and every month, when the moon was new, he stayed awake in his study, waiting for the knock on the door, his visit from the Angel of Losses, who had brought him home again.

For years the rebbe and the angel studied, speaking only of the patriarchs, the law, that week’s Torah portion and what the sages had made of it; and though to an angel the days must pass as quickly as a wing beats in flight, Yode’a took notice of the changes they brought. Your yeshiva is growing, he observed, and the White Rebbe confirmed, yes, more students every season.

And at another meeting, looking up from his book with eyes black as smoke, the angel said: They come from far away. Farther, even, than any student traveled to study with your father. The White Rebbe nodded, his mouth tightening against his swelling pride.

And at yet another meeting: Your reputation spreads. In cities and towns you don’t know to name, they speak of the White Rebbe. The White Rebbe, flush with delight, said nothing.

And at the next: Your wife has given birth to a son. A beautiful child. Finally, the White Rebbe was compelled to respond, so full of pride was he, but before he could speak, Yode’a continued. A healthy son.

The White Rebbe’s tongue froze in his mouth. There was something other than flattery in the angel’s words, something that coaxed him from his midnight bed to watch the sleeping baby’s chest rise and fall.

Years passed.

The White Rebbe’s fame spread. His power grew, the Sabbath Light flamed ever more brightly in his skin, and he found that his faith flourished with it. He wondered at the new longing that had bloomed within him, a love of God and his creation—and also the raw emptiness that occasionally replaced his heart, the despair at the exile that had sent Manasseh on his ritual midnight wanderings.

Years passed.

The White Rebbe’s family grew: sons and daughters and grandchildren. His yeshiva grew; graduates taught new students, and on occasion he stopped by their classes to listen, the young people arguing about whether he had nodded in agreement, sighed in frustration, scratched his beard to indicate that the second thesis was correct, the third thesis was blasphemous, the fourth thesis an insightful interpretation of the law. He taught his disciples to rise at midnight, paint their faces with dirt, blink dust into their mourning eyes, and cry in pain at the absence of God. Among them walked the Angel of Losses, his tall figure hunched, his beard trailing vapor, his steps printing the ground in soot, unseen by all but the White Rebbe himself.

Years passed.

Now the White Rebbe rose at midnight too—not to mourn but to fly with the Angel of Losses, who carried him on his back to the windows of the celestial academy, great halls where the wise men of the ages studied, where all the books ever written—ever to be written—found shelter. Neither the mortal rebbe nor the disgraced angel could be admitted, but sometimes they saw a face at the window. The White Rebbe hoped to catch a glimpse of his brother—the angel refused to reveal what became of Manasseh’s soul after his brief time carrying the Sabbath Light, after Solomon, as an act of mercy, claimed it from him—but he never did.

Years passed.

Where are you, when you’re not here with me? the White Rebbe asked the angel, for he knew now that Yode’a had been banished from paradise.

I am at the Sabbath River, flying back and forth along its banks, praying for forgiveness, and answered only by the roar of the eternal avalanche of rock.

Tell me, the White Rebbe said. What is it like on the other side?

All of the people live in grand palaces, the angel said. There are no man-eating beasts or poisonous insects or sharp-toothed snakes. The rain is gentle. The cattle are fruitful. The riverbeds gleam with gold, and the mountain caves offer diamonds by the handful. The people drink honey from jewel-encrusted goblets. They do not lie or steal or commit adultery. They live in perfect health and do not die for one hundred years. The rulers are kind and generous and command kingdoms of peace. The nights are dazzled by stars, the sky an embroidery of silver thread. On the Sabbath, King Daniel raises the Sabbath Light, and it glows in the sky like a second sun, and in its light all are blessed.

As the White Rebbe listened, the fiery symbol in his flesh, his own small piece of the Sabbath Light, swelled to illuminate the study, and in that golden embrace, the White Rebbe did not think of his father on his last night, begging his son to reject the angel; he did not think of Manasseh and his terrible fate; no, he listened to the Angel of Losses describe the terms of their agreement, and it seemed a great fortune, a gift, to be the one to finally cross the Sabbath River, to stand, an immortal, on the Lost Tribes’ land, to destroy the separation between living and dead, to call forth the Messiah and bring paradise to all.

 

MANY YEARS PASSED. THE WHITE REBBE WAS NOW AN old man.

One night, Yode’a said: Your stature has grown far beyond any of those who came before. You are a very holy man, and you have given your people so many gifts. In the lamplight, Yode’a was green as the river. Surprising how grateful people are, he said, for such small favors.

I have given them health when they were ill, the White Rebbe countered. I have given them children when they were barren. Who would call these small favors?

I do, for I have seen paradise, the angel replied. I know the scent of the wind that heralds the Messiah’s arrival. The time has come for you to fulfill your debt, the debt that your ancestor incurred when he first compelled me to give the Sabbath Light, and all the magic it yields, to man. You must brave the River of Stones. If you make it to the other side, then you shall have the Messiah, and I shall finally return home.

I do not have that power, the White Rebbe said. None of us have. When you first came to me, you told me that my brother had tried to force the coming of the Messiah, and his punishment was to wander endlessly until his mind was destroyed. You told me the only way to save him was to relieve him of his immortality, to take the Sabbath Light on myself. Now you want me to attempt the same impossible task, but I am no more capable than he.

Perhaps you are right, Yode’a said, his voice hissing like an ember. And perhaps you are not.

That month, sleep rarely came to the White Rebbe, and when it did it left him swiftly. He knew the legends of the rabbis who had tried to bring the Messiah—Akiba, Della Reina—and the names of all the Berukhim Rebbes who had attempted the same, ending with Manasseh, the sweetest, most pious of all. They had all failed, and many had suffered. And all such holy men.

As holy as he?

At their next meeting the White Rebbe said, I put myself at great risk going in search of the Messiah.

Perhaps, Yode’a said.

Certainly, the White Rebbe replied. If I am to challenge heaven with you, and attempt to correct the greatest loss of all, then I want you to right my greatest loss. I want my brother back.

The angel was silent for a moment. Finally he said, The lamp oil is low. Soon our flame will die.

In the growing darkness, his shadow seeped toward the ceiling and finally covered the room, a black canopy.

There is a difference, Yode’a continued, between a soul that is lost and a soul that is imprisoned.

You have my demand, the White Rebbe said to his invisible guest. The windows were turning from black into blue, and in the light of dawn he saw that he was alone.

The great rebbe was powerful; he was stubborn. Perhaps he couldn’t resist forever the temptation to travel to the River of Stones, whose light wove tighter around his mind, suffocating his resolve with visions of paradise. But the angel knew by now that the White Rebbe could make him wait a very, very long time for his next chance at redemption.

At the next new moon the White Rebbe waited in his study, but the angel never came.

Life continued in the village: Sabbaths were celebrated, students arrived and departed, the White Rebbe’s family multiplied. They were strong and they were happy, and the White Rebbe thought he was arrogant for wanting more than the riches he had.

