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PART I Lili



Chapter One

IT ALL STARTED WITH A PROMISE to God. A promise in return for the
life of the baby. For Lili Ventura was cursed. It was plain to everyone in
Mala Gozic, her small village in Serbia. By the age of thirty-nine, she had
given birth to seventeen children. Actually, that wasn’t the curse, though
many today might think otherwise. Instead, Lili’s curse was that after
having had those seventeen children, she was still childless. For reasons that
baffled her fellow villagers, Lili’s babies would die just a day or so after
they were born. Each and every one. All seventeen of them. Thus, Lili had
gone through nine long months of nauseating and hemorrhoid-ridden
pregnancy and then endured the blitzkrieg of delivery seventeen times, only
to have the infant die just a few days later.

The year was 1900, and Lili was pregnant again, for the eighteenth time.
One day, she heard of a Greek professor who had come to the capital,
Belgrade. “Professor” was the title given to any medical practitioner who
had studied more than the minimum required to perform as a doctor, more
than the average rube who took care of the country folk with a bottle of
potato vodka in one hand and a rusty hacksaw in the other. Furthermore,
this professor’s expertise was pregnancy and childbirth. Having heard this,
Lili put her stitch work aside—she was a seamstress by profession—and
promptly set out early the next morning for the capital, barely even
consulting her husband, Joseph, to whom she had been wed since the age of
fifteen.

Their marriage had surprised all, since Lili, short, thin and angular, both
in body and visage, was not at all comely. She had small, almost black eyes,
whose expression was often fixed and intense, and in which one could read
her extraordinary cunning. Above them were thick brows separated by a



deep furrow. She had thin and perpetually chapped lips, which she picked at
with her teeth, making for a most unpleasant grimace. Her father had
always scolded her about it, warning that one day her face would freeze that
way, the same as was said regarding crossing one’s eyes. But as they had
never possessed a looking glass, Lili had never seen how strange the gesture
looked. In any event, she had always been confident that despite her looks
she would somehow find a husband, and that she had, even a handsome one
to boot. Joseph, still a very attractive man after so many years, with his dark
hair and blue eyes, was quiet and gentle. To his wife’s mind, these attributes
were disadvantageous, rendering him ill-equipped to handle the ills and
evils of this world, of which she was convinced there were many. As such,
when something serious had to be decided, or something difficult
undertaken, it was always Lili who took the initiative, made the effort, and
bore the responsibility. Even when she had told him about the Greek
professor and of her decision to go see him, his response had been: “But
isn’t it a very long way to Belgrade?”

“Aboltar cazal, aboltar mazal,” she had told him in Ladino. “A change
of scene, a change of fortune.” Ladino was the Spanish-based patois spoken
by Jews of Sephardic descent all over the Mediterranean region, from
Algiers to Zagreb. Sephardim, which means “Spanish,” traced their ancestry
back to the Spanish and Portuguese Jews who fled or were expelled during
the Inquisition of the late fifteenth century, at which time they numbered
some three hundred thousand, settling mainly in North Africa, Italy, Greece,
Turkey, the Balkans and Palestine. For so many centuries they held on not
only to their religion but also to their culture by continuing to speak Ladino
and to identify themselves with Iberia. The first ever Jewish periodical, the
Gazeta de Amsterdam, which began publishing in 1675, was in Ladino.
Jews today are still divided into the two categories of Sephardim and
Ashkenazim, or Eastern-European Jews (“Ashkenaz” being old Hebrew for
Germany). Also those whose origins can be traced to Arab countries are
lumped with the Sephardim, though erroneously so, for their common
tongue is Arabic, not Ladino.

