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There she was, sitting in the middle of the desert in a burgundy bathrobe, holding a half-full cocktail glass—a sight so uncanny the poor Dutch hiker who crossed her path could only ascribe it to sunstroke, courtesy of the sweltering southern summer. Such was his panic that he immediately called for extraction via satellite phone, then sat down a hundred feet from her, clutching his last water bottle, drinking as sparingly as possible until the black rescue jeep finally arrived.

The driver stepped out and wavered at her, ignoring the petrified Dutchman, who had only then realized the woman was no mirage.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” he asked.

She nodded, leaned back in her white deck chair, and took a sip of the clear liquid. A wide-brimmed straw hat and round sunglasses hid much of her face.

“What are you doing out here?”

She didn’t answer.

The man swept his gaze across the sand, spotting a small mound in the distance and a half-hidden ravine behind a cluster of low bushes.

“What’s that?” He jutted his chin toward her glass.

“Martini,” she replied. “I’ve had better.”

He eyed the tiny beads of condensation trickling down the glass. The martini was ice-cold. The perplexed rescuer took another step in her direction.

“What’s your name, ma’am?”

Taking off her sunglasses, she peered at him with a pair of green-gray eyes.






153 DAYS TILL RAIN







1.


Only one fact appeared indisputable—Sarai Lilienblum turned up three days later, in the heart of the large crater, a few miles from the desert ski village where she lived. Her son, Eli, received the news of her whereabouts shortly after nine A.M.

“They found her,” his father exclaimed over the phone, waking him from a deep sleep. “In the crater, in a burgundy bathrobe.”

“Burgundy?” Eli croaked. “Really? They found her?”

“Yes, and yes,” his father said. “They’re taking her to the ER at Soroka. It’s probably no more than a mild case of dehydration, but just to be on the safe side.”

Eli sat up in bed. “Did she say where she’s been? What happened …”

“No, no. We’ll know more when they let me see her.”

“Good, good,” Eli repeated, attempting to cement the news, help it strike roots in the world. He wondered whether he was supposed to feel happier. A car horn blared from the phone. “So you went to see her?” he asked.

There was a brief silence. “You were asleep, Eli, and there was no time. I left in such a hurry I even forgot to put on socks …”

“Right, no, yeah,” Eli replied, “the important thing is that they found her.”

“Yes, that’s the important thing,” his father echoed softly. “And I need you at the lodge today. Someone has to make sure the Icelander doesn’t burn the place down.”

“Burn the place down?” It took Eli a moment to realize that his father had reverted to his goofy, joking self. Which meant it had to be true, his mother really had been found; there was now a specific location in space and time to point at and say—then and there.

He lay back staring at the ceiling, trying to visualize his burgundy-robed mother in the desert. The image was blurry. As a child he had often felt gripped by the strangest notion: that there were places erected only moments before the first visitors arrived; that half an hour prior, in what appeared to be a small Tuscan town, someone would announce, “Let’s go, guys, pull a few houses, a road and a vineyard out of storage, they’ll be here any moment,” and lickety-split, all the extras would be bused in to take their positions. Walking up and down the streets, casual and confident, as if the town had been standing there since time immemorial. And once the tourists left, the crew would quickly pack the town up again and move on to the next one. He remembered confiding this to his mother, throwing in the word “maybe” a few times. Crouching to his height, she looked around surreptitiously, then asked, “How did you know?” Said she used to work for the very company in charge of all the tourist towns. He believed her for three whole years, until he told a girl he loved that Paris wasn’t a real city and she laughed. As payback for lying, he gave his mother the silent treatment for two weeks. But some ideas aren’t easily discarded, which is why even now, at twenty-two, whenever he arrives someplace new, he takes a good look around, to see if maybe one of the buildings is slightly askew, or a street sign in the wrong language. And as he lay in bed after hanging up with his father, a strange possibility crossed Eli’s mind—that maybe, just maybe, his mother had spent the past three days in a traveling town; that perhaps, after all the roads and houses had been boxed up and stored away and the crew and extras gone back home, she decided to stay on a little longer.






2.


An hour later, as Eli peered into the gaping fridge, waffling over what to put on his toast (butter or jam), Naomi Lilienblum burst through the door.