One day a stray dog, small and black, walked out of the woods. The students became fond of it, sharing crumbs from their meals and tossing sticks. In return, the dog tried to follow them through the doors, and sat outside the windows as the White Rebbe lectured, as if it too were learning the law.

Though he ignored the creature, the White Rebbe also became an object of the dog’s affection. It waited for him at the edge of wedding parties and outside homes in which families were celebrating births. It followed him to school in the morning and home in the evening. One night it followed him into his dreams.

 

THE WHITE REBBE DREAMS OF A NIGHT SHORTLY AFTER his father’s disappearance and his own escape. He sees his brother sitting in their father’s study, a slight young man, bewildered, a tall wooden staff—his father’s, now his—leaning in the corner. Manasseh waits for the angel, who has, presumably, led his father to heaven. Solomon is gone, and no one in the village will speculate about the rebellious man’s disappearance, lest they offend the young Berukhim Rebbe, still in grief over his abandonment.

Lightning divides the sky, revealing, for an instant, grasping black trees and a robed silhouette. Another thick snake of lightning, and the figure—hooded, taller than a man—has grown to fill a quarter of the window. A third bolt strikes just beyond the door; the wood seams hiss; the hinges glow orange.

The Angel of Losses arrives on a wave of salt and ash. He tells Manasseh a story, a terrible story: His father did not ascend to heaven but instead traveled to the Sabbath River and attempted to cross it, losing his way in that great ocean of rocks, unable to return to our world, forbidden from entering paradise, and condemned to remain in between. The Sabbath Light that fueled his power as a wonder rebbe now curses him with immortality, stranding him within the River of Stones and an eternity of certain madness.

Your father cannot lay down the letter, Yode’a says. His wits have abandoned him. He knows only the rumbling of stone and the rushing wind between worlds. He cannot stop you from claiming his burden as your own.

When you take the Sabbath Light, the angel continues, you will assume the magic power that has made your dynasty famous. You will relieve your father of his torturous immortality, and you will be a wonder rabbi to your people.

The angel has told this tale many times—as many times as there were Berukhim Rebbes to dash against the Sabbath River, against his futile desire to end his own exile and reunite with the heavenly court that cast him out. Some took their father’s curse out of grief and loyalty; some cared only for the magic that would be theirs for so brief a lifetime. Some accepted the accompanying debt—a final trip to the Sabbath River to search out their long-lost brethren—with solemnity; some thought their deaths too distant to be concerned with; some thought they might find a loophole, a magic mightier than the angel’s, to save them. But none since the first Berukhim Rebbe, leading his followers through a desert midnight, eagerly accepted his charge.

And then at the end of my life, Manasseh says to the angel, you will ask me to do what my father could not. You will ask me to cross the Sabbath River and summon the Messiah. But I’m not like the others. I care nothing for magic, and I won’t make you wait. I’m ready to journey to the River of Stones now. I’m ready to redeem the world.

The Angel of Losses leads Manasseh along dirt highways, up and down mountains, through the markets of great cities, and finally to a vast desert. In the light of the young rebbe’s staff, the sand shines like the dust of precious jewels. Thunder fires in the distance, but rain never comes, and as they travel, the noise grows louder and louder.

Manasseh’s heart surges; his bones rattle. Yode’a has brought him to the edge of the world, and the thunder is the mouth of oblivion gnashing its teeth. Soon he sees it: a great river of rocks, each the size of ten men, hurtling through the air.

We have arrived, the angel declares, his great voice hushed with awe and longing. The Sabbath River, on whose far banks thrive the Ten Lost Tribes.

Manasseh grows light-headed with joy: the dreams of the pious, the sweet yearnings of generations of sufferers, the redemption of a people nearly swallowed by mud are now in his sight.

How can we cross it? he asks. The river flows all day and all night except on the Sabbath, when it is forbidden to undertake a journey.

We must pray, the angel said.

Manasseh prays all his waking hours. He prays days into weeks. He maintains the posture of a saint, as if his stomach is filled with love of the Torah instead of twisted in hunger, as if he kneels in the soft hand of the Almighty instead of on desiccated earth, as if he is wrapped in a breeze scented by paradise, instead of a stinging, sand-flecked wind.

But Manasseh does feel the grinding of his insides and the thousand tiny mouths of the desert on his skin. When he can no longer bear the pain, he thinks of his father, instructing students in the library, and he thinks of his older brother, Solomon, gone he knows not where, but surely, surely to return and rejoin the family.

Manasseh pushes down his hunger and exhaustion and pain, a tiny pit growing ever heavier in the deepest part of himself, and prays until it seems the force of his concentration can ignite the world, a sphere of tinder since the day man fell and God estranged himself from creation. He prays to correct the greatest loss of all: to heal the world, to end it.

He prays for thirty-nine days, and on the fortieth, the Sabbath arrives. At the midnight hour, when the Messiah feasts and the dead rise to worship, Manasseh rises from his bed in the sand and comes to the arrested river, now a wall of boulders threaded with silver light. He walks until he finds a hole in the wall, a space where the fallen rocks allow a passage to other side, a hall glowing with mineral-reflected moonlight. And there, standing at the other end of this hall, is his older brother.

Solomon is dressed in a priestly robe and wears a metal breastplate emblazoned with the seal of the lost tribe of Reuben. He has changed since his flight from the village; he is taller, with dark eyes instead of light; his beard is reddish instead of brown.

He looks like Solomon, but he is not Solomon.

You have come for me, he says. Your brother.

You’re not my brother, Manasseh said. Though you have stolen his face.

I am your brother, the strange but familiar man replies.

It is impossible. Solomon set off in the opposite direction, and had no staff to guide him, Manasseh counters. How could he have found this place?

I am your oldest brother, born before Solomon, the stranger replies. When I was a baby I fell ill, and the Angel of Losses carried me to live among the lost souls of Israel. All this time, I’ve waited for you to find me. I am the firstborn; I am the next of the line. Bring me back.

Manasseh, finally at his life’s great goal, hesitates.

The angel appears beside him, blue-gray veins in motion under his skin, his eyes glinting red.

No man can end the exile and bring the Messiah, Manasseh says, repeating what he was taught by a father who hid so much: the nature of his unearthly power, the birth and death of an eldest son. Manasseh loves his father dearly, and he refuses to feel betrayed; instead, he has the sudden sense of how dangerous his own piety is, how it has, like a parasite, taken possession of every other faculty he possesses.

Only the Almighty can bring the redemption, Manasseh says. We must hope only that he hears our prayers and is merciful. No man can cross the river until that day.

And no man knows if today is that appointed day, Yode’a says. And no angel, either.

Manasseh’s heart lifts in his chest. He too often wondered upon waking if it might be the final day, the first day.

And no man knows how He intends the river to be breached, Yode’a continues. And no angel either.

