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A BULLET FIRED
Trandated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

When | was sent home after my long hospitd stay, my limbs had no
drength. My hands had logt ther flexibility and the dightest effort hurt. My
legs dso were very weak. After waking a few seps in my room or on the
veranda, | had to lie down again. Even raisng my body onto the bed was
difficult for me. I would gt on the mattress and move my leaden limbs, one a
a time, towards me and onto the bed. | needed both hands to lift my legs and
both legs to bring in my hands. A friend who saw me in my weskened dtate
sad, “Don’t give up. You should start strengthening exercises right away so
your body won't atrophy.”

| was very worried. Several weeks had aready passed since my heart
attack and | wouldn’t regain some of my drength for severad more. Later,
through dl these days, | wouldn't move my body or build my muscles |
could only sretch out utterly helpless on the bed, unable to rise from it. |
redized again what a poor guide fear makes. Without properly considering
the matter or even asking my doctor, | rashly darted doing the vigorous
exercises | had done when | was wel. But | couldn't rase my body. |
couldn't fool it this time. The excruciaing pan that immediaidy resulted cut
me down to size.

My hands hurt so much | couldn’'t even change the gaion on the little
radio by my bed. My legs ached to the point that every trip to the bathroom
and the shower became a journey of afliction. | didn't know which way to
turn my back. It hurt dl over, from my neck to my buttocks. My muscles
became tight and defiant, congantly sending sharp jolts of pain through me.
Each time | lowered my legs from the bed and tried to put on my dippers, |
fel back, exhausted on the verge of tears. | lay awake a night. My back
ached and | couldn’'t fall adeep. If | say that | secretly cried in the faint glow
of the bedroom nightlight, | wouldn't be exaggerating. Piteous, pathetic
crying sodls, anxiety, unanswerable questions. | shifted from the bed to the
armchair. | heaped up pllows and built a rampart of blankets on the sdes of
the bed. Nothing helped. | couldn’'t find a postion in which my body could
ank into sweet deep. And if | did find such a postion for severd minutes,
fresh new aches, unlike any before, would immediately assal me. These new
messengers of pain bedeviled me ad nauseam until | broke into sudden, dry,
body-wracking sobs, swalowing shameless tears while cursng the modern
medicines and my incurable, ancient body. Eventudly, | would return to my
restless, gpasmodic nights.

How long will | suffer like this? | asked mysdf. How long will |
remain this shdl of a man too wesk to control his limbs? And who had
assured me that things would change for the better? It seemed to me during
my hours of agony that my condition actudly was worsening. How will 1 be



in another month? Next year? Will this torment and humiliation go on
forever?

Then | remembered the smdl revolver hidden in the secret dresser
drawer. A beautiful piece, an Itdian 22-cdiber long-barrel modd. | don't
know why | thought of the gun during my tortured nights. Sure, I'd had
perverse thoughts unclear even to me. | have a fear, which | hedtate to
commit to print, that my time as a hedthy man in full control of his body had
not only passed ut aso brought to mind the hidden revolver. In severd open
but digointed talks with my wife, | wondered whether the little gun had been
moved. These questions obvioudy worried my wife who immediatdy warned
me againg wayward thoughts and rash actions. But she didn’'t touch the gun.
Weas it different for her, too, to accept the changes in my body? Had she dill
faled to notice the lost use of my limbs? Had she never consdered, as | had,
the grest Sgnificance and danger of the smdl gun in the dresser? Did she
suddenly have the same inkling | had of new depths that had never crossed
her mind before? Had she findly redized, just as | had, the need to put this
threatening toy out of the sck man's reach?

The gun, however, was in its place. No one had touched it. It lay
swathed in the same old shirt of soft fraying cloth where it had been since the
day I'd returned from the hospital. Since the gun was wrapped in cloth, |
couldn't work the holster zipper. The clips were strewn nearby. 1'd forgotten
only the location of the box of bullets but the ammunition didn't interest me
during my firsd days home from the hospitd. | was as happy with the smal
gun as a boy with a prize toy. | drew the pistol from its wrapping, wiped
away the fine layer of grease, and discovered anew a gun fancier’'s pleasure
in wegpons. The Itdian workmanship was splendid, the saining flawless and
the ease of grip excdlent. With few parts, no gun was smpler to take gpart
and assamble. Cleaning the gun, disassembling it, and examining the trigger
and sghts digtracted me from my pain.

| suddenly brimmed with so much renewed srength, | was able to lie
down on the edge of the bed across from the large mirror in the bedroom
wardrobe. Relieved of my suffering, | dmply indulged mysdf in a childish
love of my revolver. | gripped it in my hand, waved it, soun it around my
extended finger. Where had dl my pains gone? | behaved like a teenager.
Behind the sheter of my locked door, | carefully amed the gun in my smdl
room at the image of mysdlf reflected in the mirror. | closed one eye, opened
it again, and then squeezed the trigger ever so dowly. After that, | inhaed
deeply into my chest and then vigoroudy blew the ar out of my mouth just as
| had seen in the movies, when you don’'t know whether to be awed by the
wanted man’s bold heroics or to laugh at hisinfantile terror.

Findly, 1 pulled the trigger. A bullet suddenly discharged and my
reflection in the wardrobe mirror plintered. The bullet pierced the thin
wooden door, rustling my wife's dresses hanging insde the cabinet. From the
bedroom wal came a muffled thud. Did this actudly occur during my
recuperation or might |1 here be confusng this with an embarassng event
that occurred some years earlier? Insde the wardrobe swirled a smdl cloud



of dug. In panic, | imagined smoke aso rigng from the barrd of the revolver
in my hand. But my eyes deceved me. The acrid smdl of gunpowder
permeated the room with the aroma of scorched cloth.

Did | redly turn pae when my wife wrenched the smoking gun from
my hand? Were my hands redly sheking? Did | grind my clenched teeth on
one another? Was | laboring to breathe? Has my smdl pistol been absent
from the room since that unfortunate discharge?

It s;ems to me tha dl these things and more are nothing but
memories. Long ago, in the pesk of hedth, | once redly did st opposte the
large mirror in the wardrobe, cdeaning my gun after an enjoyable time
hunting rabbits in the groves. | was cardess for some reason, loaded the gun,
and amed it entirdy in jet without any snider intentions & my forehead
reflected in the mirror. | forgot loading the gun, drawing a bead, and firing.
Or perhaps that didn't happen. So many years have passed and my memory
often mideads me. And there are no maks in ether the room or the
wardrobe. It's impossible to recognize anything since the renovation. Maybe
| only wanted to clean the barrd. Maybe | put a round in the chamber and
forgot that | was a home, not in the groves nearby horang with a friend. And
maybe it was a case of plan crimind negligence You can cdl it
unintentiona recklessness. | just don’t remember anymore.

But my wife's best dresses, in fact, were damaged. Luckily for us, the
concrete back wall blocked the bullet. Oh, | diligently searched for it that
day, but | didn’t find it. | remember removing dl the dresses and shirts and
emptying the wardrobe. Bored in the wal was a smdl hole spewing a puff of
plagter. | should have given the wardrobe a good cleaning to wipe it from
view and erase the conspicuous traces | eft by the mysterious shooting.

Severa weeks later, | happened to find the flattened lead dug. | was
gtting down, excited as usud by the dght of my wifes body while she
dressed in front of the pierced mirror. As she shook her blouse, the bullet
dropped to the floor. 1 pounced on it a once, thrust it before my wife's
astonished eyes, and said, “You see, we' ve rounded up the last witness to the
cime” | kept it for a long time in my drawer among the odds and ends I've
saved from critical periods of my life. The holy lira note of a Hasdic Rebbe
given to me a the crossng to Lebanon by young Habadnic members
vociferoudy evading ther amy service, a checked card with letters |
couldn't read that | received in the Gdilee as an amulet from a righteous
beggar a Honi's Cave in Hatzor, an old jackknife that | swore | wouldn't pull
out of my pocket until the war ended, and other such things. When | darted to
arrange my drawer some time ago, however, | couldn't find the squashed
bullet. Had it known that | would need it so much during my painful months
of recuperation, it might have done me a favor and not disgppeared
somewhere between the cracks.

In my mind, | can't decide whether | harbored a secret demented
notion to perform that quaint act of negligence. Nor do | know whether my
sudden need for my smal revolver sgnded that | was about to do something
wicked. I'm not brave enough for that. But my wife clearly remembered the



shattered mirror and the burning hole in her dress My flimsy explanaion—
tha | had planned to dart hunting rabbits in the groves again to ad my
recovery—didn't satisfy her.

Severd days after handling my gun, | wanted to withdraw it again
from its niche and play with it awhile to disract me during a relapse. The
hidden drawer in the dresser, however, was empty. The unzipped holgter,
made of coarse giff canvas, was nowhere to be found. When | asked my wife
what had become of my amdl gun, and whether she could imagine how hurt |
was when | discovered it missing, she only said, “Don’'t worry, it's not log.
It's here. But we've taken it away until you get better. It's dl right. You'll
find it when you're stronger. Weve just moved it to a safe place. So you
won't be tempted again, God forbid, to blast your reflection in the mirror.”



A CRACKED ICON
Translated from the Hebrew by Eddie L evenston

A Cracked Statuette

In the summer of seventy-nine,

Sheltered in the shade, on a step in Market
Street, in the shop of a Chrigtian Arab,
While my hand was stroking the halo of hair
Of agraven Satuette,

A dartling voice suddenly broke out,

A young announcer begging, pleading: hurry, whoever is adle,
Whoever is near, run to the tower

Of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher
Through the lattice you may know her,
Wrapped dl in black but her hair isfair,

And her car gill pulses below her.

And when | arrived, | waslate

With those who were called to her aid,

The hel pers, the radio was screaming,

And dl the city was frozen, holding its breath

Already shelay there, stretched out in the square.
Innocent, beautiful, and wrapped dl about in the shining
Radiance of a cracked statuette.

Trandated from the Hebrew by Asher Harris

In the summer of 79, | went to Jerusdem for a few weeks to
complete a piece of literary research. | had started the work, a bibliographica
dudy of the life and writings of some forgotten Centrd European Jewish
poet, about three years earlier. | tried. | toiled. | wanted very much to finish
the work, but | didn't succeed. Lack of concentration, the firs sgns of
fatigue, symptoms of the serious illness that was lurking in my body though |
knew nothing about it, undermined my hedth and prevented me from
finishing the work 1 so much wanted to see finished. O rather, | wanted to be
rid of the man, this wonderful Jewish poet who died so suddenly in the prime
of life, as they say. Actudly, | checked and discovered that he was exactly
fifty years and three days old when he collapsed and fel on the steps of the
nationd theater in the heat of the cepitd city of his centra European
homeland.

His persondity and the vicisstudes of his life gradudly took over my
own life and work, leading me to neglect my religious sudies and the many



pleasures it promised me in my free dasses @ the Universty where severd
wel-known book-lovers awaited me and the interesting discusson groups
that took place in various forums on the chilly Jerusdem evenings.

| thought | would go back for a few weeks to the same cramped student
lodgings where | had spent my University years. But as soon as | entered the
building office, | redized it wouldn't do. The chigf secretary, an old
acquaintance of mine, dways amazed me with her marvelous memory and
her offhand recitd of my idertity card number and date of birth. She had
been replaced. The pleasant maintenance engineer seemed to have been
discharged and there were unfamiliar smdls coming from the locked kitchen.
No one in the dormitory remembered me. The entire building had been
renovated and was al sted and glass. When | went up to the second floor to
take a quick look at the smal synagogue, | couldn't find the carved wooden
table where | used to gt with the others who arrived late for prayers. So |
went into town and found mysdf a long narrow little room, a kind of cdl
with standing room only. |1 put down the few bedongings | had brought with
me and the old woman, a member of the family from whom | had rented the
room a a condderable discount, was very happy to see me. She remembered
and reminded me of the good days many years ago when | had been a rash
young soldier who had very much darmed her and her late husband. The
ideas | had then, and the dangerous tricks | would get up to in the divided
cty! I sa with her for a while, sharing a supper of cheese and toast, and
hurried off to the Nationa Library, sraight to the reading room, to continue
where | had |eft off three long years ago.

On my way to the library, | saw other people in a hurry. It was Friday
morning, everybody was rushing somewhere, and | didn't pay any attention
to the excitement of some who passed me by. On a counter in the entrance
lobby there was a disolay of English books for sde and for browsing and |
was reminded of the short trip to Europe that ny wife and | had decided to
make. | was having a lot of trouble with the preparations for the trip and had
made a lot of arrangements in order to reach the Itdian coast on a cheap
ferry. But | had left her to take care of dl the details and asked her not to
bother me in Jerusdem. | promised that as soon as | had finished, which
would be long before the New Year holidays in the autumn, | would come
home and hep her complete the arrangements for the journey. | stopped by
the counter and stretched out a hand to one of the English books, but the
crowd gathering in the entrance lobby caught my eye. There was a party of
teachers clustered together and a group of panicky young girls dl shouting at
one another. “Has anyone seen Hagar? Has anyone seen Hagar?’

Even |, who happened entirdy by chance to be in the Humanities building
on my way to the reading room in the library, and was not a sudent in any
department, not even a Jerusalemite, was asked severd times, “Have you
seen Hagar? Was Hagar here?’

| didn't answer about the questions and continued on my way up the path.
No, | don't know any Hagar, and who on earth is looking for this lost Hagar,
on a bright summer's day, on a Friday morning with the Sabbath aready



threatening to close the library, stopping the traffic in the dregts and shutting
down the whole town? Out of the corner of my ear, | heard snatches of
conversation between the frightened girls and the people on the paths. “Why
should | have seen Hagar? What did she lose a my place? Has something
happened to her?” And again the girls replied fearfully, “It's severd days
since anyone heard from her.”

Okay, so no on€'s heard from her, what could happen to a nice young
girl like the bunch getting in my way? She must be sequestered with some
keen, impassoned young lover, who won't let her go and join the Sabbath
tour she had aranged with her friends. After dl, 1 was a young man once
myself and |, too, once enjoyed the taste of a close encounter with a young
woman who wouldn't let me go, and | couldn’'t just get up and leave her.
When we relaxed for a moment and glanced at the clock above the bed, we
saw tha the Sabbath was over, as though it were just one brief moment of
love.

As | waked dong, | remembered one of my friends who used to retire
from the world with his girl friends for days on end. When his anxious
mother falled to make contact with him by telephone, because he was deep
ingde his beloved and couldn't be bothered to answer the telephone, even
though he knew, most certainly knew, tha it was his worried mother on the
line, he would make fun of her in the pasdonate ears of the girl on fire
benesth him, “Redly, she knows no limits now she's going to cdl my
brother and later, if there is ill no reply, shell ring the department office”
and when he was in the mood he would imitate for us, just as he imitated his
mother for his girl friend, the reply of his brother, who was a little dow of
speech and took his time about replying. “What do you want of him, Mother?
Let him have a good time. He's probably holed up somewhere with a girl.
No, Mother, I'm not going to be the one to interfere and spoil his shabbat....”

Waking quickly, | got away from the noisy crowd of panicky
sudents and the teachers from their department who were running around,
retless and anxious, among them. Obvioudy, they had planned to go on a
trip together on the Sabbath, or had been asked to go and hold an intensive
seminar on symbolism in the Kabbda in one of the new young settlements
thirgy for arcane Jewish mydicism. And, as usud, the bus was full, the
driver was getting irriteble, the teachers were impatient, and of course she
was the one, Hagar, according to what | had heard when waking past them,
there must be something about her that 1 hadn’t maneged to catch in my rapid
progress, she was the one who was late. Notorious for being late, a congenita
laggard, just the same in the youth movement, or maybe just a student with
no Hf-discipline dwaysthe last to arrive a the parking lot.

As usud, my imagination continued to play, she's a very atractive girl,
something very specid, as they say about such girls, who are on the go day
and night, “ethered types” not searching for obscure manuscripts on the
Kabbda and its symbols, but making plans for ther own “idiosyncrasies”
Whatever will diginguish them, a firg glance, from the rack of noisy
sudents here in the capital from their backwater on the coastd plain and who



foom the mgority in the Faculty of Humanities, especidly in those
departments that teach Jewish Thought and Mysticiam.

| entered the library, skirting the permanent exhibitions and the
current temporary exhibits in the lobby, glancing into the cafeteria to see if
the guardian angds of the Sabbath, dways in such a hurry to close down the
coffee machines, had gotten there before me, and went up the wide Staircase
to the reading room and my own desk under the new pair of fluorescent lights
that had recently been inddled. Everyone was busy in town with find
preparations for the Sabbath and it was only lundtics like me, endaved by
unfinished literary research, who put off wecoming the Sabbath until the
very lag moment. The books | had asked for from the nice librarian, who
adways blushed whenever | went up to her to ask for a book, whose face was
full of tiny pimples that she tried so pitifully to conced under a layer of
cosmetics, were dready waiting for me on the edge of the shelf, stacked one
on top of the other to make it easy for me to carry them to my desk. She gave
me a shy smile through her blushes. “Why are you fixated on such an obscure
poet?’ | could see in her eyes the question that she didn't ask, “And why do
you bother me, dways when | am on duty, with hunting for references to
him?’

| turned towards her hut didn’'t bring my mouth too close to hers, lest
she be repdled by the amdl of garlic | had brought with me from the coadtd
plan. | lowered my voice, as though sharing a secret with her, as if to say
“Never mind, make an effort, I'm not a sdfish mongter like some that you
know. | won't forget you, my dear librarian. | shal praise your assistance in
my forthcoming article on the rediscovery of this obscure poet. And not just
in a footnote, like the more famous professona writers who St with you here
in the reading room. No, | shdl cite your name in my short introduction. |
shdl add a word or two, a warm expression of gratitude, and you will know |
have not forgotten you.”

| sat a my desk and arranged in front of me everything | would need
in my work for the next few hours and dso the tiny radio that my wife had
bought for me before my last pell of reserve service, so that “I could hear the
sounds of the gpproaching peace” and the detailed account of Saadat’s vist to
Jerusalem. | had a terrible habit that | couldn’'t get rid of even when in the
reading room, switching on the radio every hour or so in order to hear the
news, even when | knew that nothing new could have happened and the news
readers would just go on repeating the same old stuff. Actudly it was the
jingle that preceded the news that | could never get used to hearing without a
quickening of the pulse, a dangerous increase in blood pressure every time it
dole into my awareness. During the war years and afte'wards, | abstained
totdly from the radio and dl its chitchat. 1 smply boycotted it, as my wife
put it, out of a childish rage | was unable to contral. It was the same damn
radio that cdled on me to report for duty with my unit that Saturday night,
the sixth of October, a Sabbath | shal never forget.