“She’s gone completely off the rails,” his big sister announced with a hug, then plopped her backpack and suitcase in the corner of the kitchen before downing three glasses of tepid water at the sink. The twenty-three-hour voyage from Silicon Valley to the Lilienblum residence on the cliff of the large crater had taken its toll—the sloppy bun, the creased black shirt, the sheen of sweat filming the rocking horse she had impulsively tattooed on her nape a few years back and that was often kept stabled under a collar.

“Why couldn’t she have shown up two hours ago and let me shower at home in Tel Aviv like a human being?” she said, pulling a tub of cottage cheese and a tomato out of the fridge. “Here, this is healthier,” she said. “Now tell me exactly what happened.”

He sliced the tomato and told her.

“It started at the dinner party.” Three days earlier, they had hosted a dinner to celebrate his mother’s accomplishment—her students’ third-place victory at the regional robotics competition. Six guests, including the head of the council, had arrived to see the invention that had nabbed them the prize: an automated, self-opening sensor-controlled umbrella that deployed a split second before the first drop of rain, or, in reality, a slightly larger than average red umbrella with a thermometer and small antenna taped to the bottom of the handle. The judges claimed that if not for the high manufacturing cost and small safety matter of the umbrella unintentionally popping open whenever the temperature in the room dropped below sixty-four degrees Fahrenheit, it might have taken the crown.

“Why are you telling me about umbrellas? When did you realize she was missing?”

“When I went upstairs to tell her the guests were here.” He had assumed his mother was still holed up in her study—where she spent most evenings working on her inventions—oblivious to time. Eli and his father knew that when Sarai was up there, time became Sarai’s time, and there was no imposing on Sarai’s time. His father once said that if there was a UN office in charge of the world’s time zones, they would be sure to have at least one report on the unique phenomenon by which “in the northern hemisphere, on 4 Ha’arava Street, on the second floor, in a room to the left, time bends to Ms. Sarai Lilienblum’s will.”

But when Eli went up and opened the door, she wasn’t there. They weren’t immediately worried, but half an hour later, when they tried her phone for the third time and found it resting on her nightstand, they began to wonder.

“Oh god, please don’t tell me he did that dumb meditation thing of his in front of the guests.”

“That’s exactly what he did,” Eli laughed. A decade ago, their father had gone on a three-day meditation retreat and returned with a breathing exercise he practiced whenever he felt panicky, even though he was never quite sure whether it was two breaths in, one out, or one in, two out. Eli said that at first he thought his father was completely overreacting, that she would turn up any moment. But by midnight, long after the last of the guests had gone and still there was no sign of her, even he admitted there was cause for concern. He told his sister that their father woke up the whole neighborhood, and the following morning police officers and search and rescue volunteers went out to canvas the area.

“A rescue team with a track record of zero rescues, you mean.”

“Don’t be such a hater, I’m sure it’s just a matter of a decade, two tops, until they find McMurphy,” he said. She laughed at the inside joke. It never ceased to amaze him how they could be so different and yet have such a similar sense of humor.

“So it took them three days to find her?”

He nodded.

“And why did she disappear in the first place?”

“I honestly have no idea,” Eli said.

“Okay, so that’s you, but the cops don’t either?” Naomi sighed, a grating sigh that meant if she had been called in, she would have cracked it in no time. Even more annoying than her condescension was knowing she usually wasn’t wrong.

“Did you go through her study?”

“Of course we did, Naomi. We turned the place over. There’s nothing in there.”

“Maybe not thoroughly enough,” she muttered, and before he could protest she was already halfway up the stairs.

He followed her into their mother’s study, where the sanded, whitewashed walls and light parquet floor stood in stark contrast to the dark, rough wooden beams from which the houses on the cliff were erected. As befitting a robotics teacher, the room was a clutter of gadgetry, most of which she had fashioned with her own two hands. Among the jumble he could make out an old computer screen and small fan next to an electric pencil sharpener and microphone; but the rest eluded clear definition—a hodgepodge of lightbulbs, cables, wires, and mirrors so tangled it was impossible to tell where one object ended and the other began. Every time he stepped into his mother’s study, Eli was struck with the same stumped awe that he had felt on his one and only visit to a modern art museum. While his sister poked around the room, he followed suit, mimicking her movements. On their mother’s green desk, he spotted a pocket-size broom tied to a red toy car.