Manasseh’s heart beats stronger. He believes he is intended for a great purpose, greater than performing wonders in a village of mud. It could be he who sets foot into the land beyond and reunites the nation, reunites the fallen world with paradise, reunites a people with its God; he who breaks the mystical balance that holds them separate, shatters the barrier that divides Israel, and first hears the thunder of the Ten Lost Tribes on horseback, leading the Messiah from oblivion. 

Manasseh steps into the moonlit passage. His foot touches down on sand white and fine and cold as snow, and his robe and skin shine like ice. The great boulders of the Sabbath River are like the bellies of whales, barnacled by frost. Their shadows waver on the desert floor, caught in the tide of this second world. Manasseh’s breath emerges in a cloud before him, and as he steps forward, and forward again, the cloud expands, the great rocks shimmering. He continues through the field. Something has shifted—the straight corridor is closed, replaced by a labyrinth of boulders. He looks behind him and sees the same assembly of sparkling pillars.

Manasseh is frightened.

He tries to retrace his steps but only winds his way farther into the river. He pivots again. He no longer knows if he’s running toward the Lost Tribes or away from them, because yes, he is running now, heaving great plumes of vapor, enveloping himself in his own fear. The sand is so cold that it burns his feet. The rocks slash his fingers as they reach for support. Above him the stars swirl, offering no guidepost—or is it he who is spinning, caught in the winds between worlds?

He tries to stand still, but his body will not speak to him. He does not know if he is stumbling forward or hunkered down in an unsettled space; if a storm is battering him or if he is throwing himself against the wintry air. Above him, the wisps of cloud tint pink. The sun is beginning to rise. The Sabbath is ending. The rocks hum and then rumble and then lift off the sand. The river once again takes flight.

Manasseh squeezes his eyes shut, covers his ears, braces himself. When he opens them again he sees—







 

MANASSEH’S CRIES RISE ALL THE WAY TO THE CELESTIAL academy; they wake the patriarchs from their slumber, disturb the prophets’ lectures, interrupt the famous rabbis’ debates. The great souls weep for the young man’s suffering, and the suffering of their people, but all of their tears will not amount to those of the lonely angel, invisible on the other side of their impenetrable windows.

In the eternal library, a reader watches the letters tangle on his page. A new sentence is born before him:

 

No man can end the exile, and any who tries is doomed.

 

And the Sabbath Light still tethers Manasseh’s body to life, even as the petals of his mind fall away, exposing the shape of the great letter, free to be plucked by whoever dares to claim it.

 

THE WHITE REBBE, AWAKE IN THE BLUE DAWN, REMEMBERED the Talmud’s declaration: A dream left uninterpreted is like a letter unread. He went to his school to await his students’ arrival. The little black dog was sleeping on the stoop, and when he approached, it stood and gazed upon him. He took its furry jaw in his hands and peered into its eyes—black mirrors, simultaneously blind and all-seeing. They reflected the White Rebbe’s face twice: the face of an old man. For a moment he imagined he saw with the eyes of the Angel of Death himself.

The White Rebbe was afraid—but not of death, and not for himself. He feared for his son and his grandson, who, after his passing, would receive an inheritance he did not wish to bequeath—a visit from the Angel of Losses. The angel was not a benevolent divinity, sent to aid pious villagers with their earthly woes. Yode’a did not care for their trials or triumphs. He wanted only to return the Sabbath Light to its source in paradise and thereby undo the Berukhim Rebbes’ theft of his magic, to end his own exile from God.

The angel wanted to force the Messiah’s premature return and unite the lands on either side of the Sabbath River—but the Law would not allow it, and any who tried would suffer. And should, by some flaw in the design, one succeed, he would bring the end of time.

The White Rebbe understood now that the men of his family were not scholar-mayors, chosen to be small granters of small wishes. They were holy fools at best, blasphemous strivers at worst. The angel would taunt his sons, just as he did the White Rebbe’s father with the death of his firstborn, never to be spoken of again, and the dire illness of his second; just as he did the White Rebbe himself, with hints of his family’s mortality and promises of fame.

If only, the White Rebbe thought, if only my father and I had been learned in one more language, that between father and son. If only he had told me the truth.

The White Rebbe felt responsible for what had become of Manasseh. His father had tried to tell him: Manasseh was too holy, or perhaps too naïve, to resist the angel’s temptation. He was responsible now too for his son, who looked so much like the rebbe’s wife. He realized that the secret letter, the source of his family’s holy power, wasn’t a gift passed from honorable father to dutiful son. It was a trap, a totem clung to by desperate men. Desperate men like himself.

But he was different, a special man, one of the tzaddiks of history. He was stronger than his fathers. He was the strongest. The angel himself had been telling him so for years. Not strong enough to breach the River of Stones—no man was—but perhaps strong enough to outrun the Angel of Losses himself. Perhaps.

The burden must be his, not his son’s, not his grandson’s. As long as he lived, the secret letter of the Messiah and the dead in paradise, the letter that completes the one immutable name, would be his; as long as the Sabbath Light burned in his flesh, his children, their children, and their children, would be ignorant. They would live and they would die. They would be free. [image: images]





Eleven

On the loneliest nights of my childhood, tucked into my own bed in my own house, Holly asleep just across from me and my parents just down the hall, I found myself wishing to go home. Desperately, stupidly, for if I wasn’t home, where was I? And as an adult I tried to cure that same persistent, unnamable homesickness by going back to my childhood home, but the feeling always remained.

It wasn’t until I closed the covers on the last notebook—after everything I knew had stopped being true, and the very earth I clung to had shifted, floated through its atmosphere, locked itself into a new groove—that I understood that all of those earlier moments had been glimpses of my future, practice for this very moment, practice for the most important trip I would ever take. It was time to go home.

I felt like Manasseh, just before he lost his mind—the earth around him rumbling and rising into the air until he was caught in a current of boulders. It all seemed real to me: the seam between the living and dead, the geography of the end of time, and the urgency of ageless questions. Where did one find the River of Stones, and what would it take to cross it? Was the old man haunting my footsteps, or was I haunting Grandpa’s, following the trail he had left across Europe to recover everything he had tried to abandon?

All along I had thought that if only I found all of Grandpa’s White Rebbe stories, and deciphered their hidden meaning, I would be able to understand something and then know what to do about everything. But there was no puzzle, no key—just a man who had fled the burden of his own history, who had chosen himself over his brother and was condemned never to speak an honest word to the people he loved.

Part of me knew it was unfair to judge Grandpa—I’d never lived through a war. But that was the point. Holly and I weren’t at war. We were a family. It was so easy for me to do the right thing.

Solomon was ready to let the Sabbath Light go, and he no longer cared who inherited it, but I still did. It wasn’t that Nathan was untrustworthy, unfit—or that I wanted a last chance to beat him at some game. Grandpa had lied to me about who I was. There was a part of me that was missing, and I had to take it back, before Nathan took it from me.

I kept thinking about Nathan’s penultimate entry in the map, how he must find the last of the line, and about the smooth stones lined up on my grandfather’s grave. The Berukhim Penitents meditated by the tombs of the rabbis to receive their wisdom. Nathan thought Grandpa was one of these holy men.