But the books engaged my attention, the time flew by, and my own
life became entangled with the life of this forgotten Jewish poet whom | had
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rescued, together with his few poems, from the pit of oblivion into which he
had sunk. | learned too late what every agpprentice biographer learns in his
firsg year. | found the experience pleasant, the occasond loss of our own
panful, familiar identity that we cary aound with us dl the time and
immerson in the life and persondity of someone dse. Even though the
pattern of his life is a fabrication and his troubles are not red and his pan is
not mine. But | aso knew tha reawakening to my own life was guaranteed
and the wondeful workings of the soul ae awae as though pre-
programmed, when the time has come to awake. And when the contagious
magicd life of this forgotten poet, this other importunate, invasive cregture,
threatens to difle the soul of the supportive biographer. In other words, my
soul. And if | were to remember to go over dl this with the librarian, she
would surely express an amiable surprise, when exactly should one bring this
swveet illuson to an end, this sense of merging both life and degtiny? But
before | could raise my eyes to her and ponder her response, my tiny radio
gave a sudden squesk and the familiar dx prdiminay sgnds before the
news severed me from my work. | looked at her and listened.

Suddenly the voice of a young newscaster, seemingly a novice, a voice |
didn't recognize, burst forth from the tiny radio and with dreadful
exdtement—even my tiny radio was scared—urged liseners to hurry, hurry,
anyone who could, anyone close, anyone who knew the dleys of the Old
City. For a moment | thought this was some wild radio sunt, trying to ape a
rescue with the help of a radio darm. | had heard of dl kinds of staged leg
pulls and sunts broadcast without warning that had wresked enormous
havoc. It was hard for me to detach mysdf from the endearing coils of my
poet, and | amost turned off the radio. But the voice of the young newscadter,
trembling with emation, would not let his ligeners go. He was no longer
urging, he was imploring, dmost sobbing. “Hurry! Hurry! Anyone who can,
anyone close by. Anyone who knows the high tower of the Church of the
Holy Sepulcher in the Chrigtian Quarter of the Old City, to rescue.....

“Hey,” | sad to mysdf, “this is serious, a genuine darm cal, not just
astunt, a staged leg-pull.”

And the newscaster didn't stop. He tells me, she has climbed up to the
tower, you can eadly see from bdow. You can identify her through the
credentids. She is wearing a black jacket light, summer materid, long
trousers with a flapping top. And most important, she has long bright fair hair
tied together with a shiny black ribbon. You can't miss her. And her car, a
smdl German car, a ydlow Besetle or whatever it is, is parked beow. She can
aso be identified by means of her German car. How did she squeeze it in
there, in that maze of narow dleys in the Chrigian Quarter? Goodness
knows, the voice of the announcer trembles as he cdls repeatedly to his
listeners to hurry to her rescue. To this blonde beauty in black, before she
throws hersdf off the tower of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher down on to
the stone square below.

| istened tensely to the newscaster, | had dready decided to gather up my
books and pack them for my pimply librarian. | am, after dl, fully conversant
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with the maze of dleys in the Old City. It's not just that I've waked around
there a lot, conducted tours for vistors, strolled there a thousand times. About
a year ago, | took part in a specid course arranged for enthusiasts who are
expat in the mydeies of the Chrigian Quarter. And if this novice
newscaster—I| can visudize his trembling hands, his wide eyes and his knees
knocking nervoudy againg the hard sudio table—if he is cdling for speedy
assigance, it's me he has in mind! If he expects good citizens of Jerusdem to
rise and hurry to rescue the young woman, he means me! Even though I'm
not a Jerusdemite. If he is begging, through his quivering microphone, for a
safety net to be stretched out below the dread tower, he means me! Why am |
hanging around here with my pile of books, embroiled in the life and works
of some forgotten poet, when soon a blonde flower of beauty will be writhing
there below, her hair bound in a shiny black ribbon? Why am | loitering in
this peaceful reading room, when in the next moment a black trouser-suit top
of light summery materid may be flapping in the wind above the trousers and
the shapdly ankles?

I rose from my place and broke dl the rules of slence in the reading
room. | ran to the blushing librarian, dragged the trolley, and loaded dl my
books on it, shouting at the few readers in the room, “Are you dl deaf? Can't
you hear the darm cal on the radio? And when they rose in surprise and
asked “What darm? We can't hear any sren,” | continued on my way to the
exit. “Never mind that it's Friday. Shabbat can wait. It won't begin yet. Don't
be afraid, come with me, they are cdling for you. Lend a hand in the rescue
of the young woman.” As though the Sabbath would wait for the rescue of
some auicide or | had the authority to dday its entry. | left in a hurry,
avoiding the dow-moving eevator, dashing down the stairs towards the exit.
“Come and help,” | shouted to everyone in my way. “Lend a hand' The
safety net has to be redly taut.” And they gazed a me as if | were a lundtic,
wandering at large around the paths of the campus, a noon on a Friday in the
summer, the summer of '79, dmost Sx years after that accursed shabbat, the
sixth of October, that | can never forget.

| cannot remember how | reached the Old City, how | passed dl the
flowers and the traffic-lights, how | suddenly arived, with the tiny radio in
my breast pocket, ceasdesdy broadcasting the appeals of the newscadter,
whom | had begun to like. | cannot remember how | suddenly found mysdf
leaning againgt a wal in the shadow, next to a steep sep in the heart of the
market area, in the souvenir shop of a Chrigian Arab who lived in the
Quarter. | remember only how my hands reached out for the carved icon of a
sant that was lying there, | don't remember his name, with long blonde hair
circling round his head like a radiant hao. | remember holding the icon in my
hands, fingering the shape and feding the hdo of hair painted in crude colors.
| remember touching every irregularity in this piece of carved wood. And the
young announcer urging me condantly to leave the shelter of cool shade ad
emerge into the hot summer sun. To leave the concedment of the stairway
and run to the sgquare beow the church tower, the square of the Holy
Sepulcher. | do not remember whether | had any anxious didog with the
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newscagter in my bosom or whether it only seemed to me that | was breathing
heavily dater an exhauding rush up the stone steps, surrounded by other
puffing runners. All the would-be rescuers summoned by the radio aarm.

| remember that on the way | passed a smdl German car, its engine
running. | even forgot a that moment that this might be Hagar's smdl car.
Who on earth is Hagar? What Hagar are you taking about? | came to a halt
in the middle of my run, a little way past the car, and struck mysdf sharply
on my sweaty forehead. Hagar, you idiot, is a name you have heard before
this morning. You just didn't take it in. It just passed you by. Hagar, of
course, | remembered now, that was the student who was late for the
rendezvous. And | thought it was just a normd lateness of a habitud late-
comer, and laughed a the group of students clustered in the entrance to the
Humanities building. Yes, and now the newscaser was annoying me, what
did he mean, a Beetle? This could midead the rescuers. Just now | ran past a
car, I'm sure it was amply an old Golf. Like a know-it-all, | admonished the
newscaster in my breast pocket. As if this could help in the rescue. What
difference could it make to the tower of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, or
to Hagar, intending right now to plunge to her deeth? What kind of car is
waiting for her there beow? What difference it make?

But, | repeated to mysdlf, as though this was a sentence | had to learn
by heart, every sound and syllable exactly right, it was a Golf, an old Golf. A
German car, certainly, a smal ae for sure, but you have to be accurate when
people are running with intent to take part in a rescue. As though | were to
make a migake and cdl the taut safety net a safety mattress. How could you
rescue anybody with a little old safety mattress? The square of the Church of
the Holy Sepulcher is so largel And then, after some delay as became clear
later, a rescue squad was properly organized. The out-of-bresth volunteers
who, like me, had come running from dl corners of the city lent a hand and
dretched out a safety net. The whole town, preparing for a summer Shabbat,
held its breeth. The darm cdls from the radio ceased, the noise of commerce
died down. No sren was heard and in the blue sky above the church tower
not a bird was to be seen. | couldn’'t even hear the sound of the engine of her
gndl car. What a wonderful moment of dillness and compasson reigned in
the city. Perhaps, if it had lasted a little longer, she might have been saved.
Perhaps she would have lent an ear to the frozen gillness hat had seized the
city. Perhaps she would have paid aitention to the hundreds of thousands of
people around her holding their breath. And perhaps she would have reversed
the order of that fatal sequence of events, first tucking in the ends of her
flapping upper gament and tightening her wide trousars. Then firmly tying
up her flowing golden hair with the black ribbon. Then, passng her pde tired
hands across her face, she would light the long cigarette inserted in the
cigarette holder she loved to smoke. And findly, coming dowly down the
dippery stone steps of the church tower, with the crowd of people who had
responded to the darm cdl giving a tremendous sigh of relief from below the
holy grave. Then going straight to the Golf, that old car, whose exgine dl the
time had not stopped running for her. And | and dl the volunteer rescuers and
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the goodhearted newscaster who had been so touched by her fate even
though, like me, he had not actudly known her, would have placed the safety
net around her shoulders and wrapped her in it. Just as we wrapped blankets
round the burning soldiers who survived the flames in the days that followed
that accursed Sabbath when the October War began.

And once again, | don't remember exactly what happened. |
remember only that | was late ariving in the square, like the rest of the
rescuers. For some reason | was clasping the carved icon in my hand. Had |
brought it dl the way from the souvenir shop? How is it tha the shop owner
hadn’t taken the dtatuette from me? | coud aready guess what would happen
in the end. | had seen too many smilar endings during that October, nearly
Sx years ago. | tightened my grip on the carved wooden Satuette. There was
nothing to do. She dready lay spread-eagled in the square of the Holy
Sepulcher. How beautiful she looked lying there, how innocent in the black
shroud she had wrapped about hersdlf, her black costume of light, summery
material. She was swathed in a bubble of radiance that rose above her. That
bright glow hated the rescuers for a few moments before they fel upon her
and began the attempt at resuscitation. The glow that arises from datuettes,
from carved icons of sants, from enlargements of the pictures of frozen
beauties.

| moved away dowly from the circle of rescuers. | was redundant
here, there was no longer anything useful | could do. When | turned round |
could see a huge crowd closing in on the remains of Hagar Reichengtein. The
rescue teams and the curious had come together and surrounded her in a tight
cirdle in the center of which she disgppeared from sight. Some photographers
even arived, eager tourists and police photographers. But | had seen
everything | needed to see. No doubt the charming announcer on the radio in
my breast pocket had seen it dl with me because he had fdlen completely
dlent and once again you could hear the roar of the city and the crowds
swamping the bubble of quiet in the church square. The sound of Srens was
degfening, the engines of the rescue vehicles thundered and the police
loudspeakers blared at a pesk of intensity. | came dowly down the dairs, past
the pools of shade towards the souvenir shop of the Christian Arab who lived
in the Quarter. No one noticed me as | returned the cracked icon to its place.

The following Sunday some funerd notices were published in the
morning newspapers and |, who until the previous Friday had never heard of
Hagar Reichengtein, began with the help of the newspapers to follow her on
her last journey. Already by noon on Friday, the news had spread that Hagar
had jumped to her desth from the high tower in the Old City. A further item
of news was published, that during the Thursday night she had made contact,
without giving her name, with the psychologicd counsding service of the
Municipdity. There wasn't much written about her last conversation with the
consultant on duty, but it seems the Jerusdlem branch was redly struck by her
digress. They even sent a mobile emergency unit to her, with two volunteers
who had a prolonged conversation with her to cam her down. What did they
talk about with her for so long? What did Hagar tell them? The newspapers
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aso reported that things were in a mess in the locd branch, consultations
were not recorded or listed and it was difficult to know what was the red
nature of her didress. In the locd Jerusdem newspaper, which a that time
was just beginning to agppear regulaly, a young journaist wrote tha
everything was agangt her. The consultants on duty did not redize that she
remaned set in her decison to jump from the tower even after ther long
conversation with her. The emotiona appeals of friends, on the radio, by
telephone and face to face, including my novice announcer, were of no help.
And members of her family, whom the journdists were quick to bcate, said
what they found most distressng was that even though Hagar was in such
anguish, she had not turned to them.

| returned to my books and my unfinished research a the library. As |
approached the desk, my blushful librarian beckoned to me, drew me aside a
few paces and said how awfully sorry she was about what had happened on
Friday morning. “Who could have known?’ she said. “I’'m sorry we behaved
with such lack of fedling towards you. If we had known....”

| thanked her for what she had sad and said that I, too, was sorry, |
mysdlf had not known how much | would be moved by the fate of the young
student. And when she had once again loaded the trolley with the books | had
ordered, | added that ever since the war | had not always been responsible for
my actions. Sometimes surprisng things happened to me, like the dartling
shortcut that had brought me into the Christian Quarter. And Strange meeting
on city steps, weird visons | had had snce the War, not only by night but
sometimes even in broad daylight by the huge windows of the nationd
library. She blushed again as she leaned over the books and told me that
dready on Friday morning, when she heard the news bulletin, she had
redized where | was rushing off to in such unseemly haste. She even thought,
judging from the brief and imprecise details supplied by the radio, tha she
had known poor Hagar. She must have seen her more than once a the
Lending Desk of the reading room.

After the sad funerd hdld in the village of Haga’s birth in the south
of lsradl, rumors about her life and work began to find ther way into the
dally newspapers and weekly supplements. And | developed the habit of
clipping from the newspgpers any items deding with her life and death,
collecting them in a specid file that | kept together with my large file of
bibliographical research. | asked my wife to help me collect the clippings, but
she was not enthusiastic and asked me quietly whether this was my laest
cazy fad. Like many of the inhabitants of our smdl setlement, she was
acquainted with a gifted young scholar who had become so totdly endaved
by his collection of newspaper dippings that he made life hell for the whole
family. But | knew this could not become a chronic obsesson. How long
could the locd press go on writing about the death of a beautiful young
woman? So | mollified my wife, saying, “Never mind, it will pass” | meant
both my own craze of collecting clippings and the digasteful rummaging in
the life of Hagar Reichengtein, which the press, primarily the weeklies, was
pursuing with such unhedthy ddlight.
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There seemed no end to the things published about her after her death.
That she was an absolute prodigy among the students of kabdigtic symbolism
and in the privacy of her modest apartment had written an outstanding book
on the secrets of Jewish mydgticism. The likes of the book hadn’'t been written
or conceived snce the great days of Professor Gershon Sholem. On those
enlightened nights that she lived through one after the othe—to quote the
woman journdigt in the locd Jerusdem newspaper | had so much difficulty
in obtaning—it was snapped up so quickly. There had been reveded to the
late, lamented Hagar awesome secrets and the most amazing arcane
explanations, of a kind that no one previoudy, neither the teachers nor the
sudents of the department, nor any independent scholar had imagined and
certainly not committed to writing. Furthermore, the journaist reported, her
doctoral dissertation, which she would concentrate on from time to time and
leave in the hands of one secretary or another in order to devote hersdf to one
of those wonderful whims that | have no space to enlarge upon here, was
worth its weight in gold. And here was this one distressng matter, the exact
nature and convoluted development of which neither the eager journdist nor
her innocent readers succeeded in fully understanding, a sad question that led
to the loss of a doctoral dissertation of rare quaity and there is grave doubt
whether it will ever be recovered. It is aso doubtful whether readers can be
found with enough sense to gan enlightenment from a careful reading, or
who will remember the brilliant dudent of such amazing yet myderious
beauty. She who made discoveries that seem not to have been in accord with
her power of understanding and drove her to throw hersdf to death from the
tower of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, no less, in the center of the
Chrigtian Quarter, in the heart of the Old City of Jerusdem.

| went up to the lending desk and showed my librarian what was
written in the newspaper. As usud she blushed a little, then bent down and
took a bunch of newspaper clippings from a hidden drawer, lad them down
in front of me and said: “Take them, they're yours, | collected them for you.”
And when out of the blue | invited her to come with me to the cafeteria and
tak at leisure about the life and death of Hagar Reichenstein, who day by day
was taking up more and more space in more and more newspapers, she
agreed, handed over responsbility for the dhift to her colleegue and
accompanied me down the wide darcase to the cafeteria. Once agan we
passed the permanent exhibition of the library, the temporary exhibition, and
she sad that but for her untimely death, Hagar Reichengein might dso have
seen her brilliant studies exhibited in the glass cases. | sad how very sad |
was not to have known her during her lifetime, but only for a moment or two
after her terrible death. For what | had heard about her since her death had
become public knowledge and mede me very curious. The librarian giggled,
or maybe it only seemed that way to me, and said she had heard that quite a
few men had fdlen in love with her. And some, according to current gossp
in the Univerdty, had come away from the encounter wounded and
dismayed.
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We sat down at a smdl table in the cafeteria and | remarked that there
was one person very much fet to be missng from our table. She asked who |
had in mind. | told her about the fine young newscaster on the radio who had
been so gripped by anxiety. The one who had broadcast a non-stop darm call
from his ddion, from the moment the dudio had known about her
disappearance. It was his words that had jolted me out of the pages of my
research on the previous Friday morning. Were it not for the quiver in his
voice, his inggent message and the tone of grief it is doubtful whether |
would have abandoned my forgotten Jewish poet. Immerson in the details of
his life and work had driven from my mind the sorrow | had carried with me
since that accursed war. Since that Shabbat, the sixth of October, six years
ago. And she said | reminded her of someone, Yosef Goren by name, who
gnce the war had been publishing agonized poetry in the weekly literary
supplements of the newspapers. “Yosef Goren?’ | sad, “Are you sure his
name is Yosef Goren?’ and she said, “Of course, | remember his poems very
well. His name is Yosef Goren. Why? Do you know him?’ | hastened to
change the subject of our pleasant conversation back to Hagar Reichengtein
and her “ethered” character, avoiding the question that had had startled and
embarrassed me, not even letting her know that yes indeed, | redly might
know who he is. Maybe | do know this agonized poet she had mentioned,
Y osef Goren.

We drank the wretched cafeteria coffee and | asked her whether she
too had a smal German car And she sad, “Yes now | remember, the
newspapers mentioned her ydlow Beetle, that was waiting for her with its
engine running.” And | said, “Ligten, Miss Librarian, you have to be accurae.
It wasn't a VW. It was a rotten Golf.” “Ydlow?' she asked. | don't
remember, | surprised myself, “redly, | no longer remember.”

| asked her if she could gt with me a little longer and she sad yes and
| told her about the two marvels that had happened to me on that day. The
fird was my flight across town, draight from the reading room to the Church
of the Holy Sepulcher, no smdl distance, if you measured it exactly you
would find it was severd kilometers. But it was the second marve that vexed
me more and | told the attentive librarian about that too. The carved wooden
icon, the dstatuette of the Chrigian saint with the crown of golden hair, that
remaned in my hand after | had left the Arab shop in the dley. And
afterwards, | have no idea how it happened to me, | suddenly found mysdf
with a cracked icon in my hands. Standing over Hagar Reichengtein, aready
prostrate on the ground of the Church square; for the volunteer rescue team,
ready to hold out the taut safety blanket benegth her, never arrived on time.