“Wow, this was mine,” Eli said, reaching for the car. As if on its own accord, the tiny vehicle took off, speeding every which way, leaving the desk in a further state of disorder. Naomi continued to rummage through the room, then paused to point at an oddly triangular outlet on the opposite wall. “Why does it look like that?”

From what Eli understood, it was a special power outlet their mother had built for devices that ran on more than 240 volts.

“It’s a miracle the place hasn’t caught on fire—yet,” Naomi replied, brushing her hand over a few of her mother’s strange brainchildren, triggering a robotic arm holding a toothbrush, and restarting a counterclockwise clock.

“I’m not sure she’d be thrilled by us tinkering with her stuff,” Eli said.

“Then next time she should think twice before taking off,” Naomi said, and plucked a black remote from the shelf.

“Wait, it’s not ready!” Eli warned, but his sister had already pulled the trigger. A stirring noise sounded from the ceiling and a cloudburst of stinging ice-cubes landed on her head. As she took cover, Eli snatched the remote and turned it off. Once the pelting ceased, Naomi looked up and saw a large metal duct emerging from the ceiling.

“What is going on with that woman?! What’s she building now?”

“It doesn’t have an official name yet,” Eli said, shrugging a few ice cubes off his shirt. “She’s been calling it a universal AC.”

“A what?”

“It’s an air conditioner that’s supposed to set the temperature by country, or something like that, don’t ask me.” He showed her the remote. Next to every button there was a small sticker of a flag; he recognized Sweden and China, and was fairly certain the one in the corner was Mexico. “You press a button and the device whips up the same weather as in that country,” he explained. “Or at least it’s supposed to.”

Naomi gave it another try, but this time nothing happened.

“Like eighty percent of her inventions, it’s not entirely there yet,” Eli added, knowing that ninety would be a fairer estimate. Naomi placed the remote back on the shelf. Just then the ceiling shook with a soft whir and a thin trickle of sand poured from the duct onto the floor. Eli diverted some onto his palm. “She brought the desert into the house. Nice.” He grinned.

A third press of the button, and the rivulet of sand only picked up, a layer of thick powder slowly sheeting the room. “Stop it, Naomi,” he said, but the buttons refused to respond. The sand was swallowing up the floor, and in less than two minutes they were standing on a small stretch of beach, the air around them grainy and thick. Struggling to keep his eyes open, Eli started to cough.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Naomi grumbled and stomped out. Fumbling his way through the blinding fog, Eli collided with the table before limping out into the dusty hallway to find his sister waiting for him; she slammed the door shut, and the room belched out a thin trickle of sand from under the doorframe.

“This sandstorm will continue forever,” said Eli.

“We’ll give it some time, her supply has to run out at some point,” Naomi said. “But where the hell is it coming from?!” She gestured toward the ceiling, trying to guestimate the path of the interior duct line. Storming the laundry room, she hopped onto the dryer, tilted her head up, and listened to the low purring coming from above. She hopped off, marched down the hallway, leapt onto a chair, and poked at the ceiling panel. “Where is this shit coming from?”

“Ask Morgenstein,” Eli said.

The name Morgenstein was etched in the minds of every child in the village, the mythic mustachioed, pipe-chewing Swiss architect whose innovative technique for building ski chalets in the Eastern Alps earned him the Bauhaus Prize. After devoting three years of his life to adapting his construction methods to the hot desert climate, he could show off the fruits of his research: affordable wooden houses more durable and eco-friendly than any viable alternative on the planet. Town lore had it that rulers of the Sahara begged him to grace their land with the first desert ski village, if not sell them his modular secrets, but prodded by his Jewish father to help the poor Jews with their fledgling state, he settled in Israel. Specifically, the cliff over the large crater. It was rumored that Minister Sapir traveled to Switzerland on a clandestine mission to secure the blueprints; that later Morgenstein flew in for three grueling weeks in the middle of the Israeli summer to oversee construction, and that on the day the last brick was laid in the new town square, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion himself attended the inauguration ceremony and wrote in his journal that thanks to this Morgenstein mensch, the Jewish people could desert-dwell once more.