He was going to summon my grandfather, the last soul who might tell him how to win the White Rebbe’s favor and receive his magic. And if he could call Grandpa down from that room where we met in my dreams, then Grandpa would help him. He would sacrifice Nathan in an instant to stop me from doing what he could not bring himself to do.

Nathan was prepared to destroy himself to save his son, but he still wanted someone to know what happened to him, and why. Of course, there must be a number of places where he could have safely hidden the last notebook for me. The only reason to leave it with Sam, I thought, was to distract me, to send me on a journey hours south and hours back again, to buy more time. 

I went straight from Brooklyn to Penn Station, and arrived with ten minutes to spare before the next train to New Jersey. I went above ground and called Simon.

“You won’t tell me what you found in Brooklyn. You won’t tell me how you’re going to find Nathan,” he said. “And you don’t want me to come with you.”

“When I come back,” I said. “It will be different.”

“I don’t believe you.”

I was so angry with Grandpa for keeping secrets from me, yet I was keeping secrets too. And just like the White Rebbe, I thought that it was okay to take the risks that had ruined those who had come before me, because I believed—as they had done—that I was different from them.

I had to believe that. My choice was no choice at all.

“I’ll come back,” I said. “It will be different.” Silence. “Please, say something. The train is going to board any minute.” Still, he said nothing. “I’m sorry,” I said, and hung up the phone.

 

IT WAS DARK WHEN I ARRIVED AT OUR OLD STOP. I BEGAN THE long walk across town to the house, where I hoped to find the spare keys to the car Nathan had left in the driveway and continue on to the cemetery. The scattered streetlights came on, casting chalky glows on the pavement, and the mounds of fallen autumn leaves released the sweet scent of rot. I had been alone with my thoughts for hours. Now I wondered, why shouldn’t Nathan have the Sabbath Light? The Berukhim Rebbe was his master, and Eli his son. Why shouldn’t I let Grandpa inscribe his past, all the generations of our family, inside a few bedtime stories, a few flimsy notebooks bequeathed to a landfill?

For a minute I indulged the fantasy, returning to my life as it was before the White Rebbe and the Sabbath Light. But as I turned down my old street, I saw a flash of light in our otherwise dark and shuttered house. The driveway was empty, the windows opaque, except for a single square of backlit curtain on the second story. Eli’s room.

I unlocked the front door, and the profound stillness of the house amplified the workings of my body—my pulse, my buzzing eardrums, my fiery brain. I flipped the light switch in the foyer, but the starkness of the light only deepened the shadows at the top of the stairs. “Nathan?” I called. No answer. For months Nathan had made me feel like an interloper in my own home; now I drew on that old resentment to overcome my fear of what state I would find him in and shut the door behind me.

I flicked the light switch at the bottom of the stairs, but the landing remained dark. I stepped up and up again until the darkness began to thin with a glow from the end of the hall. Maybe I hadn’t really seen the bedroom light blink on; maybe I had simply forgotten to turn it off during my last visit. I paused outside the door to the room. On the other side, the floor creaked.

I took a deep breath and nudged the door open. The nursery was gone. The walls rippled with book spines, brown and navy and maroon, leather and canvas and snake-slick paper. Grandpa’s desk with its glass surface and spindly legs and baroque knees stood in its appointed place beneath the windows; his stack of magazines leaned against a wall; his desk lamp gave off a soft green light.

And there, in his chair with the flattened pillows tied to the seat and back, sat the old man, his spine curved as he leaned over the desk, his white hair wild as he scribbled in a steno pad. He lifted his head and closed the notebook. He shifted in his chair to face me.

“Grandpa.”

“I never wanted you to find me here,” he said. “But I’m so happy to see your face.”

I crossed the room and kneeled before him, laying my cheek on his lap. I closed my eyes and memorized the feel of his hand stroking my hair. I knew we would not see each other again.

“I thought I could protect you,” he said.

“From your uncle? From the angel?”

“From all of it. Our suffering. My suffering. I wanted you to be free.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. The notebook on the desk was open, blank except for the title. The Death of the White Rebbe. “I’m not afraid of any angel.”

He touched my chin and I looked up into his eyes, crinkled in a sad smile.

He wasn’t the bitter old man from Brooklyn, or the traumatized boy from Russia, or the guilt-stricken author of the rebbe’s tales. He was my grandpa, the man who sat by my bedside, crafting simple tales of heroism and magic in his perfect American accent. That was the man he always wanted to be, and that’s who he was, first and foremost, in my memory. “I have hope for you,” Grandpa said. “For you and Holly.”

A wave of shame took me. “I don’t know why I treated her so badly,” I said. I no longer understood my compulsive need to argue and win, or that long-held conviction that I knew her better than she knew herself. It was harder, I saw now, to hold on than to let go.

I rested my cheek on his knee again, the bone hard against my temple. He patted the back of my neck. It felt so real. It was real. Soon it would be over, and if I dreamed of him again, he would just be the echo in my memory, a mask of my subconscious, a photo image slowly fading to white.

Soft footsteps sounded. I followed Grandpa’s gaze to the new doorway in the back wall, a thicket of shadows where the sky over our backyard should have been. The footsteps grew louder, and with them came a ragged, labored breathing. A boy appeared, shrouded in an oversized coat. His body trembled with each breath. He opened his mouth and coughed.

I shuddered, and Grandpa’s hand closed over my shoulder. “I want my girls to live long, beautiful lives. I thought I could help you. You wouldn’t know loss.” He let go of me, and I sat back, giving him room to stand. “But you can’t stop loss. It’s the other side of life. It’s what the world is built on. And that’s all I wanted for us: to be of this world.”

Grandpa walked to the door and took the boy’s hand. The darkness fell away. Beyond them, a marble-tiled hallway gleamed. Grandpa looked at me one last time, then let Josef lead him away. I watched his shadow stretch across the floor and slide away as he took it with him toward whatever room in the celestial academy would now be his. I turned away, stepping into the hallway and shutting the door. I leaned my forehead against it and watched as the light spilling onto the hallway floor dimmed and finally went out. He was gone.

Downstairs, there was a knock at the front door.

I came to the bottom of the staircase. A dark shape moved in the frosted windows bordering the front door. Another knock. I could head to the back door—I could run across the lawn—I could jump the fence, circle the block. But instead I backed into the living room and stood rooted while the door shuddered and the knob finally turned.

A figure was silhouetted in the doorway. He moved into the front hall, slowly, hesitantly. The old man who had given me the amulet for Holly, named the babies in the hospital, watched over Grandpa’s body and stood with me at his funeral, the man who had found infinite shelves for books in a tiny Lithuanian basement, who had sealed the basement, his tunnel to the Holy Land, but only seemed to have disappeared.

He stepped into the living room. Even the whites of his eyes were blue now, the color of ice on a windshield. I felt dizzy, as if I had been unexpectedly blinded by bright light or overpowered by an awful scent. “Sit,” he said. “And we’ll talk.”