“Late)” | suddenly said doud, and people turned and looked at us.
“Late, they dways arrive too late to rescue anybody.”

“Don’'t get so upset,” said the librarian, “1 can see how upset you are.”

“Yes | sad,” after adl the things | saw during the war, when | see
anything comparable, | get upset agan.” Our inability to save lives, our
terrible impotence has haunted me for dmost Six years.
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She sad nothing and | had nothing to add. With difficulty | managed
to control the sudden shivering that had started again. We drained our lousy
coffee to the dregs. | knew she was about to rise and apologize, she was sorry
but we were dready late, she must run back to the reading room. Her
colleegue must be getting anxious dreaedy, waiting for her. | nodded. | had
known that this was exactly how she would behave. Unheard, | thanked her
for the good moments she had granted me. Moments of consolation that | so
much needed after that Friday morning. | stood up after she left and my gaze
fdl on a young man hurrying briskly across the entrance hal. And | thought
that that was exactly what the young newscaster must look like whose voice
had so shaken me.

At the end of the summer, just before the religious holidays, | completed
my unfinished research project. The bibliographicd inquiry into the life and
work of the poet with whom | had become so involved, for so many weeks of
sudy, did not yied the results | had hoped for. | aso had unexpected
difficulty trandating his Centrd European use of language, the heavy, turgid
dyle, so remote from Hebrew. | marveled a the way this foreign Jew had
succeeded in trandating modern Hebrew poetry into his own language whilst
I, a Hebrew-spesking Jew, had difficulty in underganding the off-putting
jagon he cdled his mother tongue. | was aso disgppointed in the archiva
resources of the National Library. 1 wore mysdf out and made enormous
demands on the gtaff, and spent severd hours ransacking the cellars, which |
was dlowed to enter in defiance of the drict rules of library adminigration.
All in van. | could not find his book of trandaions from modern Hebrew
poetry. | had to meke do with severa surviving long-winded articles and
some scraps of text laborioudy gleaned from obscure journas. But the more
disgppointed | became with what | discovered of his work, the more | was
impressed by the ups and downs of his life. | found out about his contacts
with well-known poets of the period, his abortive attempts to take his place in
the center of literary activity in Paegtine and in the Diaspora Above dl, |
uncovered his devious relationships with the women in hislife.

| pated from the old lady, the member of my family, from whom |
had rented the “cdl with standing room only,” and packed my beongings.
My stack of cartons filled with books stood waiting for the van and | st in
the smdl kitchen chaiting with her, exchanging pleasant memories of the far
off days when | was a brave young soldier in the disputed town. She recalled
dories of my night parols caried out beyond the ultra-orthodox
neighborhoods. And | reminded her of a forgotten incident, which a the time
had very much upset her. We ate the toast she had prepared for me, with
loquat jam she had made hersdf and tea brewed from herbs she grew in the
garden. | told her how | had become involved in the life and work of the
forgotten Jewish poet and how | had wasted precious weeks on him during
the past summer. She consoled me saying | might be wrong. The character of
the man might yet come across in my work. “Apart from that,” she added,
“there are dways surprises. You may go home and find the lost book waiting
for you on thetable....”
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The van arrived. | loaded my belongings and exchanged parting kisses
with my old kinsvoman. | was touched by what she had sad; | fet she had
tried to ease my disgppointment. “I hope you are right,” | said before going
down the gairs, “1 hope the little book redly iswaiting for me on the table.”

| visted the reading room of the Nationd Library for the last time D
say goodbye to the young librarian who had been so hepful to me in my
work. As | crossed the lobby with its exhibitions, | remembered the question
she had asked me about the melancholy poet Yosef Goren. For a moment, |
thought perhaps she had mixed him up with an unimportant, uninteresting
literary critic with a smilar name, whose fatuous criticiam had filled the
pages of the literary supplements. But she had not meant the critic. | knew
quite wdl which Yosef Goren she had in mind. His excdlent poems of
memory, recently published, had captured the attention of the cognoscent.
Fine poems, sparse and lucid, there was hardly anything comparable to be
seen in the literary journds. | could see that she was not only a devoted,
conscientious librarian but aso a keen reader of the modern poetry of
auffering that had appeared since the war. | thought it might be nice on my
pat if | prased her for her taste in poets. But | refraned, after the frank
discusson we had unexpectedly had in the cafeteria, | couldn't sy anything
to her that was artificid and ingncere,

Although she had been the first to get up and had rushed out of the
cafeteria in order to relieve her colleague on duty a the lending desk of the
reading room, | knew that her fedings had been sharp and exactly the same
as mine, after my embarassing up rush of emotion, the war memories that
suddenly returned a ingppropriate moments, the trembling of my hands that
threstened to recur, the find picture of Hagar Reichengtein, spread eagled in
the dtreet. | approached her desk to say goodbye. She stood up when she saw
me and went to the nearby wal, a few short steps, so as not to disturb the
sudious peace and quiet of the readers. | asked her to cancd dl the
documents that had been issued in my name, the regular and the temporary
readers ticket, and to settle al my debts to the library and to destroy dl
records of my transactions in the library during the weeks that | had been in
town. “I love rubbing out and destroying papers,” | told her. $e sad she was
gad to know me and the reading room was waiting for me whenever |
continued my research.

| was dmogt ready to publish a preliminary article, the first of a short
sries | was planning about the forgotten poet | had rediscovered, which
would appear quite soon in one of the journas. She asked me not to forget to
send her a Xeroxed copy of the aticle, even though the Periodicals Room
was just outside the door, opposite the eevator. |1 promised not to forget and
if possble—and | hoped it would be, because she certainly deserved it—I
would dedicate a few words to her, specidly written on the Xeroxed copy of
the article. She suddenly smiled a me and the tiny spots on her face vanished
completdly when she amiled. She sad she too would not forget me, “the
obsessive newspaper clipper,” and would collect for me any newspaper items
the subject of which was Hagar Reichenstein and her terrible desth.
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| did not dare to exchange kisses with her, as | did with my relative,
though she was certainly kissable. We shook hands, and | walked backwards,
my eyes fixed on hers just like in the films until | dumbled againg the
automatic door at the entrance to the reading room.

| went back home to the coastd plain and worked on editing the few
works of the poet that | had found in Jerusdem and amost managed to free
mysdf from the dory of beautiful Hagar Reichendein's death. But the
charming librarian was as good as her word and sent me envelopes stuffed
with clippings from newspapers that never stopped teling the sad story of the
promising student of Kabaa One journdist — | can no longer remember her
name or that of her newspaper - reveded tha the late Hagar Reichengstein had
been one of the lovers of the visonary poet, the ascetic from Jerusdem
whose poems were then so much admired by young readers of poetry.

| don't remember any more the exact detaills of the sory but it
contained some intriguing, riveting sentences, such as “No, it was not a story
of passonae love but, it seems, just an affair of the spirit....” Here the
woman journdid’s intention was to devadue the conquests of the visonary
poet, to ridicule him and his love &fars, which aroused undersandable envy
among her readers.

Or another sentence from her aticle, which was no more than a
misguotation from an interview with him that he had given to ancther wel-
known newspaper after the sudden death of Hagar Reichengtein: “Mogt of his
lovers were beautiful golden girls, dressed with youthful smplicty and
wearing sandals. There was about them and ther smple cdothes a smdl of
Hashomer Hasaiir kibbutzim and the pioneer youth movement.... They
made an effort to conced their beauty until they had climbed up to his atic in
a Jeusdem dde dreet. They then underwent an agtonishing transformation.
They had gone up to a physicd atic and lain down a his feet in devotion, by
virtue of which he had ganed entry to an ethered, feminine dtic, climbing
into it with their ad, right on to the shgpely limbs of his neglected objects of
desire, these graduates of youth movements and army service. And so on and
s0 forth.” But how could one know, reading such a trivid load of rubbish
from newspaper clippings suffed into envelopes and sent to my home on the
coagta plain, how could one know what redly happened?

And in one of the dippings she sent me | found more weird nonsense:
“These beautiful girls, such ‘ethered’ creatures, plucked from the department
of mydicd Kabdigic symbolism, paradoxicdly it was not enthusasm and
longing for matters of Jewish tradition and its extensve literature that had
them hooked on arcane philosophy. Actudly, it was the delights of research
and the cham of rummaging among such occult subjects. And the ddicate
thrills of meandering through the intriguing life Sories of the creators of
Kabdigic symbolism. Above dl, wha they found most endearing was their
great teacher, Professor Gershom Scholem, who introduced them to an
amazing world of whose exisence they had been quite unaware. It was he
who captivated them, enthrdled them with the power of his intdlect, fixed
them in the mold of refined “ethered” crestures among those marveous
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figures he expounded in his classes and in the specid seminars he devoted to
them and hdd a home” And dmilar stuff and nonsense and downright lies.
Even I, who lived near the coast, far away from the atmosphere of the
Depatment of Kabaah, could see how many malicious misrepresentations
had been planted in the report. | could not endure the gush of rubbish that
flowed from these newspaper clippings, | just stopped reading them. But |
took pains to thank the librarian who had not forgotten “the obsessve
newspaper clipper,” both by telephoning her and in polite letters that | sent to
the library.

And yet | was plagued with doubt. Severa unanswered questions
continued to worry me, even after | was no longer working on the legacy of
the subject of my research. | wondered whether the attractive Hagar
Reichenstein had aso been one of those “ethered” girls who smoked a pipe
with a long, carved mouthpiece, puffing smoke rings up into the ar and
damping ther feet with impatience in the area outsde the Jewish Studies
building. Had she too, in the early hours of the evening, panting, climbed the
geps to the spiritud attic of the visonary poet? The one the journdists who
handled the story had labeled the “dl-seeing seer?” Had she too inssted on
wearing her lugubrious dl-black outfit because she was a member of some
secret asociation? One that the journdists referred to only in hints and
which, s0 they sad, occasondly hdd wild orgies, in the spirit of some
notorious false messahs?

Could | possbly be the fool who had risen from his desk in the
reading room and rushed madly off to the heart of the Christian Quarter in the
Old City, just in order to join the rest of the team summoned to the rescue of
the beautiful young prodigy? Was | the innocent who had run to hdp the
young research student of so much promise, tottering like a drunkard on the
pointed tower of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher? Wouldn't | have
preferred, in retrospect, without even admitting it to mysdlf, to kegp company
with the blushing librarian and join the holders of secret orgies?

How dse can | explan to mysdf the smdl miracle that happened
there, when | rushed to join the holders of the safety net and found mysdlf
grasping a carved icon | had golen from the souvenir shop? And when my
hand relaxed and opened, and | saw Hagar Reichengtein lying spread out,
lifdess, in the smdl sguare, totdly innocent of al the filth atributed to her
by the newspapers, lovely and glowing with the same frozen, dead radiance
as the golden hao of the icon in my hand, was | not envious of the visonary
poet? When | hdd the datuette in front of my eyes, | could see the crack in
the skull. Narrow and clean. Without a single drop of blood. A crack you
could have mended with afinger’ s touch, perhaps even restored to life.
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Family Language
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

| had a vison one night of my grandfather, Rabbi Yosef Yosdevitch,
my father's father who died in Poland before the war. He lay in his house by
the window while outsde, hundreds of Jews wrapped in black fur hats and
dark coats gathered in the smal planked yard awash in mud left by the
melting snow. With a bright face, he smiled and beckoned me closer. “Please,
don't be afraid, my grandson-whom:I-did-not-deserve. Come to me, come to
grandfather.” The windows were open, it was cold, and dozens of grieving
Jews thrust their heads into the room. “Pay no attention to them,” grandfather
sad. “And don't be afraid. Come to me.”

Wait a minute. What language did he spesk to me? Yes | have this
bad habit. | bring mysdf to a sop in the middle of rdiving the dream. | have
to know: What language did they actudly spesk in the dream?

For some reason, the language spoken in my dreams is very important
to me. Even dfter waking up delirious, | make it a point to know wha
language | spoke. Did my grandfather spesk Sepharadic Hebrew, for him a
language for the future that he never knew? Or did he spesk to me in Yiddish,
which for me even then was a usdess language of the pas? Or was it a
picture language peculiar to dreams that were not Hebrew, Ashkenazic
German, or Yiddish? | don't know. | just don't remember. Sometimes,
something from my dreams findly comes to me weeks later. It's usudly a
trivid thing, of no importance. Yet that is what is samped inddibly into my
memory of dreams. | once read some book about the interpretation of dreams.
The author damed that it was precisdly these smdl, seemingly meaningless
details that must be grasped because they hold the key to explaining the
dream. But | didn't ask any questions. And the questions | ask now have no
connection to the dream. And so, what language did | spesk with my
grandfather, my father’ s father?

During the trip to Europe some years ago, | met my uncle my
mother’s brother, for the first and last time. My uncle was aready old and ill.
His legs were nearly pardyzed and he moved about, with difficulty, with a
waker. It is interesting that on the way from the hotd to his house, | waan't
concerned with which language we would spegk. It dl seemed so smple. The
old uncle and his nephew from Israel were mesting. Was it conceivable that
they would be unable to spesk to one another? And in fact, the ingant we
met--after a few awkward moments—the flow of tak never ran dry. He asked
questions, which | answered, and then he tried to answer my questions. We
st in the house with his family, his Sckly wife and weatchful sorrin-law as
his daughter fussed around us. My wife, who had come with me from the
hotd, dso sat with us It's my feding that we spoke the family language. I've
saved it dl indde me the names, the dates, the family history that has come
down to us. The sege, the rescue, the flight - everything. | even knew tha he
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had grown tired of Judaism and was leading an assmilaed life But in his
soul, he yearned to live a different kind of Jewish life.

On our ride back to the hotd that night, | asked my wife what
language my uncle and | had spoken. | fdt excited and quite confused. My
question agtonished her. Why, it was the family language, of course, the
language revived from the pagt. “True, but what is the family language based
on? | perssed. My wife had noticed bits of Hebrew, fragments of French,
whole sentences spoken in Yiddish, and a lot of English. | was amazed that
nigt & how dl those languages had melded insde me. They had been
hiding, waiting for the right moment, and when they burst forth, had emerged
a coherent, whole language. The family language.

And now we return to my paterna grandfather, to his last night in a
gmdl city in northeastern Poland on the Lithuanian border. The windows are
open to the chilly, early spring evening. He dgnds me, cdling me to him. |
now know that he cdled me in the family language; indeed, we did not spesk
any common language. Actudly, | Hill hadn't sad anything. To tdl the truth,
that night, a night in the Hebrew month of Shevat in the year 1935, | 4ill
hadn’t been born.

But that doesn't change the dream at dl. My father, a young, zedous
pioneer, had dready been in the land of Isragl for some years. But | didtinctly
remember that he was with us there, at the rabbi’s bed. And when | probe my
memory, | aso recdl the dear faces of the founders of our Kibbutz standing
dong the wadls. Some of them are gill shod in the high rubber boots they
wore during our wet winters. Their boots are sopping with our reddish mud,
the loam of the land of Isragl, not the dark Polish forest mud whose exact
color even | don't know.

Through the open window comes the piercing cry of wailing. Some
women mourning in the digant throng can no longer control themsaves. Are
the women dlowed to enter the dying man’s room? | don't know. I’'m not an
expet in rdigious law. All 1 know is what they let me see in my dream.
Women were there, definitely: reatives, neighbors who dearly loved the
brilliant rabbi, tender young girls of the Hashomer Hazair Zionis movement
bound for Isradl, dl encircling the house. | heard some of them dready
burding into tears. The men dill redraned themsdves. Actudly, they had
logt control and were praying in pained, tormented voices, “May the rabbi
live, amen. May the rabbi live amen. Maytherabbiliveamen.
Amenamenamen.”

What prayer did they raise there below the open windows? | dove to
the bottom of the dream to make sure | didn't fall. Only someone who has
tried diving into a raging sea can begin to imagine what | went through.
There is no firm bottom to a dream. Everything is mixed together, swept
around, and | was close to drowning, so close that | had dready given up on
my new watch and the American sunglassesthat I"d left behind on the beach.

On my grandfather Rabbi Yosef Yosdevitch's last night, he appeared
to me, the baby, his grandson not yet born. He amiles and invited me to play
on his knees. But | could dready detect beneath his yelow skin something
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that the jostling crowd on he wooden streets outside hadn’t seen. Large white
candles glowed in the room beside his head and someone put a damp towe
on his brow. The murmur of prayer outsde grew louder. Now you could hear
the recurring words of the prayers like a solemn oath. “With the drength of
your right hand's greatness, we beg thee. We beg thee, use your power.
Withestrengthofyourrighthand’ sgrestness.”

If the language of my grandfather’s terms of endearment had been
hard for me, the language of the prayers was seven times harder. | couldn’t
tell at first if they were real words or just sounds tha repeated themselves
like the booms of digant drums “Webegtheewiththestrength, webegthee with
the drength.” People were now weeping loudly in the little garden trampled
beneath the dreet’'s lesfless trees. Everyone was now stooping, bowing his
head and wailing, the women in high, dill voices, the men in dull ones. The
language of the prayers outsde was caried insde the room and surrounded
the beloved rabbi on his deathbed. “With the drength of your right hand's
grestness, we beg thee. Presarve the life within him, let him gt agan among
the living. By your right hand so grest and mighty, can you not return our
deed to life?’

What did | know then of the world of yeshivas? Whet did | know then
on the Lithuanian school? What did | know then of the geniuses of the Musar
movement? Even in my wildest dreams, | couldn’t guess that | would return
someday to the schools in Jerusdem and read the heart-rending lamentations
that the great rabbis of Israel and Diaspora had written over my grandfather.

Once, giving in to a pique of curiogity, | even went to see the world of
the Lithuanian Yeshivas in Jerusdem. | met teachers and headmasters, some
of whom remembered my grandfather and even gave me a messure of
respect, or perhaps it only seemed to me that they did, because | was the
grandson of the Lubitch. | chatted with them about the great achievements of
those who had restored the world of the Lithuaninan Yeshivas, the giants of
ethics, Abramsky and Grodzensky, the Medtzer rebbe and the Blazer rebbe.
But ingde, | fdt that this was a log world. | sa in their narrow, cramped
offices up in the Romema quarter. | drank from therr cups and ae a little
from ther tables They exchanged words among themsdves in an
indecipherable language; dl | understood was that they were intrigued to see
what had become of the secular grandson of the master of Lubitsch.