Over time, the residents of the cliffside community discovered that hidden behind their identical exteriors, each house offered up its own secret crevices, some of which had gone undetected for years. “Morgenstein alcoves,” they called them. One woman was surprised to find a serviceable bathroom while drilling a hole in her bedroom wall, while a neighboring family stumbled upon a hidden door under their sink during a kitchen makeover. As for the Lilienblum family, they chanced upon their own “Morgenstein alcove” while replacing a light fixture, exposing an inlet in the ceiling leading to the laundry room. Initially the cliffside residents attributed the alcoves to Morgenstein’s dazzling brilliance, his unparalleled ability to create an “avant-garde living experience”—the masterwork of a true genius. Some speculated that the cryptic compartments were designed to cool the homes on hot summer days, while others believed they were Morgenstein’s tribute to the Dead Sea sinkholes. But the passing of time and a year-round average of 90°F in the shade had wrought their worst on the timber and the houses gradually lost their luster, much like the Swiss architect’s reputation. As far as the younger generations were concerned, Morgenstein was no architect extraordinaire but the culprit behind a mounting number of irreparable malfunctions, a name tossed around whenever a new problem arose.

Why is the roof leaking?

Ask Morgenstein.

Why do the doors swell in the summer?

Why does the sink keep clogging?

Why hasn’t it rained around here in three years?

Why did Ruthie leave Victor for a Slovenian tourist?

Ask him, ask Morgenstein.

Thousands of defects, oversights, and existential quandaries were still waiting to be addressed by the architect, waiting for Morgenstein to appear and address all the questions and claims with his soft European accent, to finally sort out the mess.

“Okay, head over to the lodge. Dad texted me that he needs you there. I’ll take care of this,” Naomi volunteered, to her brother’s great relief. His mind looped back to the day she had taught him to ride a bike. He was six years old and got the hang of it quickly enough, peddling down the street all by himself; but at the first crosswalk he squeezed the hand brake for dear life, and suddenly his sister materialized between him and the traffic. He’d never forget that reassuring feeling of having someone act as a buffer between him and the untamed world.






3.


The lodge stood on the southern edge of the Cliff, on the lip of the crater. Much bigger than most houses, it was the third largest structure in the village, dwarfed only by the rec center and the Bialika mansion.

Just outside the lodge, to the left of the entrance, stood a wooden ski slope a few feet high—a remnant of the original 1950s plan to turn the lodge into a tourist attraction. Two refrigerator trucks were hired for the grand opening to haul in snow from the Safed mountains, but on the long, largely unpaved journey from the Galilee to the Negev the snow became jagged, mutating into a giant ice sculpture that took three days to melt. Then came the attempt at artificial snow, for which a few industrial iceboxes were procured from a defunct ice cream factory. After months of trial and error they squeezed out a vat of plush ersatz snow, just enough for a small mound that would melt clear away before another batch could be served up. Over time, the ramp and lodge behind it remained the lone evidence of the great scheme. Only years later, when a bus full of Canadian tourists broke down nearby, the idea of turning the lodge into a hostel came up. Boaz Lilienblum, a young tour guide from Haifa at the time, was using the abandoned space as a makeshift sleeping quarters. When the council head caught wind of the group of squatting hikers, he immediately saw dollar signs; instead of shooing them away, he asked Boaz to set up a hostel and small visitors center on the premises—an offer that led the Lilienblum family off the verdant Mount Carmel and onto the cliff over the large crater.

Eli had been working at the lodge for almost a year, since his army discharge. He wasn’t an official employee, but came by for a few hours a day. Instead of hiring employees, Boaz made due with volunteers who didn’t overstay their welcome. What was mainly for lack of funds in the first few years later became a matter of convenience; he was a stickler who preferred people not sticking around long enough to have a say. For better or worse, the local council members kept out of it. When Boaz ran himself into debt the first few years, the council did little to help, but when he managed to double the number of tourists on the Cliff—through truly Herculean efforts—they basked in his accomplishment. Eli could never understand why his father insisted on working such long hours, living in a constant state of stress, but Boaz wasn’t one to ask for assistance, so Eli made sure he wouldn’t have to. At first he came by the lodge for an hour here and there, emptying trash cans and tidying up, but slowly he began to assume more responsibilities. Not all spurred by goodwill, it was also an attempt to anchor himself, perhaps even find purpose. His military discharge had left him feeling adrift, and the work in the lodge gave him something to hold onto. Over the past year he had rarely seen his friends, most of whom were very long plane rides away, sending him photos from Himalayan mountain peaks or Aztec temples he knew he would never see with his own eyes, photos that only made him burrow deeper into the familiar cliff. The outside world loomed dark and muffled, and the thought of venturing out there made his chest constrict. Naomi, by contrast, did everything within her power to get away—enrolling in a boarding school at fourteen, and never looking back. It was as if for every year his sister spent away from the Cliff, he sent his roots another inch into the ground.