I fell back into the armchair, and he took the chair across from me.

“You said you’d rather it be me,” I said. “Okay. It can be me.”

“Eli warned you,” he said. He almost sounded concerned.

“I want my nephew to live.”

“What we do for the ones we love.” He paused. “The Angel of Losses will come to you soon. He will flatter you. He will tempt you to journey to the River of Stones, where you will meet a terrible end.”

“Well, I don’t believe in any of that stuff,” I said. “So I doubt he can persuade me.”

He laughed, a deep rasping laugh, and clapped his hands once. “Oh, the world I’ve lived to see. He’s not as stupid as you think. He will not talk to you about God.” The old man patted his left shoulder, where the magic letter burned, and with the faint smile still on his lips the gesture seemed nearly affectionate. I understood his meaning: It was the Sabbath Light I had to fear, and its own internal urge to return to its source; its estrangement from the angel so wrenching that it simultaneously destroyed and preserved its keeper. Yode’a suffered from a love that could not be suppressed or answered but that nevertheless drove him onward, and it had made a ghost out of him.

“Where is my sister’s husband?”

“Lying in the dirt. Talking to himself. The fool.”

“Stop,” I said, my anger flaming. “He’s just trying to save his son. That doesn’t make him a fool.”

“He’s a fool,” the White Rebbe repeated. “So are you. Foolish. Proud. Fierce. Like all of us. And through some error that earns us the only bit of Himself that God left behind before our exile.”

“No more talk,” I said.

He took a deep breath, pressed into the armrests, and slowly lifted himself onto his feet. He moved toward the kitchen, his steps deliberate, his posture slightly hunched, his gait slightly shaky. He had never appeared so elderly as he did now, snapping on the stark kitchen light and standing amid all the devices of modern life, the coffeemaker and the microwave, the magnetic knife rack gleaming above the stove.

Maybe he wanted something to drink or eat. Absurdly, I thought I should tell him which plates to use, which were meat and which were dairy, but before I could speak, he took a butcher’s knife from the rack and slashed his left arm above the elbow. The White Rebbe turned to me. A dark stain spread across his coat.

“Now,” he said. “Before it heals.”

I heard Grandpa’s plea again: Don’t trust him. Don’t do what he asks. But this time the words didn’t reverberate through my dreams or hiss through a haunted intercom. They were voiceless, just a memory. I turned my back to the White Rebbe. For an instant I wondered if this exchange might be my final, cosmic play against Nathan; the ultimate show of possessiveness over Holly and Eli. But no; for the first time in years, I felt like I had nothing to prove. This was bigger than me. “Close your eyes,” the old man asked, his voice low, reverent. “Do you see it?”

I closed my eyes and found myself in a vast, unpeopled landscape, walking beneath a bleached sky. With each step, rusty sand blew away, uncovering another gleaming angle, another silver joint, the skeleton of the world revealing itself to me, as a wordless roar urged me to walk on, walk on toward the infinite horizon.

“Yes,” I said. “I see it.”

“Will you carry it?”

“Yes.”

My shirt stretched and then there was a cold touch, the knife point against my middle rib, and then a pinch, and then a burn spread like a stain in cloth as my flesh parted.

I felt warmth skipping across my skin, the rippling corona of a star.

And cold spreading beneath it, ore threading stone.

And my veins prickling, the intricate weaving of my capillaries.

And my breath blooming like a flower, constricting like a pupil trained at the sun.

And my bones locking, hard and white as the moon.

And my nerves humming, a thousand compass needles spinning.

And my being circling, like the rings of a tree, from my core to the limits of my body, and then beyond my sense of—







 

THE KNIFE CLATTERED AGAINST THE FLOOR. THE EDGE SHONE dark with blood, and there were three drops of blood on the tile, perfectly round and a thousand feet deep, wells that trapped the scribes of history and the rumbling of eternal trains.

“What is going to happen to me?” I asked.

I didn’t want to be like Solomon—circling like a prehistoric shark through the dreams of a hundred lifetimes, his destination vague but insistent, his heart stowed away in a tarnished box. I didn’t want to be like my grandfather, not how he was at the end, bitter and mean and alone.

I didn’t want to be angry anymore.

“Eli wouldn’t be told what to do, and I doubt you will either, even if your instructor is an angel.” His coat sleeve was black with blood, dripped onto the floor in a rhythmic tapping.

The old man held up one finger in warning. “But don’t get cocky.” I sighed, and he reached out and held my hand. “You’re a good sister,” he said, comforting me as his tremors reverberated in my skin. “You’ll give your sister her family back. You have a strong will. Just don’t forget who you are. Whatever you lose, whatever you must let fall away from you.” He tapped his temple. “Keep that.”

I watched him walk carefully back across the living room, his steps uneven, a brand-new limp. The shadows swallowed him as he opened the front door.

“Holly won’t even know,” I called after him.

He stopped. His shoulders moved with his breath. Slow. Deep. “No,” he said. “But you will. Isn’t that enough?” And then the old man called forth the strength for another step, and then another, and he was gone.

 

THE CLOSED CEMETERY WAS UNLIT. I HAD BROUGHT A FLASH LIGHT, BUT I was reluctant to use it. What if there were guards, night watchmen? Was this trespassing? How could I explain myself? If I was caught here, in the middle of this story, before I could bring it full circle, I would be lost. I wouldn’t be able to pick up the thread again. I cupped one hand over the lens of the flashlight and thumbed the switch, sending the light through my fingers, highlighting streaks of green grass and white stones, fragments of engraving flashing black, as I tried to orient myself.

I listened for the penitent’s lament. “Arise,” I said under my breath, and something did—a wordless sobbing over the hill, and I followed it to my grandfather’s grave, which was strewn with charms and papers and an open book, brown pages flapping in the breeze. And there, amidst it all, was Nathan. My brother-in-law crouched, hunched over, his forehead in the grass. He rose from the ground, his face streaked with tears and dirt and, yes, blood, his beard glistening and his jacket open, his shirt torn, multiple necklaces hanging against his chest, his sleeves pushed above his elbows, a knife in hand. I recognized it. It was the blade that had sawed and smoothed a thousand leather boxes for a thousand miniature scrolls.

“I tried everything. Poultices. Amulets. Prayers. Eli has a secret name—even that didn’t protect him. I have no choice,” Nathan said. “You know who the man in the stories is. You know what he can do,” he said, accusing, his voice ragged.

I said nothing. The blade had absorbed my voice.

His left forearm was slashed with angry red lines that didn’t quite coalesce into a flame or a spiral or a hand. Blood flowed from his elbow to his wrist, from his palm to the knife, from the metal to the earth. “I can’t write it,” he confessed, his voice hoarse. “I see it on the page. I see where the lines should go. Here.” He dipped the knifepoint toward his arm, and I flinched. Could he sever an artery, bleed to death before me? “To here.” He moved it through the air. “But when I do it. It’s wrong.”

“Only one person can know it,” I said.