Determined to see the Professor, Lili hitched a ride with Simon the milk
vendor, who let her travel in his cart to the town’s outskirts. From there she



shared a wagon with some others who had likewise taken it upon
themselves, for reasons of their own, to visit the capital. The journey was
long, made longer still by the jolting of the carriage over the uneven roads.
Bobbing and bouncing as the carriage wobbled over the rocks and stones
studding the dirt roads, Lili, though normally outgoing, kept to herself, a
brown and nondescript kerchief tied over her brown and nondescript hair
and under her chin. Even had she been vain, she would not have wanted to
call attention to herself here, among the fair-haired and -skinned Slavs. As a
Jew, she was an outsider. Jews had a long history of being alternately
tolerated and persecuted in the land of the Slavs, and only toward the end of
the nineteenth century, just a few short years before, had they been given
civil and political equality.

Lili spent the journey ruminating in silence on the Greek professor and
what she had heard of him. She assured herself that he would be different
from all the midwives and village doctors she had visited over the years,
stronger than all the herbs and roots she had imbibed or inhaled, better than
all the chants she had whispered and all the tricks she had performed. This
professor would be different.

He had to be. The string of procreative failures she had endured had
wrought havoc not only on her body but had cut to the very core of her
psyche. In the first place, there was the question of feminine identity. What
kind of woman was she? In Lili’s world, in Lili’s time, women were good
for pretty much one thing: bringing men children. Girls would be married
off just a few years after they first menstruated, for they were now capable
of breeding. As further proof, men could abandon or divorce their wives for
such reproductive crimes as bringing them damaged or merely ugly
offspring, or for not bringing them sons, the only sex, evidently, worthy of
having. Lili knew that a few men in town, and even some women, had
already suggested divorce to Joseph. He, however, truly valued his wife,
and could not imagine life without her. She was grateful to him for his
loyalty, but knew that one day Joseph, too, might become convinced that
she was replaceable, that progeny was after all more important than fidelity,
or love. This only exacerbated her feelings of inadequacy. What had she
come to, Lili wondered, she who had always been so self-reliant, to be



worrying about her husband abandoning her? She, the bookseller’s
daughter, learned, literate, treated as more worthless than the most ignorant
of women?

The gossipers in town found further reasons for Joseph to be rid of Lili,
further evidence that she was an unwomanly woman. She was unattractive.
She was a poor housekeeper. She was obdurate; she did not heed but rather
dominated her husband. She had an independent mind and an irreverent
tongue. It was perhaps in punishment for her unseemly behavior, whispered
the villagers, that she had been cursed. After all, what form had the curse
taken, where had it struck if not at the very site of her womanhood? In this
manner, Lili’s malediction was a masterpiece of cruelty: while it devastated
her body, tormented her soul, and isolated her from those who could
virtually spot the mark of Cain on her forehead, it also battered her sense of
femininity, her very sense of self. If a woman’s role in life was to bear
children, then what kind of woman was she? And if she was not a true
woman, what was she?

Yet Lili’s angst was more than just a reflection of inherited cultural
strictures; her inability to reproduce left her furthermore in a creative void.
All feel the need to justify one’s existence, to produce something of value,
which in turn makes one worthy of taking up space on this planet. Lili could
only feel the hollowness of her life, the lack of her contribution to the
universe, the pointlessness of herself. These existential doubts soon took on
cosmic proportions. As she gazed further into the remote recesses of ages to
come, she realized as never before the weight of legacy. If the scope of
one’s existence is limited to oneself, what is the point? Am I all there is?
Will there be nothing beyond me, nothing to show for my few moments on
earth? The world will continue to turn, and I will be forgotten, reduced to
the dust of oblivion, as if I had never been here. Why then, she grieved, did
God even bother?

But Lili was ultimately a pragmatist. What good did it do to weep? She
had learned long ago that God didn’t hear one’s laments; he barely heard
one’s prayers. Lili thought of him as a parent with too many children,
requiring them to fend for themselves while he took care of even littler or
more needy ones. Without leaving her bitter, this rationalization satisfied



her intellectually and also emotionally. By the time she was in her forties,
she had managed to fortify herself and to truly believe she would be
triumphant. It was the only thing that kept her going. She even took pride in
her suffering; a lesser person, she knew, would have succumbed to defeat
long ago, would have surrendered to the wicked Fates. Lili sometimes
imagined that the plagues she suffered were part of a higher moral test, that
in the end it would all lead to something great. At other times, though, she
considered that this was perhaps merely a way for her to find sense where
there wasn’t any. Things just were the way they were, and that was it.
Whatever the case, one could not allow one’s spirit to be broken, she
reflected. Otherwise, what was left?