“Pay no attention to them.” My grandfather, the Lubtcsher, draws me
to his bed ringed with candles. He chirps a me and showers me with sweet
words of affection, hoping that I'll come out of the wal and take the form of
a baby in the room, that I'll climb on his knees on this his last night. Yes, it
seemed to me in the dream that 1 remember how he swung me up on his frall
knees and hummed in my hair some forgotten melody thet |, too, sometimes
recal during the dream. Then | was snatched off his knees because the rabbi
was very weak. He had to be put to bed at once and prepared for death. So
many Jews crowded around his bed. The dark coats were steaming and |
recoiled from the acrid stench of their boots. “Pay no attention to them.”
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My grandfather, my father's father, draws me to his ever paer face on
the pillows. Outsde, the women's wails are now rending the night air and the
men are tearing ther clothes. At night, in my hospitdl bed across from the
nurses daion, | gragp for my memory. Tenacioudy, by sheer force, |
sruggle to remember every word of the prayer-oath. “We beg you, with your
drength.” If the Jews clustered by the dying rabbi’s window had such
unshakable fath in the words magic powers, why shouldn't | believe in it,
too? Why shouldn’t its powers hed me, to0? In every corner, they murmured,
“May the rabbi live, may the rabbi live” even though his soul was dready
fluttering around the candles’ flickering flames.

Wha is the power of this prayer? In the combination of its letters, in
the cham of its syllables, in its ancient sources? |, too, join those in the
crowd, whispering and hoping. | too put letters together, compose
abbreviations, and memorize obscure acronyms. Let it have an ancient
source. Let it have a mydicd source. Let it even come from the imaginary
world of the Kabala Just now, | don't care at al what the source of the
prayer is. Just that it will work. That the secret combination will do the job.
That the threat hanging over me in the hospital ward will be removed and
shattered.

| know in my heart that my request haan't been granted. The brilliant
rabbi, the man of moras beloved by his people, was caled to the Yeshiva of
High and has not come back. Only in my cryptic dreams is he lying on his
desthbed, propped up on his pillows. A sweet amile, a smile unlike any | have
ever seen before, spreads over hisface, itspdlor cdling to me,

Trandaor's note 1. A Kabdidtic prayer of 42 words, the initids of which
form the secret 42-1etter Name of God.

2. According the Kabdligts, the prayer should be divided into phrases of two
words each.

3. A movement amed toward concentrated sSudy of ethica practices
according to Jewish tradition, especidly in many Torah academies of
Lithuania, garting in the 19th century.
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Curly-Headed Pussycat
translated from the Hebrew by Eddie L evenston

In the winter of 1976, a few weeks after the publication of my first
book of poems, | received a telephone cal from the radio gtation of the Isradli
Army. A plessant young voice courteoudy invited me to come and be
interviewed for their weekly literature program. | felt excited and confused. |
was a complete novice about advertisng poetry and didn’t know how to react
to such encouraging invitaions. | asked the girl if it was she hersdf who
intended to interview me. She merdy laughed and sad they had a well-
known poet at the station who interviewed poets whose new books had just
been published. She was surprised | had never heard of him and his program
and assured me that he was “an excdlent interviewer whose programs were
gripping, interesting and very hepful for listeners to get to know the poetry.”
| told her I would be very happy to give my firda book of poems an
encouraging start, even on the Army radio station, and asked her for the name
of the poet-interviewer. She gave me his name and address and telephone
number and added that he aso published reviews of poetry in the press and if
he liked me. | got the point.

“You're a novice right?” she asked me before hanging up, “Listen,
don't get upset. They're saying here that you've written a moving book of
poems.”

And a few days laer, he did get in touch with me. At that time, | was
living in a hot, crowded students dormitory in Jerusdem. He rang me in the
afternoon, to the public telephone in the dorms. | was embarrassed again, my
throat dried up, | pded and spluttered, and my hand holding the receiver
began to swegt. | remember some very unliterary haggling over where to hold
the interview. | suggested the smdl goatment of mine on the kibbutz,
surrounded by green lawns and happy shouting children. A pace detached, as
it were, from the worries and pressures of time. But he inssted that the
interview take place in Td Aviv, the big city. He suggested a modest
cafeteria near the radio dation in Jaffa But | refused, tdling him it was
difficult for me to find my way from the kibbutz to Jerusdlem via Jaffa And
anyway, why Jaffa of al places? | remember asking him how Jaffa was better
than my smdl room on the kibbutz. He thought for a moment and suggested
tha we meet a a smal cafe in the square near the Town Hdl, close to his
gpartment. | pondered and hestated and findly he decided we should mest in
his gpartment.

“Don't forget,” he said, “on the second floor, it's an old building, in
one of the smal dredts turning off Ibn Gvirol, and the door,” he concluded,
“isaways open.”

It was one day during the week—I think it must have been in the
middle of February 1976—one of those bright warm days that take you by
surprise in the depths of a cold winter. | reached his apartment, the door was
brightly painted, the decoratiions around it overlgpped the lintel. You could
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see at once that this was an apartment of artists, young free spirits who knew
wha was in. The door was open. | paused a moment on the landing to
recover my breath. | was gasping. The second floor, he had said on the
telephone, but actudly it was the third, he had not counted the height of the
pillars from the entrance levd.

| opened the door and went insde. In order to avoid any
embarrassment, | cleared my throat, coughed aoud, and gave the chair that
was ganding in the entrance a kick.

“Yes, come in, it's open.” | heard his voice coming from the kitchen,
“It's okay. I've been waiting for you.” He was dtting by the kitchen table,
panted a dazzling blue, with the tape recorder in front of him and my firg
book of poems lying there among the plates and the breadcrumbs. “Sit down,
gt down,” he told me, extending his aam from the shoulder, without getting
out of his chair. “We can gart in a minute. Would you like some coffee? Or
tea? Maybe a roll?” He rummaged in the empty bread bin, apologized and
said “Never mind, Rami will go down to the corner store and get some fresh
rolls” and opened another door through which | caught a glimpse of a young
man, amost naked, sprawled on a colored mattress that was lying on the
floor. “Rami is a good boy,” he said and came back to St in front of the tape
recorder. “A fine, handsome boy, ared pussycat.”

The interview began, he asked questions and | answered, and | was
aurprised by his jourrdidic efficiency. “You have written a moving book,”
he said as he was changing the casseite, “excdlent poems about memory. But
don't expect it to sdl. And don't think anyone is going to take note of it and
recognize your talent. You'll see. You're going to be very disappointed.”

| was taken in by the dyle of his interview and the interest he
disdlayed in my work; like a man high on drugs, by his dirty kitchen table, |
poured forth al the pain and anger and frudration that had accumulated in me
gnce the war. From the moment | had been discharged after a long period of
military sarvice, | had been unable to sdtle down. Like many of my
acquaintances | had been badly shaken by the gppaling trauma we had dl
undergone during the October War. Like a hurt child who does not know who
isredly responsible for his suffering, | placed the blame on everyone.

At night, when the politicians spoke to me from the televison screen,
| couldn't stand their bare-faced lies, and when intelectuds serving in the
army broadcast laments for the loss of our ancient, valued identity and the
birth of a new one, hard and painful, concelved in blood and tears, | laughed
to mysdf a such idiotic navety. | those days | could eadly didinguish the
various kinds of shirkers. Those who were firmly attached to their café tables,
in Tel Aviv and other places. And a a time when my comrades and |, and
thousands of other soldiers who had survived the firing line were searching
frantically for cover from surprise hogile bombardment, they were holding
pitiful, garrulous debates about the exidentid abiyss they had suddenly
discovered.
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He stared a me and asked, “What are you so angry about? Why are
you 0 hogile? All I'm doing is interviewing you about a new book of
poems, your first book of verse.”

Handsome Rami re-entered the apartment and, with quiet grace, put
fresh rolls in front of us | gazed in wonder a his mass of curls and |
remember the sgns of deep tha marked his face. He looked a me for a
moment as he passed my chair and | was sure he could see the cloud of anger
and frudtration that enveloped me.

“A nice-looking kid, eh? the poet sad when Rami had left the
kitchen. “A red curly-headed pussycat.”

Anger gave rise to anger, misery brought more misery and | coud no
longer stand the suspense. “Don't jabber to me about good-looking kids,” |
suddenly rounded on him, “I saw too many young lads piled up a casudty
clearing dations. | saw too many handsome soldiers strewn on the ground in
the maneuvers of that damn war.”

He turned off the tape immediately. There was no point in continuing with
the interview. | was a bundle of nerves. What had been recorded had been
recorded, he said as he rose from the table, and the rest could be done when |
had calmed down.

“And what about everything | said?’ | asked.

“WE Il see” he replied, packing away the cable, “maybe we can do
something with it. This anger of yours will eat you up. You had better be
careful, in your place | would do something about it.” We parted in haste,
with no paticular amiability, no gesture of growing intimacy, and no
promises whatever. We agreed that he would inform me when and in what
framework the interview would be broadcast. And | left his Bohemian
goatment, hurrying dong the dreet of the wintry city towards the nearby bus
termindl.

As | st in the bus, on the road going up to Jerusdlem, | was assaled
by dl the poems, dl the sounds, dl the memories of the war. The sense of
outrage that | felt, the precise origin of which | did not know, @ve rise to a
desre to settle accounts with the whole world. As usud | was too tense, too
loud, too sure of the justice of my own stupid hatred. It had been born in the
trenches during the long bitter winter | had spent in the basdt army posts on
the Syrian front. 1| was sorry he had been so quick to turn off the tape
recorder. Some day someone would have to lisen to me. It certainly wasn't
dl my fault, | consoled mysdlf. HE's a busy man. He was hurrying to another
gopointment. A pity | didn't ak him to play back what he had dready
recorded. It was a good thing | had recited some of the poems into the
microphone. “Read, read,” he had encouraged me. “No one can read your
poems better than you can.” | got off the bus a the centra bus termind in
Jerusalem and made my way quickly to my room in the sudents dormitories.
The ar was fresh and cool, reminding me of the dry mountain ar | had
breaethed for such long months at the top of the basdt hills. Would | never be
able to forget what | had seen? That was another reason why | had written the
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poems of recollection. To rid mysdf once and for dl of troublesome
memories. How long would they haunt me?

Two weeks later, | was surprised again by a telephone cal to the
dorms. Again it was from the amy radio dation. This time it was the poet-
interviewer himsdlf spesking. “How are you? Have you cadmed down?” And
a few more polite remarks for sarters. | was completely relaxed. Jerusalem
had been kind enough gradudly to banish the war.

“Wéll, what now?’ | asked. “When isthe broadcast?’

“Ah, that's it, that's exactly the problem. There will be no broadcast,”
he told me. “I ligened to the partid recording that we made and it's redly
good. And your reading of the poems is wonderful. However, the interview
will not be broadcast. The station manager has vetoed it.”

“Vetoed it?’ | was dumbfounded. “What did | say? What did | say
that had to be vetoed?’

“Ah,” he replied. “That's just the problem. The poems you read came
out redly good. I'll see that you get a tape with the poems. Make sure you
keep them, you may find a use for them some time. A wonderful reading,
redly touching poems about memories. Some of them may be the best war
poems | have read recently.”

“So what's the problem?’ | pressed him. “Why did they veto the
interview?’

“It came out a little defedtidt,” the interviewer told me carefully.
“That's what they thought, the people a the dtaion who heard it. This is
hardly the time to be broadcagting defestist tak on an Army radio detion.
Such an interview could lower the morde of the ligeners, that's what they
say a the gtation, we should keep it till better times.”

His words astonished me. | had thought of everything except such a
mordigdic agument. Of dl the objections in the world, they should veto my
firg interview because it was defeatist? | had no choice but to give expresson
to dl those mute witnesses who had spent such long months with a feding of
betrayal. | had been obliged to give voice to my depresson, to share with the
ligening public my outcry, my protest, my despair.

“I'm sorry,” he sad findly, after hearing dl my protestations, “I'm
redly sorry. It's a pity your book will be forgotten. Perhgps we can meet
again, after you publish your next book of verse”

But | haven't written any more poems snce then. My next book of
verse is taking a very long time. Unexpectedly, we did meet again, severd
years laer, in very different circumgtances. | happened to find mysdf one
day in the flowering garden of the Presdent’s resdence in Jerusdem, on the
occason of Hebrew Book Week. The garden was decorated, refreshing,
everything was very colorful and eye-catching. | recognized him immediaey
when he crossed the lawn. | was Stting a the back as usud, in the last row of
chars. He came and sat down next to me. He hadn’'t changed much, only the
lines on his face had deepened. He didn't recognize me, waved a hand in
greeting to scattered acquaintances among the guests present and stared at the
drinks table, which was danding close by. | told mysdf that if he didn't
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recognize me, | wouldn't bother him. In any case, quite a few years had
passed since the interview. | doubted whether he would remember our short
but intense meeting in his Bohemian agpatment near the city square
Suddenly | remembered Rami, the good-looking spoilt “pussycat” who had
gone down to the corner store and brought us coffee and rolls. He had not
accompanied him to the celebrations of Hebrew literature at the Presdent’s
residence.

All of a sudden, to everyone's totd astonishment, he legpt from his
char and darted screaming and running towards the platform. The security
men moved quickly, grabbed him by the arms, and pulled him away.

“This isn't a Hebrew Book Week,” he screamed at the crowd and the
dgnitaries dtting on the plaform, “it's jus a commerciad occason for
publishers.”

The security men returned him to his chair and forcibly sat him down.
All the guests turned their heads towards us and suddenly we were the focus
of attention a the celebration. He assured the guards he would take it easy
but they were hestant. One of them went back to his place but the other
remained standing behind the protesting poet, resting a heavy hand on his
shoulder and kegping him in his place.

“Try it once more,” said the security guard, “and we ll ding you out.”

The poet pretended to rdax and sad to him “Hey, bring me
something to drink.”

The guard went to the drinks table and immediately the poet sprang
up and darted running towards the platform. “You're dl crooks, this is one
big racket. It's a celebration of exploitation and theft, the swindling of poets.”

The security men ran after him, grabbed hold of him, lifted him up,
and flung him down & the edge of the lawn. He fel on the grass, dazed, and
tried to stand up and brush his clothes. But they manhandled him. “So, you
promised to relax, eh?’ they held him between them and dragged him off like
asack.

The master of ceremonies tried to cdm the guests and the protesting
poet was thrown outside the gate of the presdentia resdence. He held on to
the bars and shouted something incomprehensible. The guards offered him a
cold drink and urged him to cam down. Beyond the lawn, they couldn’'t harm
him.

“Your anger proved too much for you, en?’ | asked him. “Anger isa
very bad counsdlor.”

He looked, suddenly recognized me, and said, “I remember you.
You're the disgppointed poet who came home a wreck from the war.” We
shook hands outside the barred gate and | asked him whether the interview
we had recorded tad eventualy been broadcast. “No, it was erased,” he said,
“and you have nothing to regret.”

| didn't tdl him that snce then | had ceased writing poems. And |
didn't remind him of his promise that he would interview me agan when my
second book of verse was published. He stood there trembling, his shoulders
aching from the rough handling by the guards.
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“And what happened to the good-looking boy, Rami, who was with
you at thetime,” | asked.

He raised his lined face, and gazed a me, and | suddenly seemed to
seein hiseyesthe betrayd in my own that | had left behind mein the war.

“I've no idea where he is now, that pretty boy, that curly-headed
pussycat. Y ou're redly dangerous, with your poet’s memory.”

| turned round to go back to my place on the lawn, but to my surprise
he added, “Do you remember his magnificent curls?” | waved my hand in
goodbye from a distance and suddenly felt sorry for him, and for the
handsome lad, and for my next poems which perhaps, because of everything
that had happened to me, were taking so long to get written.
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Kafko in my Hand
translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

This morning, much to my surprise, | fdt some of my drength of old
recun. The dight blurring of my vidon, the dde effect of a disorienting
dizziness, eased as my medication relaxed its grip on me. Reinvigorated, |
approached the bookcase, pulled out some of the tightly packed volumes and
blew the dust from them. At last, exhausted, | held Kafka in my hands.
Though it had been quite some time since | had turned to his works, he had
often come to mind these past weeks. Now he was in my hands again, a
smal, hardbound edition with the Hebrew letters set in the old-fashioned type
of Y eshuron Keshet and printed by Belet Gavshushi.

Just a few days earlier, | heard the famous Czech poet, the one who
would vist Isragl one day, pronounce Kafka's name. Kafko, he said, and then
again, Kafko. Suddenly, this dien pronunciation seemed to me just right,
seven times better and a thousand times more fathful. It was, indeed a
sgnificant change. | close my eyes and echo his voice for mysdf. Kafko or
Kafka, Kafka versus Kafko. When the Czech poet intoned the name in his
Savic-accented language, it sounded like Yosefko. Redly, Yosefko, Yosko,
Y oshko,Y oskof.

The name was teribly familiar to me, something | had known years
ago, as though it had been printed on the kibbutz work roster of giant Bristol
pages that could not be folded, pages so heavy they pulled out the tiny tacks
holding them to the perforated wooden board. Yosek. K. Yoshko K. How
easy it was to pronounce the name. | dready liked Kofko, the new editions
should print it Kafkoh and no other way. That is, the find vowe had to be
embedded in the last consonant, but it was important that the suffix appear
Hebrew and not western Slavic. Kahfkoh, which you could read as Kafkah or
hear as Kafko, however the spirit moved you. A crackling good name that
worked ether way, two names suddenly merging, until 1 make a mistake and
sy, Yossf Kafka, thinking of his protagonist by that srange name ingstead of
little Franz, which has smply escgped my memory.