The lens through which I had once seen the world had slipped, and what I saw now was at once extraordinarily old and entirely new, lines sharper and distances longer, colors brighter and shadows layered. I had to learn to focus again. I was standing in the bitter night, in a graveyard, alone but for a sad man huddled on the earth, his eyes like two small moons, his hands bloody, his shoulders trembling.

He looked at me with the despair of a lifetime, beyond what his brief years should have brought him. “You’re Akiba,” he said. “I’m Ben Zoma.”

The night air slid between my clothes and my body. I felt whole; more than whole, as if anything I wanted, I could take.

“I’m not Akiba. I’m just Marjorie. And you’re not insane. Not yet.”

Nathan let me button his coat. He looked at the wounds on his arm. “They’ll think I tried to kill myself.” I had concocted many theories about Nathan over the years, but the truth was simple. If it weren’t for Holly, and now Eli, Nathan’s life would be a desert of loneliness. He didn’t want to own her. He didn’t want to change her. He just wanted to be with her.

“You won’t tell anyone about tonight,” I instructed him. “And neither will I.”

 

WE STOOD IN SILENCE AT THE LAUNDRY ROOM SINK WHILE I tested the water temperature. Nathan pressed his bleeding arm against his chest, his opposite hand white-knuckled around the wound, rocking slightly back and forth as if he were praying. Maybe he was. His eyes were open, unblinking, blind.

“Hold it up,” I said. His eyes darted back and forth at the sound of my voice. “Hold it up,” I repeated, louder, raising my hand above my head. He mimicked me, showing an arm coated in blood down to the fingernails.

“The water’s okay now,” I said. He held his forearm under the faucet until the incisions became visible, clean and narrow but deep. Blood continued to seep from the wounds, steadily but not pulsing, and while I blotted the cuts with a clean towel, I scoured my mind for first-aid rules, television trauma scenes, anatomy lessons from the college biology course I had taken to fulfill a requirement. I wound gauze around his arm from the elbow to the wrist, tight and thick. It was the first time we had ever touched.

He was right—the emergency room doctors would immediately peg him as an attempted suicide. Holds, sedatives, endless interrogations. And the explanations he would give. He would never think to lie, and even Holly wouldn’t believe him.

I led Nathan into the living room, threw an old towel over the couch, and directed him to sit. “I’m going to get you clean clothes,” I said. He sat on the edge of the sofa, his gauze-sleeved arm held in front of him in an almost commanding gesture, but his eyes remained distant. “Hold it up,” I reminded him, and he lifted it slightly higher. The surface layer of the bandage was spotless. The bleeding had stopped, or at least slowed.

I rummaged through their dresser and tossed aside Holly’s clothes—rows of navy and black tights rolled into balls, skirts that unfolded to fall all the way to the ground, high-necked sweaters, nightgowns with long sleeves; the bottom drawer was stuffed with pink and purple tank tops, jeans with fashionable slashes in the thighs. Their closet contained cheap blazers and threadbare dress shirts, Nathan’s clothes, meant for synagogues and study halls. Holly’s lavender bathrobe was heaped in the corner, and beneath it, those red and black high heels, fifty dollars, creased from wear but still shining.

She hadn’t thrown any of it away.

I draped Holly’s bathrobe over Nathan’s shoulders. The gauze was still clean. I reached around to my back, and the ache where the White Rebbe had cut me sharpened into pain. My shirt was sticking to the tattoo, but it was dry, at least. My mortal blood hardening into something indelible.

I found the last sleeping pill. I had been so desperate for them but had taken none. I held the tablet, the size of a pencil eraser and the color of a tooth, up to the light. It did seem a little risky, mixing medication with blood loss, but he needed to rest, if only to put some distance between himself and the last week.

“Hold out your hand.” He did, and I dropped the pill into his palm.

He swallowed it without hesitation and lay down on his side, still obediently raising his bandaged arm perpendicular to his body. He was following my orders. His shivering slowed, and his lids shut, though I could see his eyes moving under them.

I sank into the armchair. My body ached—from cold, exhaustion, tension, the new wound in my back, maybe, though that pain was beginning to subside again. What came next? I could call my family, tell them I had found him, and that he was okay. But he wasn’t okay. He needed time to regain his composure. There would be questions I didn’t know how to answer, and there was still baby Eli, his diagnosis lingering in the unknown. No. It wasn’t over yet.

 

WHILE NATHAN SLEPT, I CLEANED. I STRAIGHTENED THE LIVING room. I scraped candle wax off the tables and got down on my belly to hunt loose scraps of paper, printed with words I couldn’t read. I went downstairs and gathered Nathan’s failed drawings of the letter. I went upstairs, collecting more of the fevered sketches from the nursery, more supplications and protections and commands pinned to the walls and tucked under the mattress. I found more slips of paper in the drawers beneath the changing table, between the undershirts and tiny socks, and once I was sure I had found them all, I went into the backyard. The first time the White Rebbe spoke to me, he told me not to throw away old books but to bury them, and Nathan’s writings deserved the same respect. I knelt and dug through the loose earth with my hands, scooping dirt away, the hole growing deeper and deeper until I could reach down nearly to my shoulder.

Books. I lifted one out of its grave. The warped cover was stained with soil, but the dirt slid off the gilded page edges. I opened to the first page, careful to keep the aged spine from breaking loose.

It was my book—the novel with the Wandering Jew and his ghost—but it wasn’t my copy. I flipped through the pages, sturdy despite their age and recent interment, and found an annotation, text lined with ink faded to lavender.

 

It is surprising that in all the Chronicles of past times, this remarkable Personage is never once mentioned. Fain would I recount to you his life; but unluckily, till after his death He was never known to have existed.

 

And there, on the flyleaf, my grandfather’s handwriting. I held the book to my face, blowing off the clinging dirt, afraid touching it would press the particles into the fiber and seal the words away from me.

The White Rebbe fled into the night.

Grandpa had read it after all, during those last years when the White Rebbe stories returned to him, the words so difficult to contain that he scrawled them in the margins of novels. Maybe I had seen this on his shelf years ago, and the title had stuck in my subconscious. Maybe I had told him about the novel in my dreams, and he had found a copy in the infinite library where he spent his death.

I wondered what he thought of it.

A car pulled into the driveway; doors opened and closed. It must be Holly. Eli was coming home tomorrow—no, today. It was morning. I had lost track of time. I laid the novel back into the pit, burying it, I hoped, for the final time.

 

I HAD EXPECTED AN ENTOURAGE, BUT IT WAS JUST MY PARENTS, Holly, and Eli. I supposed Nathan’s family had been chastened by his disappearance, my mother’s assume of command at the hospital, my own harsh words to Yael. Nathan was back, though, and there would be time to fix all that. When I came inside, he was sitting on the couch, kneading his hands. He looked up at me and nodded once, then wordlessly followed Holly upstairs, still in a daze. I went upstairs to scrub the dirt from under my fingernails and maybe borrow something to wear—my clothes were caked with dirt, a lot easier to explain than the bloodstains hidden beneath. Holly and Nathan were sitting on the edge of their bed, space enough for another person between them, looking at the ground and speaking quietly.

