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ing stars. The man started to put out a hand. Reuven's chest
pounded wildly. He could die from the feathery touch. Then the man
seemed to change his mind, took the hand av.vay, and the four of
them stumbled on, moving aimlessly, not back to the stone pillar, not
anywhere, just moving.

A truck rumbled on the highway. Reuven let out a breath. Above
him clouds were moving in, a soft gray that was obscuring the
retreating stars. Maybe the next day it would rain. He felt his heart
slowing. Why was he still alive? How was he supposed to live?

He pulled himself up. The drunks were gone, the fire out, as if it
might never have been there. He left the bottle upright on the
ground—an offering—then reached into his pocket and found, not
only crackers but, miraculously, gum. He had fouled his breath with
forbidden foods and whiskey but now there was gum. Quickly, he
unwrapped two pieces and stuffed them in his mouth, then immedi-
ately pulled them out—He who subdues his impulses is called a
man—uttered the blessing before putting them back in.

The night had turned warm, a thin reed of spring floating in from
somewhere, the smell of flowers. He took off his damp raincoat,
dusted the dirt from his pants. Ash. He needed Ash. Needed to sit
before that mirror face and listen to the truth of his life. And might
not Ash also prefer having Reuven there to lying in bed alone, dying
in a ten-by-ten room thousands of miles from wherever he had once
called home? One who visits the sick extends the boundaries of heaven.

The sounds from the highway rang, vibrant, across the open
ground. Reuven began to climb the embankment to Bell Boulevard
and the Q-13 for the hospital, his coat joyful over his arm. Within the
sickness lie the seeds for the cure. Quickening his pace, hurrying to get
there while Ash could still be counted among the living.
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