There | sand a my bookcase, which exudes the aroma of damp
wood. Kafko in my hand, | compose in my mind a letter to father. No verson
of this letter will ever be published. Kofko's writing, bewildering topic-
switching prose, sets my teeth on edge It sometimes resembles the fitful
flight of some insect cautioudy weaving 70 circles around an open flower. A
lyricd turn occadondly flashes past in fear of an impending withdrawd.
This is indeed timid writing, the sort that fears the direct gpproach. Here and
there, a quick, direct sentence plucks up its courage and escapes. | fully
expect that in the wake of this breach (on a smdl scde, of course, for he
knows nothing of dl-out attacks on his pages), occupdtion divisons will
tramp forward to exploit the breakthrough, clean out the remaning outposts
and establish a bridgehead.
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But no. That is not for him. He indantly retreats to the safe shelter of
the previous sentence. From there, he may sdly forth in secret and once more
try to reech his god. His prose is df-defesting. Sentences imprison
themselves within a multitude of bonds and bounds. It comes close to wha
they taught me in the army years and years ago. One foot on the ground and
one in the ar. While the pinning force saizes the commanding high ground,
the assault unit scouts the enemy to surprise him in his trenches. Perhgps
even this definition is not truly accurate. But wha has accuracy to do with
literature? One step forward and two steps back, that is how he fashions his
advance. | pace before the book shelves, Kofko's book in my hand now open
to the eye. We are writing the letter to father. Sentences race ahead, terrified,
stooped, seeking shdter. With inexplicable courage, bold passages suddenly
surge forth and whole columns are swept forward. The whole manuscript
advances, an essay of black letters gtriking violently across the front until my
heart skips a beat with some strange fear of snking into a black morass. But |
have nothing to fear. The fird step forward has dready been made. Now
everything has come to a hdt, pausng, scaning the terain. It is as though
Kaftko himsdf has legpt from the page, taking the lie of the land and teling
himsdf, whoa, too fadt; the assault columns must be stopped. He is aready
planning his next move, a double step back. Once again, | am thrown far
from the open heart of the wound.

Good, after the advances, we seat oursdves, the two of us, before
father. There is a certain obscurity here, but 1 am in no rush to clear it up.
Whose father is it before whom we St? Little, scared Franzy, who dips the
letter into the post box and takes to his hedls. Is it his father? Or does each of
us face his own father, handing him the letter in person? | remembered his
gern face when | finished my days of punishment and was dlowed back into
the house. | was very sorry when he passed on and mourned him for a long
time. | wondered how Kofko, writing his letter, would conduct himsdf,
whether he would need to read an origind, heartfdt eulogy while his father's
coffin was lowered into the grave.

Prague, the city masked in Kofko's stories, was not destroyed in the
great war. The house stands where it has dways stood. The river flows past.
The old bridges ill stand. It al suddenly becomes clear. His myderies are
solved. Young, energetic Kafka, destined to grow as old as Methuselah, was
in the habit of plunging into the chilly waters of the river. According to his
friends, who remembered what they saw there, he swam the river in swift
drokes. In the evening, returning refreshed and burding with vitdity, he
would mobilize his paper heroes for the astounding Strategy he had devised.
One step forward and two steps back.

Can the lead sentence deny dl the sentences to follow? How is it
possible that a single clause can open or bar seven gates? Where can he hide,
the trembling boy seeking refuge from his father's wrath? | am reminded of a
boy, a childhood friend, who once accidentaly broke the key to his parents
goatment. Tha was in the new neighborhood. The chain fdl to the floor
while the broken key remained stuck in the hole. Sweating from head to toe
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in fright, he tried to draw the broken part from the door. When he findly
succeeded, his whole body was shaking. He laid the broken key at the base of
the door, as though it had falen of itsdf and shattered on the floor. Even the
crack he had tried to patch with spit could not be seen. He crawled into the
garden on the dope of the lawn and crouched in the dark of the bushes until
his parents returned from work. Only in the black of night did he dare to
come out and present himsdf as someone who had traveled a great distance.
In his absence, the mangled orpse of the key had been found on the porch.
The ar was thick with suspicion.

Of course, | am no seer when | dip into my memories. There is no
limit to fear of a father’s wrath. Even on a little kibbutz, a boy dreads the rage
of an angry father returning home after a long day of work. He kicks the
broken key and upbraids his wife who, as we recdl from Kofko, is the
beloved mother. “Ptui, ptui, ptui,” he spits out. “Why, tdl me why he has
abused your precious ‘jewdry’ again. Would it help to throw him out of the
house for afew days? Maybe thistime he'll learn how to behave?

In my bed a the hospital, | drafted countless letters to father. What
dtracted me was the detached, remote nature of it, the opportunity to hide
behind the other sde of the compostion, quite unlike the stories and poems |
have written over the years. They are the yearnings laid bare and base desires
that make a name for a piece One can fed pan, even regret. In every
important stage of my life, & every juncture, 1 have found mysdf facing him,
composing my thoughts for him on a sheet of paper. On the one hand, | am
glad he did not go through the terrible wars, worried sick for the safety of his
children. On the other, | regret that he did not live to read my works or see his
children grow up. | remember his find illness and my last vigt to the
hospitd. It adl comes back to me unexpectedly, the acrid odors, the hushed
fears, and panic-<tricken voices.

“Give me another 10 years” | begged. “At least let me live as long as
he did.” | bargained passonately with the giver of life and death. 1 was not
ashamed to mix in some tears. | remembered his pedant face when my
punishment days were finished, and | was dlowed to come back to my
parents room. | was very sorry when he died, and mourned after him for
long time. And | wondered how Kafko was habit, he who wrote that painful
letter. What he would write, if he was should to cdl a fresh eulogy on his
father's grave, when the berries cover the hole?

Who, Kofko? In his own demented way, he would throw a wild party
one evening to free the household of a tyrannicd father's yoke. It may be that
as he deps forward, he bresks out in a drunken monologue of which the
principd subject is the purpose of going forth in liberty. But little Franz
indantly comes to and loses his nerve. With two seps back, he flings
himsdlf, wracked with longing, on the memory of the dearly departed, on the
happy days of his childhood with his father and the smple, quiet pleasure of
their home warm againg the cold and rain of a European winter.

In the end, in that twisted way of his, he would spit, “ptui, ptui, ptui,”
berating his mother and sster so these dow-witted women, these stupid loved



ones, would grasp at last just who it was they were bound to serve from then
to the end of their days.
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The Resurrected
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

Once, while | was waiting a the centrd bus gation in Jerusdem, a
woman of about 60 came up, sad hdlo, and wished me well. | returned the
gresting but wondered how she knew me. She drew closer and said that for
al the years that had passed, she remembered me as if we had parted only
yesterday. “When was that?’ | asked her. “Just who are you, and how do we
know one another?’

She clapped me on the back and said that | had not changed a bit. The
gray in my hair merdy added to my charm and vitdity. How was it that | did
not remember her, Sarah, the brave Yemenite woman from the Jerusalem
ETZEL batdion? After dl, it was | who had crouched beow her while she
scded the wall to set the explosive charges. Had | forgotten that as wel? Did
| not remember the mad, panicked flight from the wal when so many had
been wounded? And the damned cesse action order, the cause of al that
grief, had | no memory of that either?

| was stunned. More than once, people had mistaken me for someone
ese and haled me to say hdlo. Out of politeness | had returned the
sutation. Later, | would crack my head hdf the day trying to recal, who
was that, when had we met, where do | knew him from? Of course, | cannot
speak of ther forgotten names and discarded noms deguerre. But a sgpper in
the Jerusdlem ETZEL battdion? Nothing in the world could be esser to
disprove, for | had never served in the PAmach or in the Hagana. | had been
but a boy then, and cdled into the Issad Defense Forces only in the 1950s
when | reached the age of induction set by the Defense Service Act of 1949.
While in the army, | had served in a rear echelon unit of which | prefer not to
say very much. To this day, | an somewhat ashamed of what | did in that unit
while the cream of our youth spent their days in trenches on the border.

Here was another case of mistaken identity. Besides, she had aged me
by a full decade. | forgave her for that. Many people wrongly think me older
than | am. But where did she come up with these bizarre recollections?
Breaching the wadls of the old city I? A bitter rear guard action and bloody
pull-back? Who me? The fdlen comrades, the damned horde? Was | in dl
that? The dim volume of our higory surdy included the whole sory. But
what had | to do with any of this?

As often happens to me, my thoughts came too late. | wanted to
answver her, but she had dready vanished into the crowd of travelers waiting
in the dation. | edged out of the jam-packed line. Although | knew that | was
wading my time and ddaying my trip to the coastd region, | had to lean
agang the dation wal. | had to survey the passengers faces and gradudly
tame the turmoil that Sarah the courageous Yemenite had visted on my

peace of mind.
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| remembered a amilar incident that had occurred some years ealier.
| was waking on a dreet in Td Aviv on some petty shopping errand when a
man my own age suddenly accosted me and inssted that | was a long-lost
friend. For dl my protests that | was nether his friend nor the friend’s cousin,
indeed, | had never heard of them, the fellow beseeched me with a desperate
loss of faith that | found deeply touching.

“It's not possble it just isn't possble” he repeated. “The same
thinning hair, the same dubble, the same two-day growth never touched by a
razor.” When | tried to convince him that smilar faces can be mideading,
epecidly if you hadn't seen them for many years, he burd out, “It it just
the face or the body. You spesk just like him. The same hissng diction, the
very same hoarse voice. The same twitch on your face and exactly the same
twigt to your curling lips”

| had fdt very uncomforteble then. With difficulty, | separated from
my misguided admirer. Had we not entered a shop where | was known and
one of my old friends worked, 1 would not have managed to shake him off.
He was s0 dependent on me, he begged so for me to recognize him and share
with him the digant years of our friendship, that it felt awful to bresk away
and tdl him again and again, “I don't know you. Weve never met. | don't
know what you want from me.” | was truly sorry for his pan when | saw on
his face how he gradualy bowed to the truth and began to admit to me and to
himsdf that a sad mistake may have been made.

In the end, we became such good friends that we exchanged addresses
and teephone numbers. Smiles, daps on the back, some words of
encouragement. “It's nothing, these things happen. No one these days is
immune to misakes. This was a sad, little misake. There are much more
painful errors.”

But the words of Sarah the Yemenite went draight to my heart,
kindling a sorm that could not quickly be camed. A man finishes a gruding
week of studies in Jerusdem, then rushes to the bus gation for the trip to his
house on the coagtd plain to make Shabbat with his wife and his children and
the oaks in the yard; how is it possble that while he is hurrying home, and his
mind is dready somewhere between the bwns and the red tiled roofs, a plain
Jerusdem woman gops him, cloaks him in an imaginary past and wrongly
takes him for an ETZEL lad who crouched beow the wdl to the old city and
boosted to his shoulder the brave sapper who would toss an explosive charge
above the barricaded gate?

Why didn’'t | hasten to answer her, “Sarah, you are mistaken. | am not
the boy you knew back in ‘48. I'm not even from Jerusdem. I'm from the
plain, from a village near Hadera. I'm finishing my required subjects, that's
dl. Don't turn my world upside down. Let me go in peace to my little house
among the orchards” It seemed to me that | saw the shadowy image of the
Jerusdlem woman dipping away like a furtive gust of wind through the
bustling station’ s teeming platforms.
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One night, 1 was invited to a paty a the home of a wdl-known
Jerusalem editor. She gregted me warmly and served exotic dishes she had
learned to prepare during her years aoroad. While we enjoyed the food and
drink, she introduced a young woman, no beauty yet quite bewitching, whom
she praised as the best rewriter on her editorid saff interested in more than
just the pages she recast. Like the editor, she had kind words for a story of
mine the paper was going to publish. Why, she had fdlen in love with entire
passages in it and was eager to discuss its innovative structure with me face
to face. In this way, our hogtess politely but firmly maneuvered us together,
cheek to jowl a the little table in the corner of her cramped sdon where we
might whisper oblivious to the buzz and hum of the guests around us.

The rewriter asked my name and inquired into my age and line of
work. She was amazed that a man like me would forsske an edtablished life
in the plain to dat between Jerusdlem’s yeshivas and seminaries in search of
bam for the wounds festering in my soul. Still, the sory | had submitted was
very fine and she bdieved | ought to continue writing despite the demands
yeshiva society made on my time. She found in my sory something protean
yet powerful. “Now that we meet in person,” she sad, “I see in you the same
contrasting qudities of putty and sted. Your appearance bears an astonishing
resemblance to the language of the story.” For my part, | was more than a
little surprised by the familiar tone she adopted. Dumb with confusion, | sa
across from her and felt the firgt twinges of a powerful and mutua attraction.

After a long conversation battered by the surrounding din, we left for
the bus stop below the house. She was going to her home on the edge of
Jerusdem while | had to return to my little dormitory room. The volume |
was dudying lay open on my dek, bedde it the notebook in which |
scribbled thoughts my reading provoked and observetions drawn outsde the
confines of the volumes densely printed pages. We boarded the late-night
bus and sat Sde by sde. As if by chance, her shoulder brushed me, then she
haf swvung her body to me and her thighs pressed hard aganst my own. |
don't know where | found the courage, but | took the plunge and wrapped my
arms around her shoulders.

It was clear a once that we were headed to her smdl apartment on the
city’s outskirts. The volume open on my desk and the notebook at its Sde
would await my return, perhgps that night, perhaps a dawn, perhaps not until
the following day if things went well between us.

We got off a the last sop and, locked in passionate embrace, made
our way to her door. How astounded | was by her request to make love in
deathly slence. How | marveed a the efforts she made to choke back her
moans. How sweet were the fingers she placed on my lips so I, too, would
not cry out when the final ecdtasy possessed me. Afterwards, we rose and
dressed and returned to the building doorway, where the hot-blooded copy
editor showed me a ittle hutch of white rabbits the tenants permitted her to
keep. She drew me behind the building, to the smdl inner yard where some
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flowerbeds she tended gave the Jerusdem night a sharp scent and a few
vegetables, mangled by the neighborhood children, were eventudly fed to the
rabbits.

| asked her to explain the dlence on which she ingsted in bed. She
had a roommate, she sad, a fine young woman studying socia work at the
university who was about to marry her sweetheart and leave for a job in one
of the development towns in the south. Out of a degp sense of pity, she would
not sully for this splendid young woman whatever life in the big city had not
yet spoiled. For some reason, | remarked that | understood dl the nonsense if
that was the case. Her explandion judified the strange precautions she had
taken to assure our slence, even if we had been forced to make love like
mice. But | never imagined that she would ask me to dink out of the building
without a sound. Nor did | know that she would beg ne to postpone the
shower | craved till a later hour or, better yet, until returning to my cubbyhole
in the dorms.

Her find words enraged me, just as her efforts to preserve the hush of
her bed had roused in me a secret fury. | rose from the bed, dressed hedtily,
and told her, very loudly, that one could hear the same thing in the other tiny
gpartments in that crowded building. | was no longer a boy. It was years Since
| had indulged in one-night stands. | had long since wearied of ridiculous
dfars like these. Her behavior reminded me of an incident buried in my
youth.

Risng to her feet, the copy editor seized me and implored me to
lower my voice. But | was drunk with anger you might say and loose with my
words.

“Ligen,” | perssted like a stubborn child. “1 once went for a walk
with my girlfriend in the hills of Jerusdem. As darkness fel, we arived a a
smdl, forgotten kibbutz cdled ‘Maadeh HaHamisha’ It was dmogt off the
map, S0 it seemed to me. The houses gripped a dliff to avoid diding down the
seep dope. Encountering the kibbutz chairman, we requested a room for the
night. ‘By dl means’ he replied. ‘We have a guet cabin. Here is the key,
here the water pitcher, there the kerosene lamp in case the dectricity is off.’
He led us to the cabin and opened the door to the middie room. Then he
wished us good night and went on his way. The two of us, hungering for love
the same as you and I, did not even wait for the echoes of his footsteps to die
on the pavement. We fdl on each other a once, sank to the ratty mattress
spread on the floor beneeth us and rolled around to the sound of our cries of
passion. We utterly forgot where in the world we were.”

The rewrite editor watched me with darkening eyes. Had | not been so
big and strong, she woud smply have taken hold of me and sent me flying
through the window. | dready heard the voice of the pure socid worker
cdling, “Who's there? What's dl that noise? llang, is that you? Do you need
help?’

“Just @ moment,” | shouted across the door to the unseen mob that no
doubt had gathered outsde to hear my tde. “One moment, let me go on with
the dory. Suspicious rugtlings dirred on the other sde of the cabin's wadls.
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My beoved thought we should peek outside, perhaps mice were nibbling on
the thin wooden dats. But | was brave lad in those days and sad, ‘Give me
the lamp, I’'m going outsde to look.” | grabbed the lamp and flung open the
doors to the rooms on ether sde of us. None of you will believe wha my
eyes beheld.”

“llana, is that you? llana, has something happened? Do you need
anything?’ the roommate caled to us. The copyeditor answered, “No, no,
everything's okay. Y ou can go back to your room.”

| raised my voice like a street corner preacher, turned to the window,
opened it wide and shouted. You won't believe what my eyes beheld. The
two other rooms were full of drunken kibbutz workers sprawled naked and
swedting, dl of them sguinting through cracks and holes in the splintered
patition. They were panting with desre & my girlfriend lying nude on the
tattered mattress. “You damn perverts, what ginking corpses you are” |
waved the lamp a them. “You dirty Pegping Toms, you vermin, you filthy
swvine” | choked on the fury lodged in my throat. | kicked their swesting
bodies and threatened the surprised workmen in a voice not my own, “I'll
burn this cabin down on you!”

Suddenly, | was baffled by my boisterous behavior. | burst haf-
dressed out of llana the rewrite editor's gpartment. To her stunned look, |
sreaked past the fine young roommate and down the dars. The chilly ar
outsde lashed & my chest. | stopped in my tracks, sniffing the scents of a
wadi and the resin aroma of a copse of pines close by. The block was pitch
black, swathed in wisps of mist and low, sodden clouds, and te night breeze
caried digant sounds. | completely lost my way. | didn't know how to get
out, which direction led to the city and which to the road. Curdang the
abaurdity of my gtuation, | began to wak briskly dong an unfinished dreet
until a gagp suddenly yawned beneath my feet. | saw that the road and the
dreet had come to an end, with the city nowhere in sght. | craned my head
heavenward in search of help, but the low wisps of cloud obscured the stars. |
was forlorn. | had no ideawhere in the world | was.

Then | saw lights in a window nearby. | gave up, knocked, and asked
for help. The door opened and Miss Sarah, the courageous Yemenite,
appeared a the threshold in some sort of nightgown. She recognized me at
once and sad, “A Pdmachnik like you logt in the night? What about those
scouting courses you took years ago? What about those those long nights you
spent on orientation hikes? We didn’t go astray like thisback in *48.”

| told her my drange account. ‘It's nothing, Pdmachnik,” she
laughed. “Everything will be just fine” She took me back to the sreet and
directed me in the clipped manner of those early years. “Turn right here, left
here, then go draight and you're back on the main road into town. You can
get ataxi there”

| thanked here and vowed, “Miss Sarah, we will meet agan.
Meanwhile, many thanks. But | was not with you there, in the Jerusalem
ETZEL battdion. It was not | who kneded down so you could throw the
explosive packs.”
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She laughed again. “It's nothing. Each of us mugt hide from someone,
And each of us must mold his past anew with his own hands. | wish you good
night.” Then she vanished into the blanket of fog.