When she and her fellow travelers finally arrived in the city, having
crossed the Sava River, which flows into the Danube at Belgrade, they
found it to be a wondrous and frightening place. They were, as we would
say now, Dorothy in Oz. So many edifices, huge, with sculpted doors and
gilded gates. Tall spires and heavy domes loomed over them, as a fortress
displayed its serrated walls with gun ports and towers. The buildings around
them were high and wide, with many, many windows almost attached to
one another, and all so orderly, everything in neat rows, a far cry from the
small houses of Mala Gozic, sprinkled here and there haphazardly. Lili,
having been born and raised in a little village, was unlike most of her fellow
Jews who customarily resided in Belgrade or other large centers, for Jews
had historically been forbidden to dwell in provincial towns. But the feudal
system of the Ottomans, before the Serb uprisings in the nineteenth century,
caused many to move away from developed areas such as mining, artisan
and trade towns, and to withdraw to less accessible places such as the
remote village from which Lili hailed, and from which she had never
traveled so far. Little could she imagine that one day her life would take her
farther still, to a world different than any she had ever known.

And the people, throngs of them, moving so fast, wearing such clothes!
Joseph was a shoemaker, so Lili always prided herself on having fine shoes.
But when a lady emerged from one of the shops and hoisted her dress a
little in order to avoid a puddle, Lili beheld the most exquisite red boots she
had ever laid eyes on. She made a mental note to describe the color and



style to Joseph, who could attempt a reproduction, but then immediately
changed her mind. What use was there in her little village for such
luxurious footwear? In Mala Gozic, women and men alike wore heavy,
practical shoes that could carry one from the butcher’s to the baker’s, in the
snow and in the mud, and not merely across a finely-paved street in
Belgrade. In Mala Gozic, shoes were gear, not ornaments.

Lili soon found her way to the hospital and the Greek professor, for
whom a large crowd of women had already gathered. He was, after all, a
professor. After giving her name, she found an unoccupied stretch of wall
on which to lean, for all the benches were filled. Amidst the odors of
ammonia and “spirit,” that is, rubbing alcohol, she gazed at the faces of the
women who were waiting with them, and scrutinized nervously those who
emerged from behind the professor’s closed portal, as if the patient’s face
would reveal the doctor’s magic.

Little by little, through chitchat and the sharing of woes, a warm
atmosphere arose in the waiting room, a sisterhood of women, all different
and yet here and now united. Was it their shared misfortunes that brought
them together, or did it extend beyond that, Lili wondered, as she recalled
the cozy buzzing among the rows of women in the synagogue, separated
from the men, or the comfort she always felt when she gathered with the
other seamstresses in her village, their heads bowed in harmony over their
needles and fabrics, gossiping freely with one another. The men would
mock the women and their silly banter, never comprehending that it was
more than the exchange of useless information, as they saw it, more than
just a means of passing time. What import was there to recipes, to news of
one’s neighbor, to accounts of one’s children’s first steps, when men spoke
of money, of war, of things that really mattered? Lili had often heard men
criticize women in this way, saying they spoke just for the sake of speaking,
and they were right, but for the wrong reasons. What they could not see was
that in women’s gossip, the very exchange itself mattered sometimes more
than the information exchanged. It was contact. It was a thread that wove
them all together, a musical composition in which each had her part, in
which each contributed something of herself, a symphony of
communication. The world of men was loose, vast, while that of women



was minute and tight. Men held each other at a distance, and spoke of
things far-reaching, whereas the female universe was immediate and
supremely personal. For men, what ultimately counted was success or, more
abstractly, honor and glory; for women, what truly counted were the people
around them.