Eli entered the lodge to find two tourists battling it out at the ping-pong table and a third perched in front of the TV, eating a yogurt. Sitting down at the paper-strewn table that served as the front desk, he saw a note from the Icelandic volunteer saying they were out of milk and he’d be back in the afternoon. After his and his father’s three-day no-show, he was pleasantly surprised to find the place more or less intact; he didn’t think the Icelander had it in him. Eli skimmed over the reservation list before going on the local news website. The headline about his mother’s disappearance was still there. He thought about the yawning discrepancy between the words that appeared on the screen and the events that were already behind them. He texted his father (there yet?), swept the front porch, emptied out the trash cans, and restocked the toilet paper in the bathroom. Then he sat back down at the desk, threw his feet up, leaned back, and closed his eyes.

The desk bell jolted him out of his repose; a freckled, brown-eyed young woman was smiling at him. “Do you have flip-flops for the shower?” she asked in Spanish-accented English.

He heaved himself up and shuffled to the storage room. Nestled in the bottom of the closet were a pair of blue flip-flops beside a note in his father’s sloppy handwriting, “Must be returned!” He placed the flip-flops on the desk and checked his phone for messages. No word from Boaz. He turned to the computer and hit refresh; the article about his mother was stubbornly still there—as was the woman, trying to read the screen upside down.

“Anything else?”

“It’s about the search, the article?”

He nodded.

“About McMurphy, right?”

He considered her again, this time with a more discerning eye. Hair tucked under a beige bucket hat, she wore a white scarf knotted loosely around her neck and a thin, retro jacket—incongruous in the desert—with large triangles in pink, gold, and white.

“Where did you buy that hat?”

“The flea market in Tel Aviv, you like it?” she asked, part serious, part cynical.

She was a typical McMurphy tourist, as the Cliff dwellers called the travelers who boarded planes and then traversed the country by bus in search of the tourist who had gone missing over a decade ago. Every year someone stumbled upon some old object instantly attributed to McMurphy, rekindling the preposterous yet persistent rumor that the Irishman might still be alive, holed out in the desert. The McMurphy tourists took selfies knee-deep in the ravine or squatting behind a hill at sunset, before moving on to a new destination the next day. Instagram was filled with photos hashtagged #searchingforMcMurphy. Every new photo drummed up more tourists, and Eli had a low tolerance for all of them—including the young freckled woman standing in front of him. They were all drawn there by a dumb urban legend, instead of the beauty of the desert. It was like scaling Everest just to see what flag was stuck on top. Boaz didn’t like the trend any more than his son did, but often said that if it wasn’t for the McMurphy miracle, he’d be paying back the loan for the lodge well into his eighties. “I’ll join them if it pays the bills.” Which is why he encouraged the search tourism, collecting all the supposedly McMurphy-related left-behinds over the years, from torn T-shirts to single papers from frayed notebooks, and even turning one of the rooms in the lodge to a makeshift McMurphy museum.

Eli had neither the energy nor the motivation to explain that McMurphy was no more than a fairy tale, and that it was his mother who’d been found, so he went along with the farce.

“How did you know it was about McMurphy?” he asked, narrowing his eyes in mock suspicion. “How long have you been on the Cliff?”

“Since yesterday,” she replied.

“And you already worked it out? Those are some instincts you’ve got!” He woo-hooed.

She deposited the flip-flops on the counter for a moment and smiled, his cynicism evidently lost on her. “So they searched for him all this time?”

“It’s hard to say,” he said in a whisper. “They keep a pretty tight lid on it, even from us residents.”