Our find encounter was the most surprisng. Taking a bresk from
important matters, | was plodding through the ddls of Hadera's little market.
As | waked, | glanced a the hegps of fruit and flopping fish aready
beginning to gink. Suddenly, | saw two women, ther faces aglow with
delight, flapping their aams a me. Very properly dressed and made-up they
were, and carrying handsome purses. Just as | was, in rough sandals and
ghorts, | came closr and gregted them, wondering dl the while who they
were.

“Hello, PAmachnik,” one of them approached me. “Have you dready
forgotten? I’'m Sarah, from Jerusdem.”

| rushed to her in joy.” Helo, Miss Sarah,” | sad, “what brings you
down from the lofty mountains of Jerusdem to the low plains of Hadera?
Sarah explained tha she and her dger were atending a family wedding in
the Nahdi’ € quarter of town.

In dl her years in Israd, however, she had never been to our hamlet
and was especidly glad to run into me as they had just logt ther way in the
dreets. From many kind people, they had learned how far the Nahai’'d
section was and feared, much to ther sorrow and shame that the moment of
the ceremony had nearly passed.

| gave them a hand, dowly leading them through Hadera's narrow
dreets north to the Nahdi’éd quarter. “You and your sster have nothing to
worry about,” | told Sarah. “Heaven was smiling on you when you found me.
It is my pleasure to guide you on my free hour right to the hupa” The two
overdressed Yemenite ladies from Jerusalem trailed behind me like a par of
infants toddling to the playground. Sarah extolled the virtues of Jerusdem in
disparagement of the villages of the plain, which were not only a journey of
many hours from home but dso as dike as twins. From Nahariya to Kiryat
Gat, the same avenues, the same shops, the same bus stations. Suppose you
close your eyes, surrender yoursdf to the swaying of the bus and catch a
short ngp; if you wake up and find yoursdf riding on the main street of town,
you smply cannot tell whether you are in Gadera or Hadera.

| laughed in agreement, then | reminded her of old memories, of that
night when | had wandered bewildered and lost in her neighborhood floating
within an oasis of clouds.

She nudged her sger and asked, “Do you remember? Do you
remember how | told you about the strange young man | met one night?’
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“Is that him?’ asked the sigter. “The one you said seemed risen from
the grave to bring back to life the days of the Sege and the baitle for the
city?’

“What's this, Miss Sarah?’ | jumped in. “Are you o quick to kill off
your acquaintances?’

Sarah went pale and stopped. “Some things were not to be repeated
before dtrangers,” she ingtructed, “just as there were matters better left unsaid
even between ssters. “

Her sger, humiliated by the indiscretion that had dipped through her
lips, tried to make up for her blunder. Unmoved, Sarah begged my pardon.
Anyway, what was my name?

Here we had chatted politely dl this time and they had yet to hear my
name. Soon we would arive a the wedding and she ill would not know
who | was before | disappeared again.

“Abshaom,” | said. “My friends cal me Avshafor short.”

The two Ssters gasped in surprise. Clinging to one another, they
dared a me in fear. “Abshdom? Are you sure? How can this be,
Abshdom?’ Sarah demanded. “Tdl the truth, what do you know? Tell me
the truth!” she suddenly rased her voice. “Enough of this srange game
you're playing with us. Who are you redly? Were you or were you not in
ETZEL's Jerusdem batdion? Did you or did you not stand below me the
night we broke into the old city? Is that you, Avsha, from the battdion’'s
sapper platoon? Tell the truth, are you Abshadom who was killed later in that
battle on the hill near Bet Shemesh? Are you Abshdom the living or Avsha
the dead playing tricks on us?’

“But Miss Sarah,” | sgueezed her hand hard. “I am Abshdom, but
most certainly not the one you and your sister believe | am. I've dready told
you | was a boy during the War of Independence. | was drafted into the army
only after the Sinai campaign in 1956. | can show you photos and documents.
What is it with you two ladies? Have you suffed your heads with
supergtitions? Whoever heard of the dead rising from their graves to groll at
liberty through the Hadera market? Look at me, ladies, come a little closer.
Do | redly have the face of the resurrected? Now letf's go a bit faster, or
you'll missthe wedding in Nahdi’d.”

They huddled ill more closdly, clasped one another by the hand,
lowered therr gaze, and followed me like docile sheep. From time to time,
they threw me a suspicious glance, evading my face but dudying me from
my bading head to my sagging bely. | could not restran mysdf and asked
mysdf doud, “How is it posshble to meke such a mistake? How can
someone, right in the middle of the dreet, suddenly take another for a young
felow who died so many years before? Had he aged exactly like me? Tdl me
your opinion, ladies, did his har turn white like mine? Was he losng his hair
like me? Were his muscles going dack like mine? Look, he was a fearless
sgpper in the first wave of attackers, not a goldbrick like me wasting his time
in the army behind stands of waffles and soft drinks. Had anyone ever heard
such a crazy dory? And the smilarity of our names? There are a thousand
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ways to account for that, and another thousand to explain the resemblance of
our nicknames. So what if every Abshdom in the country is cdled Avsha by
his buddies?”’

We passed between the little houses of Hadera and soon heard sounds
of rgoicing risng from a yard in Nahdi’'d. | directed the wayward sgters to
the garden gate but refused their invitaion to enter and join in ther reatives
celebration.

“Thisisit for me” | sad. All in dl, it was | who should fed indebted
to Miss Sarah, for rescuing me from atough spot that night.

Sarah pressed my hand and said, “Enough, Abshdom. Don't mention
Jerusdlem. Say nothing of that night. Every word you spesk only makes me
more confused. And my sder is of no hep in dearing up the mysery. You
see before you a foolish woman. On those nights when the ETZEL battdion
went nto action, she clung to our parents legs, may they rest in peace. Every
shell exploding in the city scared her out of her wits”

| bade them farewdl. | saw how Sarah urged her sster to hurry aong
s0 they could inform the celebrants of their arivad. But her sster, not to be
rushed, hdted at the latch to the gate. Then she glanced back at me to see if |
was dill griding to the sdewak or would suddenly spread secret, dormant

wings and soar to the foot of Jerusdem’'s wadls, benegth the old city’s
barricaded gate.
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Projecting a United Will
Translated from the Hebrew by Hanna Lesh

In my youth, the old-timers told me that people who sought solitude
in the woods near the kibbutz were unique. Too highly educated to take part
in the exhausing work, too sendtive for the daly husle and busle, too
snobbish to paticipate in the daly affairs of the settlement, they set out for
the tal Eucayptus trees on the outskirts of the kibbutz to hide in the shade of
their thick branches and build a tree house that could only be reached by a
makeshift ladder.

And that is why people would tel al kinds of controversd taes
about them; fascinding tdes about a life of freedom up here, in the shaded
domes, completdy isolated from the warm, pulsating life beneath them.
These men raised their hot heads upward, toward a different sky, one that
could not be observed by the pedestrians on the soft sandy path down below.
Some were dropped from the collective kibbutz memory soon after having
arived. Others lived to a bright old age and eventudly joined their comrades
down beow. They merdy blush a little on being jokingly reminded of ther
former escapades in the tregtops. Severd of them have actudly become
mythicd. But the tdes serve to remind them of ther frst days in the country,
their first steps on kibbutz. Most of dl, they recdl the unique smells.

As a lad, | chose to ignore the decaying tree houses in which crows
nested. | tried to disregard the large rusty nals that were forever stuck in the
large trunks and served as an annoying reminder. Waking amlesdy benegth
them, | would kick a some forgotten cigarette package and pit at the
aurprisngly fresh condoms tha had somehow turned up under the tree
houses. In my wandering, | merdly intend to discover some concrete evidence
of legendary existence.

And then, on one of my waks a twilight, as my power of judgment
seemed to be somewhat impaired, | came across that legendary figure from
the old-timer's tales. He looked just like one of us, in his drk blue clothing
and heavy rubber boots.

“Come on up!” he cdled, encouraging me to climb those precarioudy
loose geps. “From up here the entire world looks different.” Overcoming
fears that had been nurtured throughout deepless nights, | followed him up
thetree.

“This way! This way!” He pulled me into his lofty outpost, which
overlooked tower tops and power lines. “Sit down! Why are you breathing so
hard, why are you so pde? They must have scared you with thelr dtories
down below! After dl, thisis merdly asmple tree house, not a dragon’s nest.

“Do you remember Rabbi Ham Vita’'s gdories? Do you recdl one
about the Holy Ari and his falure?’ Ingantly he had removed dl bariers. |
was no longer a young dreamer, but his spiritual equd. | was no longer a
moongruck lad, seeking temptation and sin in the woods, but a pupil Stting
in front of his teacher. | was extremely flattered to have been chosen from



among my buddies who had remained behind, down there in the teeming
kibbutz yard.

“If a ore and the same time dl the Jews of Saffad had worn white
clothing.... If they had dl left town together and marched toward
Jausdem.... Can you imegine tha? Every individud wish would have
disappeared: one foot, one pace, a single united step by people in white. Thar
heads held high and led by the Ari, they formed a united society.

“Follow mel We are about to ddiver Jerusdem! We are going to
change the world!” Can you imagine it? Do you redize what a chance was
missed in those days in Saffad? It is smply mind- boggling!”

The floor boards cresked; the huge trees groaned in the wind; a
shower of fragrant Eucdyptus cups fel onto the sand below. camly taking
off his boots as though dgtting on his porch, he comforted me, “Don’t be
afraid. Worse sorms have not managed to destroy my lofty eerie! Now, will
you please ligen to me! Imaging everyone on our kibbutz—men, women,
children, and old-timers—sanding in front of ther huts and tents. Everyone
dressed in their Sabbath clothes. Holding hands, they sing quietly. And not
just members from our kibbutz, but from dl neighboring kibbutzim, from the
entire country! An enormous force of kibbutz members who dl project ther
will in a sngle direction. Can you imagine what might happen? What might
happen here and throughout the entire universe?’

Bending low over the wooden boards of the tree house, he covered his
head as though trying to prevent it from bursting. “Such a unified will, one
that encompasses millions, may cause a red revolution. Not just our country
would be changed, but the entire globe; our miserable earth would move in a
completely different orbit, one that was intend from the beginning. Do you
see where the Ari erred? How could he have expected people to be ready in a
couple of hourst What a crazy schedule he tried to enforcel Who can be
expected to get ready a such short notice? Do you see the sorry chan of
events that eventualy led to a missed opportunity? What a pity! One could
samply burst with frustration!”

Taking hold of my boyish hands, he folded them together and sad,
“No power in the world can withsand a united peopl€'s will. You must
dways remember this. Naturdly, it would be nice if matters were
accomplished tidily in suitable clothing and accompanied by the right tune
But most of dl, it is imperative to prevent the disntegration of this united
will into thousands of individuad ones. Look down a the kibbutz. What do
you s=e? Everyone is going wild and pulling in a different direction. That is
not the way to achieve sdvation! It smply makes me cry!”

| grained my neck to look downward and see what he meant. | tried
hard to imagine what such an enormous will, one that united the entire
kibbutz, might actudly achieve. But asde from sudden tears caused by the
effort and an obscure but penetrating pain, | felt nothing at dl.
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BABBLESIN THE NIGHT
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

| kesp having the same drange dream. The amdl loamy lawn
ueezed between the waer tower and the old dining hdl, filled with
Legionnaires in crigp uniforms and slver hdmets sparkling in the eerig
dreamy light. The points of their helmets cut through the bright sky far above.
The rough Khaki neck flaps dangling behind their heads flutter in the breeze.

| can't sy jus when | firsd saw this fantadtic vison, which dways
appears precisaly between 1:30 and 2:15 am. Some nights, the nightmare and
its after-images are o disturbing that 1 wake up drenched in sweet, my heart
pounding, and blood roaring in my ears. This dream springs, | know, from
my ealy childhood, when | sawv Arab Legionnaires, resplendent in their
uniforms and gleaming hemets, sauntering past the leopard cages in Td
Aviv little zoo. | saw them again later passing in an open military vehicle on
the old HaderaTu Kaem road. They d<rode through the kibbutz like
conquerors, I'm sure of that now. And they bore themsdlves with the ar of
ruers. I'm not mistaken about that now ether, for | dways watch from
below, a young, frightened boy passed so close to the dear red eath in his
hideaway that no error or exaggeration is possible.

I'm not done in my dreeam. My mother usudly is with me, she, too,
grolling a some distance through the zoo, logt in engrossng conversation
with her aunt from Td Aviv. The minute detals of some unsavory family
incident, which crops up during their tak with the names of family members
and forgotten relatives, excites my adolescent fancy. As she waks off with
her aunt, my mother never notices the swarms of Legionnares rgpidly filling
the zoo.

Or perhaps that is my absent-minded faher with me, in a gray
cayuette that he often wore into the city. He is taking quietly yet warmly
with a boyhood friend who left for the city after severa good but
unpromisng years on the smal kibbutz. He too is behaving customaily in
every way and dso has no sense of the threat beginning to brew within the
boundaries of the zoo. What's going on, am | the only who feds war
looming? Is only this little boy able to sense the danger invading the zoo
through the hales in the fence? Or is my imagination multiplying fantases ad
infinitum, enough for many years of dreams?

Some nights, my dreams repest themsalves with minor changes. One
dream switches places with the next. The dream sometimes gppears in a
different guise. The scene is amilar. Now we stand on a reddish field packed
hard by barefoot children, close by the tent camp that existed on our small
kibbutz in its early years. The tents form a while semicircle behind which, as
in a dow-motion movie, the wooden sceffolding of the firg multistory
dructure, later cdled the security building, dowly rises Am | only imaging it
or do | in fact recognize among the identica tents that specid one in which
my mother and father live?
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The dlver-hdmeted Legionnaires are wandering among the tents.
What the hdl are they doing there? Seeking souvenirs? Looking for pictures?
Prying into dbums? And then they lead the kibbutz members ther hands
bound with rough cords, from the bundles of hay, toward the gate to the
groves. They're going into some remote field, the locus of secret fears. Do |
gand there done watching this drama or with other youngsters my age just as
I? Dressed only in thin undershirts, we hide in the dense stand of eucdyptus
trees watching, utterly hepless, as the lordly Legionnares drive the members
into the smdl tent camp. Weeping won't hedp now and you can't ydl in a
dream because the image immediately will dissolve, the hypnotic theater of
memories will dm and I'll awake in my bed, covered in sweat, my pulse
racing and the time on the clock glowing aove my bed as usud between
1:30 and 2:15 am.

I'm certain that events of my early childhood blend into the dream.
The fear of searches carried out by British troops. The terrifying siege of our
neighboring kibbutz, Givat-Hayim, which ended in bloodshed and desth and
panic. A children’s trip to the Te Aviv zoo. A boy log in the crowd and
tumult. A boy whose mother’s hands dipped from his grasp, separated from
him by the rough josling of foreign soldiers with khaki flagps fluttering
behind ther necks But how ae dl these dements each in ther own
exquiste logic leading inexorably to the next, fused in such a fantadtic
manner? How do they codesce into a generd picture of Kibbutz Ein
Hahoresh, a smdl village on the fringe of Samaria conquered and occupied
by the Arab Legion?

| return in my dreams to dl-too-familiar festures of the landscape.
The old kibbutz pickup truck sunk in the sand somewhere east of the
collective; deep paths of sand leading into the hills towards the feared village
of Kakun; a group of tardy travelers stuck en route past curfew; darkness,
packs of jackds, roving gangs, and worst of dl, a treacherous engine that
died in the most dangerous of places. Here | dways stop and tarry. There are
drange dleys flooded by images sreaming from long-forgotten childhood
dreams. The eye lingers over the soft, dowly darkening horizon where the
dense orchards end and a view suddenly opens onto fields and gardens and
caravans of camds bearing the melons of Kakun. Sweet watermelon juice
trickles down the camels. In the fabulous chaos of the dream, | often see the
juice transformed into blood right before my child's eyes. The blood drips
from the cames humps into the rich, black earth famous for its fertility.
From the spot where the dripping blood seeps into the ground sprout castor
oil plants, thousands of which once flourished in the groves Some of them
have remained hidden in neglected corners from the teeth of modern farming.
A group of men is srinting from the idled pickup. Stray words are softly
spoken. It's hardly a stone's throw to the kibbutz fence, yet there is a feding
of total abandonment and bloodshed. The bawling boy must be dragged aong
s0 he won't hold up the others. | hear the effort required by this trek. | fed
the moisture in the swest-stained clothes, | tremble &l over from the chill of
the dew and fear and excitement.
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The smdl band stops to rest and breathe besde the plum tree that
once was hit by lightning. This is a familiar spot in my dreams. The east gate
of the kibbutz isn't far from here. You can even trade shouts with the guards
on the eastern side. The tree is completely charred, its scorched limbs frozen
agang the night sky. I'm teribly jedous of the children who saw flames
shoot forth, followed by a billowing pillar of smoke, when the bolt struck the
giant tree. | remember only its blackened skeleton. Occasiondly, | ruefully
regret having been born only after the fire. The blasted plum tree makes an
arreding intersection in my whimsca dreamscepes. East of that point, terror
reigns. Nearby lurk the Arab shepherds and packs of jackas run rampant.
Then someone takes me by the hand and I’'m in the cool sand on which I've
landed. With a fina effort, walking hard and fast, we must reach the kibbutz.
Were wary of the deep shadows in the banana fields and Steer clear of
anything suspicious, avoiding dl sudden movement and noise. Findly, we
arrive, swesting but safe and sound, at the eastern gate.

At this point in the dream, | adways crack under the tenson building
within me. | breek into childish tears, uttering cries uninteligible even to me.
Mercifully, once agan I'm gently borne, comforted and caressed and
muttering in that cryptic nocturnd language until | fal adeep. Although the
language in my nightmares certainly has its own linguigic logic, its meaning
is s0 dusive that | despair of ever comprehending it. To me, this is so much
babbling in the night.

In that period between 1:30 and 2:15 am., there sometimes appears
before me a nightmarish vison of the Ein-Hahoresh | knew as a boy. The
past thrudts itsdf into the present. From the member's quarters groans erupt,
babies cry and wail far off in the infant's house. | hear strange shrieks carried
on the bamy night wind. However much | drain my ears, | can't fathom the
nighttime howling from the hills What is the source of this potent, macabre
energy? What is it that causes the resdents of this hgppy community such
pain? In what language do dreamers of nightmares cdl out? Who do they
summon in ther agony?