At last Lili’s name was called and she entered the doctor’s office.The
examining room used by Dr. Gavros was immense compared to her village
doctor’s, and so starkly white and clean that the smell of ammonia stung
Lili’s nose. The ominous metal instruments gleamed as they lay in perfect
order on a tray next to a high table, padded and encased in black leather. Dr.
Gavros, however, was seated at a desk in the corner of the room. He was a
pleasant-looking man in his fifties, with dark, wavy hair, wiry black
eyebrows behind thick, black-framed glasses, and a relaxed smile. Lili
smiled, too. Why, he was as black as she was! She felt suddenly proud to be
so swarthy. He read over the information the nurse had previously taken
from her, and then asked why she had come.

“Because every time I have a child, it dies.”
He considered this. “What do you mean ‘have a child’? Do you mean

the full nine months, or it dies two or three months after you become
pregnant?”

“No, the full nine months.”
“I see.” He jotted this down on the same piece of paper the nurse had

used as her information sheet. “And how soon after the baby is born does it
die?”

“Three or four days, once even five.”
“Mm hmm. And before that, was everything normal? The delivery, the

baby?”
“Yes, everything was normal, like with any other woman.”
“And the baby, was it always normal?”
“Yes... always...” She sighed. He wrote.
“And how many times has this happened?”
“Seventeen.”



The doctor looked up from the sheet of paper. “Seventeen? What, you
mean, seventeen times you’ve been pregnant, or...”

“I mean, I’ve been pregnant seventeen times, I’ve given birth seventeen
times, and then the baby died seventeen times.” She leaned forward to make
sure he had understood. “Seventeen times.”

“Seventeen times,” he repeated softly, in amazement. “Well, let’s see, if
everything is normal during the pregnancy—is it?” he asked, and she
nodded in assent, “and everything is normal during the delivery, and the
baby is normal, but then a few days later it dies, that means there’s
something from the moment it’s born that is killing it. Let’s think what that
can be.” He was by this point obviously talking to himself, as his eyes
seemed to be focused on something far away.

The doctor was tapping his forefinger against his lips, deep in thought.
“The child may be overly sensitive to... No, that can’t be it.” He looked now
at Lili and the nurse. “It can’t be that the child is overly sensitive to
something used to wrap it in, or something used to clean it with, because
maybe one or two children would be born so sensitive, but seventeen?
That’s highly unlikely. And such a reaction would be visible, you would see
that the baby is covered with red spots or something, and you never saw
that, did you?”

Lili shook her head. But she saw what he was getting at.
“No, no red spots, but the babies would be very white, or even green,

and throw up. A lot. And crying, crying.”
“They threw up a lot? Did they have trouble breathing?”
Lili hesitated. Did they have trouble breathing? She tried to recall.

“Well, yes, I suppose, but not in the beginning...”
“No, I didn’t ask the question right. I mean, when it was clear already

that the baby was sick, did it show the sickness first by having trouble
breathing or by throwing up? What was the first sign each time? This is
important,” he added.

It was this last comment that made her hesitate. She paused to think. To
remember.

“Throwing up,” she decided. “And the skin turning funny colors.”



“Mm hmmm... Did you feed the babies anything? Give them anything
to drink?”

“No. Nothing,” Lili assured him. “Just the breast.”
“Just the breast,” he repeated. He began now to write furiously,

mumbling to himself every now and then, but neither she nor the nurse
could understand him. Then he abruptly looked up.

“Mrs. Ventura, you’re pregnant now?” She nodded. He asked her how
many months, and she told him four.

“Very well. This is what I want you to do. After the baby is born, do not
feed it yourself. Get someone else to nurse your baby for you. Under no
circumstances are you to nurse it yourself. Do you understand?”

She nodded slowly, surprised by his order not to nurse the baby, and
stunned by what such an order implied.