“They?”

“The village rescue team. They’re top-notch, world famous. If anyone can find him, it’s them.”

The door jangled open and three tourists with big rucksacks walked up to the desk.

“I’ll come back later. I’d love to hear more,” she said, and he nodded, already taking a check-in form out of the drawer. He showed the tourists the shared rooms and communal showers, and when he returned to his desk she was no longer there. He checked his phone again and this time there was a message from his father: “I saw her, seems fine.” He called, but Boaz didn’t pick up. He texted him (Healthy? Where was she? With who? Pick up!). Boaz texted back (Later). After a few moments he received a text from his sister (A fucking martini!!! What’s gotten into her??!!) and was piqued by the fact that once again she’d managed to be in the know before him.

That afternoon, he received another text from his sister (Come home. She’s here).

Instead of taking the main road that bisected the village, he opted for the longer, scenic route home, walking along the lip of the crater. As the sun slowly sank into the horizon, he paused a few times along the way, taking in the view. At the bottom of the crater lay a thick blanket of mist he hadn’t noticed in years, even though there was certainly ample opportunity—it was almost always there. As he approached the house, the lights flickered on all at once, illuminating his father’s white Mazda parked outside. The door was open. He stepped in expecting to see his mother on the couch with a cup of green tea—lemon wedge on the side.

“Mom?” he called out into the dark living room.

He heard his father’s voice coming from the kitchen, “She has to see someone, Naomi, we can’t handle this on our own.” His father and sister were standing at the counter, Naomi chopping cucumbers.

“Where is she?” Eli asked.

Wearing an exasperated expression, Boaz pointed at the ceiling beneath the bedroom. “Went to bed. She was exhausted.”

Eli was ashamed of his overwhelming relief.

“Did she say anything?” he asked, to which Naomi retorted, “What’s there to say?”

“A lot,” their father muttered.

“But why do you have to know right now, Dad, why can’t it wait?”

“What are you arguing about?” Once again, Eli had been kept in the dark.

Naomi slid the cucumbers off the cutting board into a bowl filled with tomatoes, dressed the salad with tahini and olive oil, and took a seat at the table.

“Dad thinks we should send her to a psychiatrist. And I think it’ll only make things worse.”

Boaz drummed his fingers on the fridge. “I didn’t say psychiatrist, Naomi, I said someone who can take a look and tell us how she’s doing, for god’s sake.”

“She’s doing great. Looks perfectly normal to me.”

“Were you not listening to her? She said she saw McMurphy,” Boaz exclaimed, his voice and hands shaking.

“She said what?” Eli hoped he had misheard.

“It wasn’t like that, she was just kidding.”

“Sounded awfully serious to me, Naomi.”

“Oh, come on, Dad, you’re building an entire theory on two bad jokes she made in the car. Let’s give her at least a week before we decide to start calling her mentally impaired.”

“Before we decide? You’ll be here to decide?!” Boaz blustered. Eli couldn’t remember ever hearing his father so contemptuous. He had a softness about him, an innate equanimity that accommodated a diversity of thought and opinion.

“What did they say at the hospital?” Eli asked.

“Nothing. According to the doctors her tests all came back normal,” their father said. “But they did say it was unlikely that she’d actually been in the desert this whole time. Her vital signs were too good when they brought her in.”

“What does that mean, unlikely? What did she say when you asked her where she’d been?”

Naomi glanced at her father, who sighed and plunked himself into a chair. “She didn’t. She’s acting completely normal, but when you ask her anything about the past three days, nada, she just clams up.”

“Okay, that is a little strange,” he admitted, to which his father threw his hands in the air and said, “See? Your brother also thinks she’s batty!”

“Not as a person, just this specific behavior …” Eli clarified.

“My brother mostly thinks you’re overreacting,” Naomi determined. “We all just need to take a deep breath and—”

“That’s enough, Naomi, you can’t do this,” Boaz huffed.

“Do what?”

“Dump the responsibility on others and walk away,” he said, staring at the table’s broken leg. “With all due respect, tomorrow you’ll be returning to your fancy hi-tech life in Tel Aviv while I stay here.” Looking at Eli, he quickly corrected himself, “We. We two is barely enough as it is. We have the lodge to run. We can’t do everything on our own.”