In my nightly dreams which follow lavs over which | have no
control, a disant vison often gppears the soft, white limestone path leading
to Giva-Hayim. Barbed wire fences coil around the village. All the ground
outsgde is pocked like a fiddd of molehills after a rangorm. Armed British
soldiers fill out the picture. | lie a the edge of the woods where the sewage
gardens end. Deep fissures rend the trunks of the huge eucdyptus trees
abutting the kibbutz fence. The resn drips, the aroma is good, the bark is
rough to the touch. What more do | need to complete the memory? Am |
lying there done or are some of my little friends with me? Had the firing
dready begun when we crawled to our vantage point or was it the firg
volleys that had aroused our juvenile spirits, moving us to hug the ground and
crawl through the craters in the sewage gardens to the fringe of the thicket?
By the concrete post a the gate nearby some people are crouching. There are
cries and shouts. Someone screams during lulls in the shooting while other
run. Shivers score my back, etched forever like scars degp into my memory
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and impressed into the dramas of my dream. One of my young friends
suddenly shouts to me that the man a the gate, the one wildly screaming, is
my fether.

| look towards the gate and see my father, Elkeh Yossdevitch, the
great, noble Elkeh, dricken with rage and bitterness. Is he the one so
datlingly curang the British soldiers? Is that redly his mouth? Is that his
tongue? Never in my life had |1 seen him s0 savage. The children warn me to
be careful because the English are shooting. I'm torn in my dream. | yearn to
run to him and warn him, to end his curang, to be swdlowed in his ams But
| cahnot move from my place. Bound by the tight unbreskable bonds of my
dream, | can only twitch and imagine mysdf cdling, “Dad, Elk, watch out,
bullets are flying everywhere. Take shdter. Hide in the shaft of shade behind
the bunker!” And from now on, in my nightmares of the English sege, which
beset me whichever way | turn, the soft, white limestone path to Givat-Hayim
knifes through it. Deaf to my cries my father faces the gunfire, my tongue
disobeys me, and the heavy words emerge in tha incomprehensble night
language. At times, when | awake feding agitaed and utterly helpless, |
contemplate mysdf in the gdlence of the nightt. Am | unwittingly dso
mingling my hoarse voice with the nightmare chorus on our little kibbutz?
On the floodlit sdewdk outsde, are my cries to my father too far away for
me to reach him heard by late passersby in that same nocturnal babble?

I've vowed to mysdf many, many times that | won't be lazy when |
get up during the night, that I'll gt a my desk and turn on the lamp, that I'll
open the drawer and take out a pencil and begin writing in my notebook in an
uninterrupted rush while the images I've jus seen ae 4ill fresh in my mind
while | Hill bear the odors that enveloped me and my ears 4ill ring with the
roar of gunfire and the cries for hdp. My hands are damp and dippery from
the sweat of my dreams. My heart throbs and a perssent, inexplicable
tenson racks my deep-deprived body.

Later, glancing a the shadowy letters darting across my note pad,
what | see in the hadtily scribbled pages on my desk is not an imaginary Ein-
Hahoresh or even the red, familiar one. What lies before me is a likeness of
the drange nightmare verson of Ein-Hahoresh beckoning me from the pages
in that uninteligible language. | look wearily a my wach but the time is
awaysthe same: between 1:30 and 2:15 am.
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A Dozen Baskets of Sand
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

The summer after the Yom Kippur War, | was one of those caled up
to perform the immense task of trandferring war dead from their temporary
graves for find burid. At headquarters, | was issued a new uniform with
shiny unit paiches and gleaming dripes. | even recelved a beret the likes of
which | hadn't worn dnce my discharge from regular service. Our
commanding officer gave me and the other five resarvists in my emergency
detal a short briefing emphasizing the importance of success in our grim
mission. Then, ingtead of taking military trangportation, we boarded a vehicle
from one of the units and st out for a large army camp in the center of the
country from which the coffins of the fdlen would meke ther find,
melancholy journey to military internmen.

We didn't hurry this time since there was no reason to rush. Those
who had waited an entire miserable year in ther temporary graves wouldn't
begrudge us a few hours of delay, nor would those who had waited for them
as though they might suddenly return. We didn't know the sergeant we were
to accompany. He was a young fellow in the regular army, a tank commander
| believe, who fel during the breskthrough. His armored battalion had been
attached to our brigade during the fighting, and who'd had time then to get
acquainted? When his unit had returned to its origind formation once the
fighting ended, none of us had remembered either the faces or the names of
those young soldiers.

As we sat a the gas gation just outsde Haifa, the wind, blowing from
the west, mingled the pungent scent of the sea with the aroma of cooking
from the little restaurant there and the acrid odor of spilled fuel.

At the big amy camp in the center of the country that served as a
trandfer depot for the coffins, some reserve officers, busy men with serious,
sern expressions on ther faces met us. They dready knew we were coming,
who we were, and who we were to escort. We followed the officer in charge
to a huge hangar where we sat in the shade under nets rigged up at the start of
the operation. The hundreds of subdued escorts who crowded into the
hangars spoke in hushed voices. Latter, during the long hours of lectures,
briefings and drills, | redized no one had bothered to tell us anything about
the young sergeant, this tender, unknown youth whom we had been
summoned to accompany on hisfind journey.

We st out the next afternoon. Our little convoy headed for the
military section of a cemetery in one of the coastad towns. The drivers turned
on their lights while we sx reservist escorts spread out on both sdes of the
casket. The drive, which began in low gear among the whitewashed lanes of
the army base, gradudly gained speed until we pulled into traffic on the man
road. The entire highway pad us its respects The flow of traffic parted
before us. Some drivers not only pulled over but came out their low doors,
sood draight as they watched us and joined the ceremony. Some, for
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whatever reason, even sduted our little convoy. Aside from the rhythmic purr
of the command car's engine, not a sound was heard. The road, too, suddenly
fdl glent, and | felt ashiver ripple acrass my skin benesth my new uniform.

Just as we had been ingructed, we stopped at the entrance to the
cemetery for a breather. The thirsty drank while those who needed to went
behind the bushes. The drivers got out to give ther lights and gleaming meta
fixtures one last polishing. The little honor guard smoothed the wrinkles in
the flag dreped over the coffin. The army chaplan and the locd soldiers
welfare officer, who were charge of the burid, came foreword to make sure
we'd brought the right coffin. | passed a few quick words with them. They
were exhaugted, their eyes red and their voices hoarse as though they’'d
spoken too much the past three days. The wefare officer, who knew the
sergeant’s family quite well, told the cheplan the family’s address and the
father’s occupation. He was a broken man the welfare officer assured me and
the chaplain. This rock of a man, now a shadow of what he'd been, was
crushed.

With specid ropes, we lowered the casket into the ground. Beside the
pit, | heard one of the escorts whispering, yet al of us could hear him: “Don’t
get in my way, I'll cover it. Jus move asde” Someone had told me before
the interment that he did burid work as his Moshav. Apparently, he didn’t
care for how the army went about it. “Did you hear me? Get out of the way.”

Sowly, we lowered the coffin, then pulled up the ropes, and moved
back so none of the many mourners would notice that our comrade was doing
dl the work. We left the grave to the army chaplain, the wefare officer, and
our burly companion who had volunteered to hegp earth on the coffin by
himsdf.

The military section was nothing but concrete and grave, dmost
without earth. Beside the grave, however, lay a dozen baskets filled with
sand. Old black rubber Public Works Department baskets, stacked up in two
or three piles. Our Moshav man worked with consummeate skill. His hands
lifted the dacked of the baskets as though they contained fluffy insulation,
not heavy sand. In a few dlent moments of effort, e filled in the hole. There
was exactly the right volume of fill. The grave was suffed with sand, with
enough left over to make a smal mound at the edge. He suddenly broke into
a sweat. Damp stresks ran down the back of his army shirt. | fet unessy at
that moment. The other escorts aso seemed to be roused from their torpor.
We rushed to the empty baskets to help to him if only by lining them up s0
they wouldn't be left strewn about the grave.

The bereaved family knet before the smal marker planted by the
welfare officer. On it had been etched the sergeant’s name, his unit, and its
number, his last assgnment and his tender age. He hadn’'t reached the age of
20. | recdled the words of a grieving father whom I'd heard on the radio
before we'd started out that day. His son had been 21 and haf when he fell.
Hed mentioned this perhgps seven times during his brief, hdting statement.
The program’s host hadn’t dared interrupt him. And so his words had been
heard as a kind of prose poem with a heartbresking, recurring sanza: a 21

51



and haf year-old boy when he died, 21 and a haf years old, 21 and a half.
The sergeant we brought from the temporary cemetery for find burid hadn't
been even 20.

In dlence, we moved away from the grieving family and the crowd of
mourners. Now that our job was done, we gathered around our command car,
durping cold water from a jerry can. As dways, we wrung our hands while
murmuring the usua phrases to avert the agony of desth and ward off the evil
eye. Someone complimented the fine professona work of our Maoshavnik.
Just don't gart telling your grave digging stories, | secretly prayed. Resst the
urge to regde us with eerie funerd tdes from the Moshav. He exhded
deeply, but, observing the decencies, said nothing. Yet under his breath, he
muttered, “Such baskets of sand. Such DPW baskets of sand. | haven't seen
thosein ages. | didn't even know they il used those things”

Later, we climbed heavily into the command car and again sat three
across on the benches. But now we had neither the coffin nor the flag draped
over it. On the metd floor, only dusty furrows marked where we had dragged
the box. We sat now free of the tenson and gravity we had felt driving there.
| glanced a the military section as the people left ad a the flocks of
swdlows flitting through the tree tops. This | thought, is the entire Story: a
dozen tattered, rubber DPW baskets of sand. Twelve heavy baskets filled
with sand. And the vague, violent arbitrariness of war. And this somber
asemblage 9x resarvids, the lad from the tank battdion, the Moshavnik
who threw himsdf on the grave to erase his grief, and I, imprinting this
image into my memory.

| saw too many deed in that damn war, far too many. At the collection
dations, at battdion ad pods and a makeshift field hospitas, on the sooty
hills, benesth the mdting snow; a the paking lots of the temporary
cemeteries. | didn’t know this young sergeant. I'd never seen him anywhere.
Just before we left, | cast a find glance at the fresh mound and the wooden
marker, a the flowers and the black ribbons covering everything. And one
lagt time to see the 12 DPW baskets of sand ill standing behind us like a
dozen dlent witnesses forever fixed to the spot.
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Two Jews, Three Immigrants
Trandated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

In a smdl grubby room a a chegp Parisan hotd, not far from the
French capitd’s river, three sested men are chatting. Two of them are Jews,
but al three are immigrants. It is early February, 1957. The day is cold and
cloudy. The ancient hesting system in the room doesn't work most of the day.
Junk, the chambermaid cals towards the river. Long, flat barges traverse the
river from one bridge to the other. The old, dark bridge bounds on€'s view to
the right while the new span, whose stedl beams glint even on a winter day
like this one, frames the view to the l&ft.

Leopold Spitzer, a 39-year-old movie director, is the divorced father
of a young son. He left behind a sndl family when he immigrated from
Israel, a@bandoning the infant date after seven years. His lagt film, “A Stone
on Every Mile” was an abject fallure trumpeted in every newspaper in the
country. Rotten luck befdl the film at its firg and, sad to say, only showing.
The day of its premier, a heavy, suffocating Hamsn, the desert wind,
descended on the May Cinema in Haifa's Hadar Hacarmel quarter. How long
ago was that? It's difficult to remember exactly, but it was gpproximately
three years ago, perhaps a little less Offended film critics were infuriated,
shamefully lashing out a both him and the movie. “This has been the mogt
torrid May that Haifa has ever known.” The spools of film were dow ariving
from the tudios in Herzliya, the taxi was held up on the road, and the hest in
the theater was unbearable.

Besde the smdl table, on which dands a bottle haf-full of cheap
wine, severa cups, an ash tray, packs of cigarettes and matches, dts the
young Brazilian David Perloff. A true cnemdic visonay who grew up in
the Zionig youth movement, he has decided to make a short vist to Paris on
his way to Igaedl from Brazil. He spesks Portuguese, Yiddish, and a little
French. From the Jewish press and conversations with friends, envoys and
atigs, he knows dmost everything about the early days of Isragl’s Hebrew
cinema. He even knows of the “Czech” Spitzer, as he is known, and his work.
Some in lgad, he has heard, consder him an incorrigible poseur ambitioudy
seeking success, what they cal a “Hochshtapler” in Yiddish. They're
convinced that the charlatan inevitably will meat his downfdl. But even they
never imagined that “A Stone on Every Mile’ whose appearance on the big
screen was S0 eagerly awaited in thesters around the country, would crash
and shatter beyond repair at its very first showing.

Perloff took no pleasure in Spitzer's misfortune. The flop of a new
Igadi film didn't pleese him, and dthough no expet on the particulars, he
felt a sense of closeness to the aspiring director. He'd heard that some people
cdled him “the man of a thousand tdents’ while others held a different
opinion of this wonderkind. Hed heard, too, that Spitzer spoke severd
languages, that he was a poet and writer, an esteemed scriptwriter and an
indefatigable skirt-chaser. And he€d heard that Spitzer was a ddightful
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raconteur. The chance meding with Spitzer greatly excited him. Snce
discovering two or three days earlier tha Spitzer dso was lodging a the
hotd, he had sayed close by, soaking up his comments and hypnotizing
conversation, his chaming gestures and winning manners. He skipped
excursons around the city to spend long hoursin Spitzer’s room.

Across from them, leaning agang the wadl, in his hand a glass dill
containing wine dts an ageless man. A thick lock of har dangles over his
forehead. Dressed like the good-looking Ameican in the cigarette
advertisements, he ceasdesdy hums drains from a popular French tune
played endlesdy on the hotd radio. This is Marek Helasko, an expatriate
Polish writer sojourning in Paris en route from Poland to the west, whether it
be London or New York or the lovdiest city in the world, the Red Sea coast
town Eilat. Pictures of his wdl-known face often gppear in the leading
newspapers. Relishing his role as a free intdlectud who regects the horrors of
the communist regime, he loves to be photographed and interviewed by
famous reporters. He has written and published severa short stories which,
trandated into various European languages, have gained him the reputation of
a man of great promise in Poland, Germany, and esewhere. But he is
addicted when they cdl him “the Polish Hemingway.”

He is an inveterate drunkard. Scenes of his intoxication add much to
his growing fame. He spesks Polish and a handful of words in English and
German. Although he doesn't care for the Jews, he admires the Isradlis. On
hearing that a parr of Isadi film men were in the hote, he sought them out a
once. He faled to find Spitzer's room and knew nothing of young David
Perloff. And so, entirdly by accident, as happens in chegp hotds in vast cities,
he encountered them at the door to the old eevator. He hasn't left them since
and dts with them now, between the young dreamer, who soon will leave for
Ilsradl seeking to redize his cinematic hopes, and the fledgling producer who
not long ago returned from Isradl dejected, embittered and frusirated.

How do they conduct their discusson? In what language do they
speak? At a remove, it would seem that they cannot possibly converse. They
are separated by age and place of origin and, even more, by ther destinations.
Nearer, however, as in a large close-up shot, everything is different and dl is
possble. Spitzer, of course, is the center of conversation. With Perloff, he
chaters in colloquid German while David replies in his household Yiddish.
Each rgoices whenever a stray word of Hebrew crops up, as though they
suddenly have found the key to a secret, intimate language.

With Hdasko, he spegks in his native Sovak, which is very smilar to
Polish. Hudered, Hdasko answvers in “new” Polish. A word of German
occasondly chances to enter their conversation, and each rgoices a this as
though they loathe the Savic tongues they must spesk. Perloff apologies that
he doesn't yet know Hebrew and is utterly inept in French. Helasko
complains that his English is smply awful. He was quite a dolt as a child, he
laments. Ingead of studying English serioudy, he preferred to chase foxes in
the forest near his home. Spitzer joins in ther tipsy commiseraion, griping



about his falure to learn Arabic during his years in Isad. As a boy, he'd
fdlen inlove with Arabic on adreary trip to Algeria

In dl this mdange of languages—which Perloff will soon discover if
he goes through with his foolish decison to move to Israd, the wretched date
of the Jews--what he will miss the most, says Spitzer, is Arabic. A peculiar
amosphere momentarily settles over the smdl room. Three artigts drinking
together: two movie directors, a pair of writers, two Jews, one gentile, three
immigrants, and seven languages.

Helasko breaks out into a Polish folk song that was popular with the
right-wing underground in Poland after the war. He is ill in shock, he
explains to Spitzer, from the brutd suppresson of the Hungarian uprisng and
the terrible daughter the Russans carried out in Budapest. Tomorrow, he
feds certain, this will occur in Warsaw as wdl. A ghastly carnage broadcast
live before the televison cameras of western European dations, he rages. Let
the idiots die, he says for he won't be there when a river of blood again
flows through Warsaw. Now he must decide only where to roam. He asks if
Spitzer watched as French televison broadcast the message in Hungary live.
No, Spitzer didn't see the innocent dead littering the burning Streets of
Budapest. He had ill been in the Middle Eadt, packing up his life for a new
migration. There, too, war had occured, and he hadn’'t wanted to abandon his
young son before it ended. He reminds the youthful Perloff and the ageess
Helasko that he has a young son in Td Aviv. If he had momentarily hestated
to leave the country, it was inly because of his boy, for one smply doesn't
forsske children done in time of war. Peloff wants to ask dill another
guestion but holds back. A bottle in his hand, Helasko nods his head in
agreement. “True, very true. One cannot leave young children done in time
of war.” He eventudly will find the right moment and place to tdl them, his
two Jewish companions, what it means to abandon children in time of war.

Perloff announces that he regets having been a young boy during the
war of Independence. He's sorry he couldn’t volunteer to aid the kibbutz
stlements under sege in the Negev. He does know severd older boys from
his youth movement branch in Brazil who went to Israd duing the fighting.
He intends to vist them, they’ll be among the firs he will see. Perhaps if he
is lucky enough, he'll make a mgor picture, a movie unlike any made before
in the country, about the desperate struggle waged by a smal group of Jews
in the Negev against o many Arabs.

The conversaion drags a bit, and its naturd rhythm is congantly
interrupted, because Spitzer must trandate everything. From German into
Yiddish, as wel as from Polish into Sovak, the rendering is plain and smple.
But he dso mug trandate in the other direction and back again, and that is
becoming ever more a drain. The tak becomes digointed, murky, and, most
of dl, wearing. And he has fdt very tired lady, too. Although not yet forty
years old, he sometimes feds like fifty, or even more. At times he feds hell
never reech the age of fifty. Life is exhauding, the frequent travel wears on
him, the women he mus forever cast adde dso tire him. If his friend the
poet, the one killed in the partisan revolt, were to ask him now in the unique,
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persond language of ther own making, he would answer in an honed,
quavering Statement, “ Jerzy, please ligen. | don't think I'll make it to fifty.”