“Professor…” Her voice faltered before she got it again under control.
“Are you saying to me that my milk is killing my babies?”

“Yes, I’m afraid that’s exactly what’s happening, from what you
described to me. Your own milk is poisoning your babies.”

“That’s…impossible!” Lili gasped.
“Unusual, yes,” Gavros answered. “Even rare. But it has happened.”
Lili sucked in her breath. She had been killing her babies! Lili herself!

Instead of feeding them with the milk of life, she had been choking them
with the ooze of death.

“So do what I tell you,” the professor concluded, “and may God watch
over you.”

The trip back home was a long one. The professor, though professor he
might be, was at bottom only a man, and from Lili’s experience, that was
not much. And she had been disappointed so many times. Seventeen times.
Each time she was certain it would be different. Each time she was assured
by someone that everything would work out. Why should the professor be
any different? They had gone to their rabbi, they had prayed before God,
Joseph each time pledging to do something holy, to bring it up as a rabbi if
it was a son. Lili had performed rituals prescribed by the womenfolk with



their homespun magic, to undo the curse or ward away the demons that
stalked them. None of it had worked.

Yet she couldn’t stop herself from hoping that this Dr. Gavros would be
the one she could count on, the one who would come through for her. That
rather than witchcraft or divine aid, her miracle would come from science.
Now, perhaps, she could finally put a stop to this cycle of death; she could
finally have and keep a baby. Maybe she would even allow herself to love
this budding creature in her belly, something that she had long ceased
doing. Maybe this time she would let herself stroke her swollen stomach,
and even dream a little. A child, a child of her own, imagine that. A little
boy, or a little girl. And suddenly in that moment, riding in the carriage
home, she knew. She knew the baby would live, she knew the professor
would save it, and she knew it would be a girl, a girl like her.

But the months passed, and with them their fears were renewed. Would
it really work this time? Or would it be like all the other times? It was hard
to remain optimistic when the townsfolk still believed her cursed. Even the
rabbi hinted to Joseph that perhaps their prayers and pledges to God lacked
conviction, lacked earnestness. So Joseph went back to the temple, and
prayed and promised as never before, while Lili went to consult the old
wise women.

These women, three in number, lived in the next village, and were as
old as Moses himself. Because of their advanced age, rare in previous
centuries, they had seen much, and because of their weighty intelligence,
they had learned from it all. Sometimes they imparted their wisdom alone;
sometimes they would band together and give a common ruling or
diagnosis. Lili was lucky, because this time they were all together in Justa
Pereira’s house, the eldest of the three. They knew Lili well by now. As all
of their earlier treatments for her had failed, they had long ago come to the
conclusion that she was cursed, at which point she no longer asked their
advice. She had not believed in curses, for she knew that neither she nor
certainly Joseph, who would not hurt anyone even in self-defense, had ever
wronged another soul. She also refused to believe that she was accountable
for any actions committed by her family before her. As far as she was
concerned, she expected no one to be responsible for her mistakes, so why



should she be responsible for those of others? At least, that was what she
would say out loud, to be brave.

But that was many pregnancies ago, and now she wasn’t so sure. So she
stepped over Justa Pereira’s threshold, vowing that come success or failure,
this would be the last time. And not just because of her stubbornness. After
seventeen pregnancies and deliveries, her body could not withstand much
more. Her skin, her breasts, and especially her lower parts had grown weak
and tired, flaccid and thin. This would most certainly be the last one, so she
could afford to take no chances.

The sages seated before her did not comment on her long absence. They
understood well that she had refused to believe in the reality of her curse,
and they did not blame her for this. They simply accepted it as part of the
course of Lili’s life. While they themselves did not believe that one’s fate
was mapped out and irrevocable, they revered the past and never questioned
it. What was, is. But what will be? That was where they came in.

Lili was direct. “Wise mothers, you told me once long ago that I was
cursed. Now I must ask you, what can I do to battle this curse? How can I
save my child, this one last time?”