For now, I was glad just to have the six of us, alone at the house. Eli slept in his carrier on the kitchen table, while my mother made something to eat, finally having learned the reordered cabinets, which dishes to use, which to leave alone.

“Marjorie, tell me the truth,” Mom said, trying again. “Where was he?”

Eli’s eyes fluttered open and closed. I put my hand lightly on his chest, and he sighed, his whole body relaxing under my palm.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Why don’t you believe me?”

“He must have told you something. When you left I was afraid you would kill him. Now you’re telling me to forgive him.”

“No, I’m not. I just think you should give Holly a chance to forgive him,” I said.

My mother laid down her spoon. “I don’t even know why I’m doing this. No one wants to eat.”

“Yeah, but we need to eat.”

“What are they doing up there?” she asked.

“Talking. You can take it up to them.”

She paused and then filled a bowl with tuna salad. “I know this sounds crazy, but it’s nice to have the house to ourselves for a little while.” She paused. “Do you want to invite Simon for dinner?”

“I could,” I said. I had promised I would call, and I missed him. “But I thought you wanted the house to ourselves.”

She shrugged.

“Okay,” I said. “Go take them lunch.”

Eli kicked again, the light-blue cuffs of his pajamas riding up his little calves, pale and traced with blurry capillaries.

“Oh,” my mom called from the stairs. “When you call him, use your cell. They’re supposed to call today with the new test results.” She disappeared onto the second floor, and Eli and I were alone.

I held the baby’s leg in my hand, and he kicked the other one, annoyed. I pulled off one of his socks. His toes, smaller than peas, stretched away from one another, and he made a fussing sound. “Shh,” I soothed, laying my hand on his chest again. I looked at the bottom of his foot, the tiny rosy palette.

Nathan’s protection ritual—the one I had interrupted the night before the circumcision—had been carefully structured. Adorning the living room with amulets, rising at midnight, the hour that the holy penitents wander and the Messiah rises to worship beyond the River of Stones.

I had no mystical program, no code, no language for this.

I rolled my shoulders, the stiff patch of skin on my shoulder blade straining but not breaking. I stared at the lines tracing Eli’s skin. The lights flickered—but no, it was barely noon, and the lights were off, the room awash in sunlight. It was a flashing, a flaw in my peripheral vision, or a flaw in the skin of the world itself.

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes.

I imagined the White Rebbe as he was in Grandpa’s first story, young and desperate, standing in a vortex of tide and wind, stars above him and ghosts all around, following the light of his father’s staff. I imagined Grandpa running through those frozen woods, away from his old family and toward us, his new family, though he didn’t know it yet. Neither of them had known what lay ahead of them, or the power of their words, but they both continued on, and now I was here standing in their place.

The lost letter was hovering in the darkness.

I rubbed my thumb across the baby’s skin and slowly began to trace the secret letter, infinitely complex yet infinitely clear in my mind. The loops and spikes folded in on themselves, like it was built for this purpose, to unwind as big as the sun or curl in between the walls of a cell.

I opened my eyes again. I had barely brushed my skin against Eli’s, but it had turned dark. I fixed my gaze until my eyes began to ache and my vision to flicker, and just as the pain began to seep back into my temples I saw a movement under his skin. His pulse reorganizing itself. His capillaries, strokes of the most delicate pen, unwinding and weaving together again. His life rewritten in an unearthly language.

 

“EVERYTHING OKAY?”

I jumped, releasing Eli’s foot, and he kicked happily, finally free of my grip. My dad put his hand on my shoulder. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. Is he all right?”

“He’s fine,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “He’s perfect.”

“How about you?”

I sighed. Where to start? “Tired.”

“Me too.” He sat down at the table, tapped Eli’s hand with one finger until the baby grabbed hold. He knew now that Grandpa was Jewish—though I hadn’t told him about Josef—and we had spoken very little about it. I don’t know what it changed for him. I still wasn’t sure if it changed how I thought of myself.

“I dreamt,” he began, frowning. “I dreamt that your grandfather was here. I was here at the house, and I knew he was at the door—he didn’t knock or ring, I just knew he was there. So I opened it . . .” He cleared his throat and the baby looked at him.

“That’s funny,” I said. “I dreamt he was here too.”

He laughed but didn’t look at me, trying to hide his red eyes. “I guess we’re all thinking about the same things these days.”

“You know,” I continued, “I dream about Grandpa. A lot.”

“Do you?”

“Yeah. I think he’s out there, keeping an eye on us. I mean. For real.”

Now he glanced up. He forced a smile. “Maybe you’re right.” He didn’t mean it though. He didn’t believe it. But that was okay. He wasn’t meant to. He, at least, was free.

 

THE DAY AFTER ELI’S TEST RESULTS CAME BACK NEGATIVE, HOLLY and I went grocery shopping. It was Thanksgiving eve, and we were scrambling to produce some kind of holiday dinner, visiting three different stores in search of an unsold kosher turkey. Nathan was at home sleeping; Holly was sure he was coming down with the flu, and forbade everyone but immediate family from coming over to the house. I thought she just didn’t want to answer any questions—or feel forced to pose any—about his disappearance, but I didn’t say anything. It was nice to be just our family again, though I knew I would have to get used to Nathan’s family too.

We stopped at a red light by the strip mall where we had spent so many Saturday mornings with Grandpa. “Are you hungry?” I asked her.

“A little,” she said.

“Nice,” I said. “Twenty-four-hour breakfast.” I turned into the diner parking lot.

“What? No. Come on. You know I can’t eat there.”

I turned the ignition off and looked at Holly. “This whole neighborhood has changed, except for the bookstore and the diner.”

“So?”

“So, you’re the one who believes in . . . you know, a higher power, fate. A celestial order.”

She laughed. “ ‘Celestial order’?”

“That’s right,” I insisted. “And if you have to drink hot chocolate out of a nonkosher mug in order to honor it, then that’s what you have to do.”

She thought for a moment. “Do not tell Mom and Dad.”

We left the bird defrosting in the trunk and got a booth in the back. We were silent, me reading the menu and then reading it again, Holly leaning over the table, her head in one hand, watching the lone waitress move up and down the length of the restaurant. We had been getting along fine, checking things off the grocery list. Maybe I shouldn’t have pressed our luck by extending our time together.

Holly ordered a hot chocolate, and I ordered two eggs over easy and wheat toast with butter and jelly.

“So can I tell you something without you using it against me later?” Holly asked once the waitress was gone.

“Of course,” I said.

“The smell of bacon is killing me.”

“Ha!” I clapped my hands. “You miss bacon!”

“Shut up,” she said, but she was smiling. “I’m such a cliché. I never even liked bacon. ”

“You act like you don’t miss anything.”

“I miss everything,” she said.

I crossed my arms on the table. “Then why—”

“Don’t,” she interrupted. “I wish I knew what to say so that my life made sense to you, but I don’t. You just have to take my word for it.”