Naomi waited for Eli to chime in, but he seemed unsure of what to say. She picked up her empty plate and lowered it into the sink.

“You know what? You’re right.” She took her car keys out of her pocket, then put on her shoes.

“Nomi’le, I didn’t mean it like that. I appreciate you coming, I do. All I’m saying is that I’m going to handle this as I see fit.”

But Naomi already had her hand on the doorknob and one foot out the door by the time Boaz begged, “Don’t leave like this.” Less than a minute later she reappeared with a backpack. Marching up the stairs with her suitcase, she announced, “I’m not leaving you with all this.” She disappeared, and the next sound they heard was a door slamming shut upstairs. Boaz gave his son a quizzical look. “She’s staying?”

“Looks like it …” Eli replied, relieved at the realization that he wouldn’t be spending the next few days alone with his parents. He took a pot of sweet potato soup out of the fridge and heated it up. Boaz declined a bowl but Eli poured him one anyway, topping both servings with a good glug of coconut milk. Slurping a spoonful, Boaz mmmed, after which they were quiet for a while; genetics saw to it not only that their silences were similar, but that each rested a hand on their foreheads when tired, or laughed in that slow, easy way. He enjoyed knowing he was the continuation of his father’s movement in the world.

Eli warned his father not to enter Sarai’s study, told him about the sand spill of unknown origin. Boaz laughed, said he’d given up on trying to find all the Morgenstein alcoves in the house long ago. He told his son how years earlier, when they had just moved in and he was still young and determined, he would call the Swiss embassy twice a week, pestering them for Morgenstein’s blueprints. He had figured that somewhere in the Alps there had to be a museum, or at least an archive, dedicated to the work of the genius architect, and that somewhere amidst all the documents and sketches, he would find the blueprint of their house indicating the exact number and location of the alcoves. “Did the pestering pay off?” Eli asked.

“Yes, the embassy sent me a bunch of blueprints of the houses he designed on the Cliff, but they didn’t make much sense,” Boaz said. “Morgenstein’s blueprints are a pretty dubious matter, unreliable at best.”

“How come?”

“It’s rather a long story,” his father said, and took another spoonful of soup. “What I did learn from all those documents was that Morgenstein wasn’t exactly an architect.”

“Meaning?”

“The truth is he was distinctly not an architect.” His father snorted. Apparently, the representative of the Swiss embassy who’d helped him locate Morgenstein’s documents was a real architecture buff. He had taken on the task of tracking down the blueprints not only because Boaz was a royal pain in the butt but because he was curious to learn more about this revered Swiss architect he’d never heard of. A quick online search only left him more mystified—there were barely two hits on this person who was allegedly among Switzerland’s premier architects. A lengthier, more thorough investigation led the embassy official to a small architecture museum in Basel, where he unearthed not only Morgenstein’s blueprints but information regarding his credentials, or rather lack thereof, information that had come to light after the collapse of one of his buildings. “After serving a short prison sentence, he moved as far away from Switzerland as he could, bouncing from one lesser-developed country to another, wherever he could land a project. Which is how he found himself in Israel, building the houses on the Cliff,” Boaz said with a shrug. “He managed to pull one over on some poor shmuck at the Ministry of Construction and Housing, making them believe they were getting the work of a genius at a discount rate.”

“And no one in Israel had any idea?” Eli quaked. Just like that, a bubble had burst.

“I don’t know if they did or didn’t,” his father replied. “What I do know is that it’s a lot easier to explain to people that their roofs leaked because of some architectural whimsy and not because someone hired an unlicensed loon.”

After clearing the table and doing the dishes, father and son went upstairs, Boaz taking a left at the landing and Eli a right. Eli glanced at the opened bedroom door and caught the back of his mother’s neck peeping out from the blanket. His father shut the door before he could make out her face.

Eli went to his room and lay down.

“Did Dad go to bed?” Naomi’s voice rang out loud and clear, as if she was right there on the bed beside him. It was one of their mother’s most recent novelties, utilizing the small Morgenstein alcove in the ceiling above their bedrooms to test a new inter-room communications network. An invention that was supposed to have an off button.

“Yeah,” Eli said, then added, “Thanks for sticking around.”