Justa answered first. “Lili, you must first understand that you cannot
battle the curse. There are demons who do not want you to bear children,
and these demons are very strong. They are stronger than you.”

Lili’s blood froze in her veins. “Are you telling me then that there’s no
hope? That I will never have this child?”

The crone on the right, Stella Spinoza, smiled. “Oh, you will have this
child. This is the eighteenth child, and eighteen is the number of life.” She
was referring to gematria, Jewish numerology.

Justa resumed. “We merely said that you cannot undo the curse. We
didn’t say you can’t have your child.”

“But then how is this possible? If, as you say, the demons are so
strong?”

“Yes, they are strong, and we are weak. But have you never heard of the
weak vanquishing the strong?” asked Stella.



“Why, young David beat the giant Goliath,” Justa continued. “How did
he manage that? Was he stronger than Goliath? No, but he was smarter,”
she winked, tapping her balding head with her bony finger. “What you must
do is outwit the demons, Lili.”

“But how?”
Finally, the last of the three spoke. Esther Azulai derived her arcane

authority from her lineage, for she was descended from a line of tzaddikim,
holy men, who were also scholars in Jewish mysticism, known as the
Kabbalah.

“We don’t know why there is a curse,” she responded, “but we know
that the curse is aimed at you. So in order to avoid the demons’ power, you
must distance the child from yourself. You must fool them into thinking that
this is not your child, the child of Lili and Joseph.”

“Yes,” agreed Stella, “you must treat this child as if it were not your
own, but rather one you have bought.”

“Bought?”
“Bought,” chimed in Justa. “With three pieces of gold. When the child

is born, you must bring it to us. We will chant before the demons that they
have won, that Lili and Joseph have given up trying to have their own
children. The demons will think they have won, and they will be happy.
Therefore, when we tell them that you are now prepared to buy a strange
child for yourselves, they will be more merciful. But you, Lili, and
everyone else, must refer to the child as ‘bought,’ so as not to risk their
wrath again.”

Poisoned milk, insincere promises to God, and now an angered Devil.
So many diagnoses from all angles of the human condition, but they all
pointed to the same thing: that whatever was killing her babies, it was
because of her. Well, Lili was never one to shy away from blame, if that
was what she merited. If she were the cause of it, she would also be the one
to rectify it. She would withhold her milk, she would swear like a saint
before God, and she would buy this baby back from damnation.

When the day of delivery came, Lili had her baby, and it was in fact a
girl. By that point, she and Joseph had sold practically all the furniture and



contents of their house which, along with the meager savings they had
garnered through the years from the shoes and sewing, earned them the
three pieces of gold. After eighteen pregnancies and childbirths, Lili raised
her bleeding and trembling body from her bed and dragged herself, together
with Joseph, to Justa’s house. The three ancient women received the girl
and the gold and recited the necessary incantations. The girl was called
Mercada, which in Ladino meant “bought.”

In the meantime, a neighbor nursed the baby, and the baby lived. One
day, two days, a week. Indeed, Lili’s milk appeared to have been the culprit,
just as the Professor had surmised. Lili and Joseph, it seemed, were finally
to keep their eighteenth child, rescued from poison and bought from hell.
Their histories thereafter would have continued on in unremarkable
contentment, but for one thing. Mercada had survived not only because she
had been “bought” and because her mother’s toxic milk had been averted.
More frightening and wrathful than the demons, and more knowing and
powerful than even the Professor, there remained one more force with
which to reckon: God. For while Lili had visited the clinic, Temple of
Science, and Justa’s house, Temple of Dark Spirits, Joseph had sought
salvation in the temple of his ancestors, the Synagogue of the Jews. Each
day, as he donned his tallit, the blue and white prayer shawl, he thought of
the rabbi’s subtle admonishment that perhaps their prayers had not been
earnest enough in the past. So he prayed with all his heart and his soul for
the life of this last child, and promised something to God that he had never
promised before: if God allowed the child to live, he swore that he, Joseph,
would gather his wife and child away from Mala Gozic, away even from
Serbia, and would take them to God’s kingdom. He would move his family
to the Holy Land.