I sat back. “Okay.” I knew what that felt like—that failure of words.

She took a deep breath. “I’m thinking about going to Florida.”

“For how long?”

She rubbed her eyes. “I don’t have to make any decisions about that.”

Which meant that’s exactly what she was trying to do. Right now, Nathan was back at the house, holding his son in his damaged arms, treasuring every one of the child’s breaths.

“I know he’s not well,” she said. “I know he loves Eli.”

“He loves you,” I said.

She chewed on her bottom lip. “He’s so wrapped up in . . . whatever he’s wrapped up in. Himself.”

“He loves you,” I said again. “He wasn’t wrapped up in himself. He was trying to help, in his own way.”

Holly looked at me, her eyes filled with tears, and let out a bitter laugh. “Are you crazy, or am I crazy? One of us has lost her mind. Because I swear you just defended Nathan.”

The waitress arrived with our order. Holly circled her hands around the mug, while I jellied my toast and then carefully slid my eggs in between the two slices.

“That’s how Grandpa used to eat it,” she said.

I sliced the sandwich and yolk spread across the plate. “Is it okay if we don’t talk about him today?”

“Okay,” Holly said. “Can we talk about your boyfriend?”

“We had a fight,” I said. “I don’t think I’m cut out for that kind of thing.”

“Don’t say that. He’s a million times better than the last guy.”

“I know. The truth is . . .” I exhaled and tapped my fork on the plate. “I really like Simon. Really. But I’m afraid he thinks I’m . . .” I almost said nuts, crazy, psycho. Before I could think of a more delicate explanation, her phone rang.

“It’s Mom,” she said, checking the screen. “Hello?”

I gestured for her to take the call outside and finished my eggs. Holly was just hanging up the phone when I came outside. “Eli woke up but he’s okay.” She paused. “How is your thesis writing going?”

I sighed. “I’m way behind. Way behind.” It hadn’t been that long ago that the prospect of a semester of work made me giddy. Now I couldn’t imagine another year spent on the Wandering Jew. Not even another month.

“If I go to Florida, you could stay at the house,” she offered. “That was the plan, wasn’t it? To hole up there and finish your work?”

“Are you really leaving him?”

“What did he say to make you so sure that he loves me?” Holly asked.

“It’s not what he said,” I answered. “And I’m not defending him. I’m just telling you the truth. I don’t think you should stay if your heart’s telling you to leave.”

“My heart,” she repeated, shook her head. “You’ve changed. You’re like a different person.” I was too startled to respond to her accusation—the irony that Holly should think I was the one who had changed, and that she would be right, though not in the way she imagined.

And then she smiled, pointed a finger at me. “You’re in love.”

I groaned and covered my burning face, and Holly burst out laughing. “Marjorie’s in love!” she sang, and then stopped short when she saw my face. “It can’t be as bad as you think,” she said. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

“We’re meeting up this weekend,” I said. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You’ll think of something,” she assured me. “We’ll think of something.”

I looked at my sister, with her ankle-length skirt and her straight-cut hair, her bruised eyes and bone-white skin, her battered heart and her improbable smile. We had not grown up to be the adults we expected each other—expected ourselves—to be. It felt like a loss, and it was; but it was the kind of loss that meant we were living our lives, the kind of loss I had to learn not to carry with me.

I felt hopeful again. “Maybe you’re right. There’s still time to fix things.”

“I know I’m right,” Holly answered.

I took her arm and we turned into the wind.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go home.”





The Death of the White Rebbe

FINALLY, THE WHITE REBBE’S DAYS CAME TO AN END. He walked down an empty road, smooth and black and glittering. Along either side, the people of the town slept in their homes, invisible behind shuttered windows. The trees stood in careful rows, and none reached to the stars.

His feet were heavy. So was his head. So were his eyelids.

But his heart—his heart was light.

He walked on. How he longed for his staff, something to lean on. He felt his body weighing toward the earth. He wanted to see the stars one last time, but they were so few, so dim in the strange sky, never black, but purple as shadow, and his head dropped back, and the stars wheeled around him, and he fell, and the night reached inside of him.

My friend, a voice said. I have come to take you home.

The White Rebbe’s vision flickered as he strained to open his eyes. He stretched his hand up and felt another encircle it, strong and warm as life itself. The rebbe felt himself lifted, and all around him was the softness of down, the whispering wind, and a firm back beneath his cheek.

Yode’a, the Angel of Losses, beat his wings once, twice, three times; they landed on earth that once puckered with rain, a village of mud in a lettered wood. Now the village was concrete and electric, the sky vast over rooftops instead of trees. The White Rebbe did not see the changes that had come to the place he once ruled. His soul had already departed.

Yode’a sat with his friend’s body for twenty-four hours and then buried it among the Berukhim Rebbes of generations past. He said the prayers of mourning, which centuries of midnight laments had made as familiar to him as breath is to man, and placed a stone on the grave. One set of eyes saw the Rebbe’s tomb, and the other set saw his soul winding through the stones of the Sambatyon, moving quickly as the strength of youth returned to him, his feet running above the desert floor. Yode’a saw the years fall away from the rebbe’s face and an old fire kindle in his eyes as the boulders grew sparse and the distant country became visible—a brilliant sun, a bejeweled city, and there on the bank, a woman with arms outstretched and dark eyes shining with tears, the rebbe’s wife, his beloved, welcoming him home.

The angel felt the rote words of his prayers grow prickly and his old longing grow keen. Through all the years of the White Rebbe’s wandering, Yode’a’s attention had turned to waiting and waiting only, for he knew his old friend, his old enemy, was deaf to the angel’s pleas. But now he remembered the vastness of his despair; how, watching the River of Stones from his perch in the firmament, the roiling of the earth was the same as his hunger for return.

The Angel of Losses looked into the distance. One set of eyes saw day reign above the lands of the Sambatyon; the other saw a wisp of the same brilliance in the metropolis where the White Rebbe spent his last years.

Yode’a followed the light west.

He followed it through the hilly avenues, through the iron gates of the university, through the marble and gilt halls of the library, where despite the late hour—just past midnight—a scattering of young scholars sat, eyes falling shut. He followed it through a nondescript door, down narrow stairs, low-ceilinged alleys of metal shelves packed with books. Fluorescent bulbs snapped off and on overhead as he followed the glow to the end of the hall. There, at a scuffed table piled with books, sat a young woman wearing an oversized green sweater, her hands hidden in the sleeves. Her face was unlined, but a few strands of silver ran through her long hair.

She was sitting back in her chair, her arms crossed over her chest. She was different from the young mystic, but her soul was not invisible to him. There were people she loved—people in this world who needed care, and one in the next whose voice she longed to hear again. She had a weakness for stories, and she had heard none so lovely as the angel’s—nor had she seen anything so awesome as his eyes, heard anything so powerful as his voice. But before he could speak, she did.

It’s you, she said. There was no fear in her voice.

I’ve been waiting for you. [image: images]
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