“Don’t get used to it. I’ll wait until the dust settles and then I’m out of here,” she said. “This whole business is already costing me three vacation days as it is.”

The fact that his sister would translate their family crisis into monetary units annoyed him. Staring at the ceiling, Eli racked his brain trying to recall whether his mother had ever hinted at wanting to disappear.

“Remember the time we went to see The Lion King?” he asked Naomi. After a few silent moments she said, “When you ran out in the middle? You were six?”

“Right. Remember that Mom ran out after me?”

“Eli, honestly, I’m beat, you can tell me tomorrow—”

“She found me standing outside the theater crying hysterically, and didn’t even hug me. Just stood there quietly.”

“God, so she waited for you to calm down, the horror! You’re just making up traumas. Go to sleep.”

“When she finally did open her mouth, she said that wherever she goes, she always looks for escape routes.”

“What does that even mean?”

“That whenever she went someplace new, a restaurant or a doctor’s waiting room, her first instinct was to figure out escape routes. The door, the window, even the sewer. Map out the exits.”

“She just said that to calm you down.”

“No, no. It wasn’t that. It was something that weighed on her. She needed to unburden it.”

“She needed to unburden herself on her crying first grader? And at six years old you possessed the cognitive and emotional know-how to make that observation?”

“The memory was always there. The understanding came much later.”

“Okay, and your point is …?”

Eli bit his lower lip. “I was hoping you’d know.”

“I can tell you what I make of it,” his sister said.

“What?”

“That even back then our mom was already a few fries short of a Happy Meal.”

“Yeah, right?” He laughed.






4.


Naomi’s snoring woke him from a fogged-up dream. That’s what he called dreams he couldn’t remember, dreams that left their emotional traces without any visuals. He got up to pee. Intimations of morning filtered in through the windows; he guessed five, maybe five thirty. He didn’t want to check. For some time now, he had felt the world was too readily known, the answer to every question just a keystroke away, every destination within an image search. He washed his hands and face and headed back to his room, but his sister was snoring so loudly there was no point trying to sleep. Walking down the hallway, kitchen-bound, he saw his mother through the slightly ajar door to her study. His body tensing, he inched it open. Sarai was standing in the middle of the room with her back to him, a headlamp strapped to her forehead illuminating a small mound of sand. Her hair, which always came to her shoulders, stopped at her chin, and her body was wrapped in the infamous burgundy robe. With her shoulders slumped and a blow-dryer held limply in her right hand, she seemed to be vaguely contemplating the triangle-shaped outlet on the opposite wall. Flecks of sand were still swirling down from the ceiling in places, joining the others on the mound.

“Mom?”

She spun around, blinding him with her headlamp. “Eliush,” she said and smiled, quickly switching the light to a softer mode. She walked over and hugged her son, and he hugged her back, tighter than he had in recent memory.

“I see you tried to turn on the air conditioner,” she said. “Didn’t work too well, did it?”

“Oh, I’d say it worked too well. Don’t worry, we’ll clean it up.”

She laughed. When he was little, she used to tell him they were both made from the same stuff. Just as there were different blood types, she explained, there were also different substances that made up a body, and although she could never point out the differences at a molecular level, she could always tell if the person in front of her was made from the same matter as her. Over the years he often wondered whether she genuinely believed this, or whether it was just one of those things mothers told their children. He considered her now, and still wondered. She seemed the way she always did—sane and strange.

“What are you doing here?”

“I woke up and couldn’t fall back asleep. And I didn’t want to wake your father.”

She even sounded like herself, as if the past three days had left no mark on her.

“Mom. Where were you?”

“Oh, just here and there.”

“Here and there where?”

She didn’t answer. She was tinkering with the blow-dryer cord. Looping it around her hand, she deposited it in the corner and headed for the door.

“Where, Mom?”

“Everything is fine now,” she said. “Believe me, everything is all right.”

He did believe her. Her voice, words, body language. Maybe the two of them really were made from the same stuff, but either way, he knew his mother, could read her, see she wasn’t lying. She seemed fine. A little tired, but all in all, just fine.

“You’ll explain it to us at some point, though, right?”

She stroked his arm. “You know perfectly well that I could never hide anything from you.” She removed the headlamp, tossed it onto her desk, and walked out.
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