When, after seeing each day pass with bated breath and still Mercada
was alive, even after a week, then two, Joseph could finally relax and give
thanks that this child would live. Yet in giving thanks, he was also forced to
acknowledge that he could not put off his promise much longer. God had
kept his word, and Joseph would have to keep his.

When Mercada was three weeks old, when Lili was at long last
beginning to believe that her long nightmare was over, Joseph finally found



the courage to break the news to her. They were still at the table at the end
of the Sabbath meal. They sipped their tea, the green mint leaves swimming
in the clear little glasses, while the uneven tin plates waited to be removed
from the table. Lili had made his favorite, hamin, a typical Sabbath dish that
needed to cook overnight, thus absolving one of having to prepare
something during the Sabbath itself, as cooking was forbidden. The hearty
mixture of beans, barley, potatoes, a little meat and some hard-boiled eggs
filled the house with its warm and enticing smells. Tonight, though, Joseph
had had trouble getting it down, rehearsing in his mind how he would tell
Lili. He could barely breathe, much less chew. He avoided looking at his
wife, focusing behind her on the wall where a braid of garlic bulbs hung
above a stack of straw baskets and clay pots. An old jar held some wooden
spoons while another was filled with small, pickled eggplants. Joseph
sighed. He would miss this place. His world.

Then he took a deep breath and spat it out, with a feeling of release as if
finally confessing a horrible crime. He kept his eyes lowered when he told
Lili, partly out of shame for bringing even more troubles upon her, and
partly out of fear from her reaction. He never denied it; she was the stronger
of the two, and it was she who ruled in their affairs. He knew that Lili liked
it that way and, though he would admit it only to himself, so did he. She
preferred to dominate; he preferred to hand over the reins. People often
voiced their sympathies for him, for having such a difficult wife. Joseph,
however, though he complained every now and again after one of her
tantrums, bore his wife’s forceful personality with what seemed to be great
patience and acceptance, but was in reality sincere relief. Such forbearance
only made him appear more of a saint in his neighbors’ eyes, that he put up
with a wife who ruled over their home and made all the decisions. Poor
Joseph, they would all say.

After his revelation to Lili, Joseph waited. She made no sound, no
movement. When he finally looked up, instead of the piercing black eyes he
was sure would be boring a hole into his head, he saw that she was smiling.
Not that it was a happy smile. It was, he thought, if one could put it this
way, a sad smile.



“What, Lili, I tell you this and you’re smiling? But I’m serious. I really
made such a promise. And now we really have to go.”

She still smiled and said nothing.
“Lili, this is God I’m talking about, not some crazy old ladies with hair

coming out of their noses,” he said, his voice rising an octave. “I can’t
believe you can laugh away a promise to God!”

“I’m not laughing at God, Joseph, and I’m not laughing at you either,
my poor husband. I’m laughing at me,” she explained. “I’m laughing
because I actually thought that I had paid for having my baby. I actually
was stupid enough to think that you could pay for such a wonder, such a
pearl, with only three pieces of gold! Or with eighteen pregnancies! But
here you are to tell me how foolish I was, Joseph. Here you are to tell me
that we shall pay for Mercada with... everything we have come to know and
cherish. Our home, our friends, family, everything.” She made a sweeping
movement with her arm as she in her turn now took in the straw baskets, the
chair with the broken back, the candlesticks, the jar of pickled eggplants.

“Oh, Lili, Lili, I... I don’t know what to say. I can’t say I’m sorry
because I’m not sorry, because we have a little girl, after so many years!
But I’m sorry it had to be at such a great price. My father always dreamed
of the Holy Land. Now his son will see it, like it or not. What have I done?
I’ve heard it’s nothing but a desert, with wild animals and murderous Arabs.
What will we do there? How will we survive?”

Lili looked into her husband’s frightened eyes.
It was Joseph’s striking eyes that had attracted him to her, so many

years ago, eyes in which could be read a profound intelligence and a gentle
soul. She had met him when he had come to see her father about a book, for
her father and uncle had been bookbinders. Joseph, an avid reader, had
already exhausted the limited supply offered by his local bookshop, and so
moved on to the greener pastures of Larusu Brothers Books. He soon
became one of their best customers and also one of their best suppliers, for
they would buy back used books as well, at a used-book price, and then sell
them again for profit.

Lili fell in love at first sight with the handsome boy whose eyes were
blue not like the summer sky but lush and dark like an oncoming storm, as



rich and lustrous as deep velvet. She remembered him that first time,
constantly touching the cap on his head, as if he expected it to fall any
minute, and she could see by the fingerless gloves that he bit his nails, a
sign that he was a worrier. She was amazed that so breathtaking a boy
shared her love for reading.

When she eventually told her father of her feelings, hoping he would aid
her in her hopes of conquest, he tried at first to dissuade her indirectly. This
was a boy from another village; why couldn’t Lili choose someone from her
own area? But she was far from stupid.

“You think Joseph is too good for me!” she shouted.
“That’s not what I am saying.”
“Oh, yes, it is. He is handsome, whereas I am ugly. That’s what you

think.”
He sighed. “No, I am not talking about looks. But yes, you and he are

very different. He is quiet and…well, he goes out of his way to be polite
and pleasant, while you…you are not quiet at all, and you say whatever you
have to say…”

She cut him off. “Well, I don’t care! I am as good as he is! Maybe
better!”

“Of course you are as good as he is!” cried her father, exasperated. “But
that is not how the world is! He will not see your worth. He will see only
what is on the outside. Ach, I’m sorry, Lili. I don’t want to say these things
to you. But sometimes it’s harder to be right than kind. And it would not be
right if I did not tell you the truth.”

Lili was stunned into silence. Though her father had only wanted to
spare her wounds and humiliation, he had hurt her more than the taunts or,
worse, lack of interest from the boys in her village. True, a flower is a
beautiful thing to behold, but weren’t the trees just as lovely in the winter,
with no flowers and no leaves, naked and shivering? Ruth was the most
beautiful girl in her village, for instance, and she was truly lovely, but she
was so... dull. As if God had forgotten to sprinkle salt and pepper on her
when he cooked her.



Finally, and more importantly, Lili thought, what of the riches of her
heart and the depth of her mind? Hadn’t her father always told her this? Had
he given into conventional stupidity so readily? And would so a boy who
read Romeo and Juliet? Lili would not believe it. She was sure Joseph
would be worthy of her affection, sure he would see beyond the veneer of
the skin to what lay beneath. So she made up her mind she would have him.
And she did. It was not easy, and it took some time and perseverance, but
she did. In fact, it was perhaps pure luck, deep instinct or truly fate that led
Joseph to Lili, for they were made for each other. She was the action for his
reflection, the doer for his thinker.

Now, sitting at their dinner table, Lili smiled her rueful smile. They
were on the verge of a cataclysmic change in their lives, and it was up to
her to comfort him. It was always up to her. Joseph’s deep blue eyes, lined
with heavy lashes, reflected the oceans of dread that were engulfing him.

“Ay, Joseph, don’t worry. We will survive the way we’ve always
survived. Anyway, we’ve already sold so much of our belongings to get the
gold— why, we could be packed and ready in an hour!” They both
managed a chuckle. “We’ll be fine, you’ll see. Aboltar cazal, aboltar
mazal.”

She reached out her hand and squeezed his. He smiled and felt
somewhat consoled. If Lili said so, she was probably right, he thought.
Everything would work out. Sometimes all you needed was a little dose of
someone else’s optimism, a dash of their confidence. But in her own heart
Lili felt for the first time that she was lying, that this time perhaps they
would not be fine. Somehow, she had a feeling that in exchange for the gift
and the promise, they would pay with their lives.
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