He glances at Perloff’s young, clever head. And there is Hdasko with
his fine face and thick curls. Later on, he peeks a the windowpane, which
shines his advancing baddness back a him. This reflected sdf-portrat, a
hodile image in glass doexn't upst him. He caries within himsdf a dl
times a picture of himsdf. Once, a a director's convention, he had marked
that every director and filmmaker should keep such a picture of himsdf, a
sf-image update daly that burns as an eternd flame within one€'s soul. That
had been a long time ago, when he dill believed he possessed a rare talent for
direction. He confidently had expected to make a provocative film, perhaps
even one or two more. And then the great, rotund director Otto Preminger
would see them and immediady summon him to Cdifornia These fine
words, evidently spoken aoud to unexpected applause, he had declared in
flawed, hdting Hebrew in his heavy Sovek accent. They have no idea what
is in my heat, he thought on hearing his colleagues, enrgptured by his
comments, praise his work. No one could fathom what was in his heat
because no one had been there with him a the Novaki forced labor camp late
that accursed summer of 1942. No one knew that he by chance had escaped
incineration with his mother and brother. His heart since then had been an
empty vessd.

Helasko suddenly rises from his chair, ceases humming the hit French
tune, walks to the window and blocks ther view of the river. The room,
dready dim, becomes even darker. On the gray river long, black barges dip
untouched benesth the bridges Waving his hands, Helasko says that he
yearns for the sun and light of the Middle East. Sometimes, he even loves the
Jaws, too. He mocks Spitzer, who left the sun and warmth of the east to
return, beaten and wounded, to the gray cold of Europe.

“You're not even fifty. Have you dready given up? he vehemently
questions Spitzer without awaiting an answer. He turns to Perloff, takes his
hand (Elisha—is this right?) and vows never to leave him. Wait, hell finish
his busness a the Parisan hotd and leave with Perloff br Isradl. “You Jews
have a wonderful country,” he tdls them. “Too bad I'm such a Pole. If only
I’d been a Jew.”

“You're not even hearing what you're saying,” says Spitzer with a
dismissve wave of his hands. “You don't understand what nonsense you're
spouting. You'rejust drunk.”

Turning to Perloff, he says in Yiddish, “He's a decent guy, and
talented, too, but a drunk. A dear Goy and a drunk. “Perloff stands up and
politely hdps the famous Polish writer snk back into his seat and lean
agang the wal. He takes the glass and the bottle and puts them on the table.
This for him is just a brief sop on his way to Isad. As a boy, he dreamed of
Paris as he did of Lisbon and Madrid and he is a great admirer of the French
film directors. The mere mention of the great atits names sends a shiver
through him. The day before, friends had introduced him to a group of
repected writers gtting a a cafe on the boulevard. He had written himsdlf a
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few words about the meeting. Anyone who wants to make an honest novie
must congtantly document his life; every day; every hour, even every second.
Thetruth of lifeis so dusiveit can escape even that dtrict arecord.

He occasionaly encountered what he craved, a film tha <o
meticuloudy Documented and captured the ephemerd moment that he
became as excited as a maiden watching a romance. He suddenly darts to
sweet, becomes restless, changes sedts, teps his feet on the floor of the
theater, and unwittingly kicks the bottles of beer rolling benegth the seats. He
even grunts as he bresthes. The right images in the precise flow, the truth
projected on the screen-it dl goes past his mind like inspired flashes. And
what maddens him is that he cannot a that moment make an accurate record
of the powerful emotions seizing him during the film.

Spitzer returns to his gloomy thoughts and the oppressve ache in his
heart. He won't reach fifty, he is certain of that. Besides, what does he care?
Why is it so important to live to fifty? He has dready seen more than enough
in his short life. The tense decades of his youth provide plenty of materid for
ful-length films. And he haan't even begun to make them. The panful
adventure in lsrad has cost him seven years. Seven precious years of his life
Irreplacesble years. Seven full years gone for nothing. The insult and
humiligtion he endured in his find years there hurt so much, he thought his
heat would fill again. His “empty heat” from which everything hed
suddenly drained that bitter moment on the tran platform a the Sovak
forced labor camp. For that was when his friends told him that the Nazis had
sent his mother to the crematory severa hours earlier.
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My First Story

That summer, a few days after | was demobbed, | had a very strange
experience. One afternoon | had asudden urge to take an old school exercise
book and a large yellow pencil out of one of the boxes in which | kept my
few beongings.

| didn't yet have a permanent room in the kibbutz, and | was congtantly
moved from one old hut to another. Once | was condemned to a room that
was narrow and dirty, and once | found mysdlf in a room where the floor tiles
were gparkling but the wals were cracked and there were no windows.
Ancther time | awoke in a drange room filled with a sinking pile of
mattresses among the decaying huts of the Nacha unit.

| used to get up for work in the sheepfold while it was Hill night. The
sand paths were ill damp, and the snail tracks clearly marked. | would spend
the day working hard in the humid heat, burrowing away in the manure and
absorbing deep into my skin the sharp smell of sheep that never wore off. In
the afternoon, | would wake up from a steaming deep, soaked in swest, lying
between the sheets and thinking of my young life. Between one duty and the
next and between one awakening and the next, there is dways a time when
the soul flutters here and there searching for its future. But | was 0 eager to
know wha my life hedd in sore and a the same time so caught up in the
pressng details of the present that | never even managed to plan one step
ahead. Everything that happened took me by surprise and nothing was done
out of choice, and yet everything was so expected and so natura that |
couldn't even imagine that beyond the steaming horizon there might be a
different life, close enough to touch.

After dretching out this sweet interlude as long as | could, dowly
waking up out of a fantasy dream full of memories of my recent amy service
and full of drange vigons of the future, 1 got up and left the hut. Beyond the
hut encampment, just behind the wals, there was an abandoned plantation of
subtropical fruit trees, guavas that had ceased to bear fruit, worm-ridden
pomegranates and a few loquat trees whose leaves had withered. | spent
many hours in that forssken garden when | felt wesk and drained, examining
the veins of the leaves and the pedling trunks, looking at the clusters of white
snails packed together in the upper branches. In the slence that reigned after
the overpowering bleating of the sheep, | imagined hearing voices cdling me
and directing me to my new path. My whole body was taut. | strained my ears
to their utmogt. | climbed up to the tops of the trees to shorten the distance to
those uppermost regions. But | heard nothing, and | had to come down and
beat a path through the dry thorns out of the plantation and search for what |
s0 much needed somewhere dse.

There was nobody waiting for me in the whole, wide world. | had
done my duty. | had completed my gint and fdt free to wander hdf the night.
On the other 9de of the hill, the kibbutz hummed with life. Mothers cdled
their children with long-drawn-out cries whose echoes could be heard al over
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the green fidds. Those days | had dready begun to ask mysdf those same
questions that trouble me today. Does my young life have any meaning? Why
do | drift amlesdy from hut to hut? Who is it thet directs my life in such a
way that | wake up to the ginking breath of sheep? Is this a test that | have to
go through? And what comes &fter, after | have passed through each of its
difficult sages?

This habit of asking mysdf questions aout my life while | wander
adong the paths and by the hedges hasn't left me until today. And eventudly,
as usud, | find mysdf in the smdl, lesf-covered plot of the cemetery. | have
dready written elsewhere that our cemetery is outsde redity. It is outsde
space, for its surroundings are neither dwellings nor garage, but a beaten
down piece of ground that preserves the place as it used to be years ago. |
have dso written elsawhere that our cemetery is outsde time, for what
meaning can there be here to the passage of the hours?

What does it matter if it is now late afternoon? And what if the wind
that rustles through the branches soon dies down and gives way to the waves
of croaking that rise from the swamp, from the thousands of frogs that will
soon come out to hunt mosquitoes?

| sat down on a mound of sand. The cool sand penetrated my clothes
and touched my skin. If there is one memory that | cherish, it is the touch of
sand on my bare skin. When | move my leg about in the tunnds of the ant-
eding insects, the grains of sand dide out of the holes and dong my muscles,
get caught up for a moment between the hairs and continue to dide as far as
the delicate folds.

| was beginning to consder letting mysdf fal a prey to that kind of
sf-pity | enjoyed so much. | would fix my eyes on the sun snking into the
not-so-digant sea and aandon mysdf wholly to daydreams an admost
unchanging series of yearnings, each one leading to another. A parade of
longings would arrange itself in my head and step out on itstirdess march.

But al a once, something dipped. A figure stole into the shadows of
the cemetery trees. | heard footsteps and then the farm sounds of water
rushing through pipes and the short tap-tap of the prongs of a rake on gravel.
And suddenly time stood ill and it was as if my whole being burst out of the
sand and out of the earth itsdf like some shining baloon. | began to hover
between the dowly darkening sky and the lengthening shadows on earth.
Everything came to a hdt. The yearnings dissppeared and | had the Strange
feding that | might be vouchsafed a rare glimpse into my future life. Deep
indde me, | fet a thrill of excitement. It was as if someone had promised me
that a smal window would now be thrown open, and through it my life
would run as if on a screen. In my ears, there were voices that | imagined
were tdling me the longed-for story of my life. It was as if someone were
measuring out the years of my labor, digtinguishing between one job and
another, permitting and forbidding and offering advice. All | had to do was
give mysdf over to the sweet sounds and not even dlow mysdf to think that
| agreed to it dl. Nor in fact was | terribly surprised since | had long hoped
for some such illumination. When | was gill waking dong the thorny path
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between the withered guava trees, | guessed that | was approaching a joyous
revelation such as this. | was dready on my feet, shaking the sand from my
trousers, and hurrying barefoot towards my suffocating hut, to the old
exercise book and the thick pencil. 1 remember. On the unmade bed, in the
cloud of sour stench, dripping sweat on to the exercise book and dampening
its pages, | began to write with the stupid feding that | had to record for
pogterity the wonderful vison | had just seen. | was in such a hurry not to
forget anything and not to mix up the detals that the pencil tore the pages,
but |1 took no notice. | turned the pages without stopping, panting with
passon as | wrote down everything about the drange incident that had
happened to me, the figure that had tolen into the cemetery, the hands that
had carried out the holy task, watering the plants and raking the leaves and
cleening up aound the tombstone. And there was a kind of insubstantidity
about the whole incident, as if the figure had no name and as if | did not
know her, and as if | didn't exactly know who she was or what she was doing
here now at this disconnected moment.

| threw mysdf into the writing until darkness filled the room and |
had to stop. When | got up to put on the light, it seemed as if | had written dl
there was to write. | fet how | was dowly being drained of the extreme
tenson that had held me. Aftewards | took the exercise book in my hands
and wondered a how | could have written s0 fagt and what actualy was lying
there between the pages. | was swesting terribly and went outsde to get some
fresh ar. One of my friends was dready getting ready to go to the dining
room for supper. While | was writing | had been so detached from time that |
did not redize how lae it was getting. Whigtles and shouts began to echo
between the rotting huts, while a wonderful feding of liberation came over
me, a great lightness of my whole body. | threw the exercise book on to the
bed and flung the pencil a the wdl. | joined my friends and hopping on one
leg | went with them to the dining room.

In the same way, | sent the story to the editor of the literary quarterly.
| found the quarterly, which was then a new publicaion, in the magazine
reading room on the top story of the Culturd Centre of the kibbutz. After the
exhaugting night milking, | used to go into the empty room, turn on the lights,
gt by the window, and lose mysdf completdy in reading the magezine.
Fellows of my age, who had just been rdeased from military service, used to
publish poems and marvelous maiden stories. Ther way was dready laid out
before them. Somebody pushed them and somebody else pulled them, and
they wouldn't have to wait like me until they couldn't deny ther writing.
They wouldn't spend ten years in Slence, eating themsdves up, maddeningly
disancing themsdlves from what they redly had to do. | don't remember any
more whether | copied out the story once or twice. Be that as it may, it was
that same old exercise book and clumsy engraving pencil that | used. | gave
the pages to our post office clerk and together we arranged the rebellious
leavesin abrown envelope.

“Are you sure this is the correct address?’ she asked me. Are you sure
thereis an addresslike thisin Tel Aviv?’
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“Yes, yes” | answered hadtily. | turned pale and began to sweat and
my pulse raced. The whole busness was not very pleasant. It didn't suit
people whose destiny was to work until they dropped. What a dsrange
occupation, out of the ordinary! And just you wait, | said to mysdf, wait until
it gets aound in the kibbutz. | quickly forgot the whole thing and put my
writing out of my mind. | immersed mysdf in hard work and in the details of
the dally routine.

With whom could | share my distress? My co-workers with the flock
were occupied with the sheep, and on thar free evenings they would roast
lambs mest, drink beer and make pigs of themsdves. The other youngstersin
the kibbutz were immersed in their jobs, ther girl friends and the modern
machinery. I, on the other hand, felt wonderful music around me and wonders
that were about to teke place, while the world looked new from moment to
moment. | sensed from afar that there was a different world which was
destined for me as | was destined for it, but in the meantime | was a prisoner
in the rat race. As a matter of fact, | wasn't unhappy with the gStuation.
Somebody would have to appear from nowhere and drag me by my codttails
until | redized that my time was getting short. If it didn't happen soon, |
would never be able to join the chorus whose fresh voices | heard as |
excitedly leafed through the pages of the literary quarterly.

Only our experienced librarian seemed to suspect me of something.
Although he was dways grumbling and complaining, he had a particular soft
spot for me. After | had overcome the hurdles he used to place in the way of
the readers, | could fed a kind of unspoken invitation. Not everyone can be a
reader, a genuine reader, as if he was trying to hint, “You have to exert
yourself in order to ascend the ladder of reading.” He used to hum old tunes
to himsdf while bent over his files and shoot annoying questions a the
tormented readers. “Why @ you need to read, anyway? Isn't the newspaper
enough? Anyway, who said that there was such an author whose books you
indgt on reading? In any case, it's much more interesting outsde. They're
building the kibbutz, fighting wars. Why do you have to squeeze yoursdf
into this miserable library where you can't even find a decent catd ogue?’

But 1 couldn't suddenly open up, blushing with sudden shyness, and
tell him of my atempts a writing. He would have asked me, “Why do you
have to write yoursdf? Have you read everything that others have written?
Who told you that what you have written hasvt dready been written by
better writers than you? And anyway, therés more than just a little bit of
audacity in what you're doing. Who are you dtogether? Here are dl the
works of Y. H. Brenner, have you read them? Have you seen the stories of A.
N. Gnossn? Have you spaed a glance a the volume of new poems by
Avraham Shlonsky yet?’

But | knew that there was no way | could reved my deepest thoughts
to him. For even if he knew more than others, and even though he loved
books to digtraction, he would not be able to understand my little melody. In
this way, three weeks went by. Actudly, | didn't even expect an answer. The
sudden fit of writing passed and | returned amost to routine. What | had
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experienced a the time of writing had dready quieted down, and if annoying
afterthoughts arose, | slenced them. | didn't go by the cemetery again, and |
tried not to remember that unique picture of the smdl figure deding in to
look after the tombstone. | dso made an effort not to resurrect the moment of
illumination that had impeled me with a power that was completdly new to
me. | had learned my lesson and taken the hint. But | had no power to change
the rest. | didn't even dare to imagine tha there might be groups of budding
poets in the big city, and that I, if 1 only wanted, might be able to join them,
and that everywhere, young men, beginning writers, were pressed agangt
bookshelves. The post office clerk met me in the burning hot dining room a
midday, between one milking and the next.

“You've got an answer from Te Aviv,” she sad, and since it was a
big envelope, | was invited to the post office to collect it mysdf. Puzzled, |
followed her. What was the meaning of the large envelope? Anyway, who
had expected an answer from the editor of the quarterly? In fact, what did |
have to do with al that remote and forgotten business?

We went into the post office and she handed me the envelope. After
she closed the door behind her, she asked, “Have you told your father yet?’

“What about?’ | asked her. “What do | have to tell him about?’

“About this envelope” the post office clerk said. “And about your
first Sories”

Without waiting for an answer, she turned and went off. | looked for a
hidden corner where | could be aone with the editors answer. | ran down the
hill to my little, isolated hut, closed the door firmly behind me, and opened
the envelope.

Pages of my old exercise book fluttered out of it. | recognized my
hasty handwriting immediatdly and my wild pressure on the pencil. Then,
when | shook the envelope, a piece of office paper with the name of the
quarterly printed on it fell out as well. My young heart began to beat and | st
down on my palet and beganto read.

It wasn't the editor himsdf who had answered but his assgtant, the
secretary of the editoria board. “Since the editor is busy and cannot read dl
the materiad that arrives” and then, “It is obvious that this is your first sory.
There is a geat ded of your soul’s outpouring and many important sentences.
| am sorry to say, however, that this is not enough. You have much to say but
you do not yet have your own poetic language, etc. etc.” After that she
continued, “Why don't we wait a bit, we, the editors, and you at your table,
say another year or two, until you produce a more satisfactory piece of
literature? What do you think?” And findly, “You should know that we have
done you a persond favor by taking the trouble to read your jumbled
handwriting and in pencil, too! Something we haven't come across in our
literary tower for yeard In future, if you want anybody to take the trouble to
look at your manuscript, please be so good as to type it out on a typewriter as
they al do! Now we are sending you your manuscript back even though you
didn't enclose a stamped, addressed envelope as required. Yours fathfully,
Signature, Secretary to the Editorial Board.”
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Stunned, | began to search around me, in the boxes and the crates, for
a box of matches. | threw things asde and dropped al kinds of articles on the
floor but 1 couldn’t find any matiches. | grabbed the packet of papers and ran
to the guava thicket. There, above the main sawage pump of the kibbutz, |
bent down over the wire grating and tore the pages into little pieces and
furioudy threw them, together with the letter from the assdant editor, into
the powerful, swirling current of the sewage water. | stayed there, bent over
the grating, till the very last piece of paper disappeared, and hen | sat down
panting on the concrete wall, so upset that | didn't even notice the horrible
stench.

When | went to my parents room in the evening, my faher was
gtting a his large desk, as was his prectice these last few years. The desk was
piled high with dictionaries and lexicons, and other books, which he was
trandating, lying open. He was ledfing through a Russan booklet and said,
“St down and make yoursdf a cup of tea. Mom isn't back yet but I'll gladly
joinyou.”

While | was busy a the snk making the tea, Dad said from his desk,
“So you've darted to write, en? Why dl the secrecy? Why the mystery? The
post office clerk told me something. What did you write, a poem or a story?’

“Something not fully worked out,” | sad casudly, not wanting to
continue the conversation tha had suddenly become too reveding.
Sometimes, when my father opened up because he was excited, he used to
tell me about new words he had found in the course of his trandation work.
He would marvel a an excelent sory he had come across by chance in a
foreign language journd. He would praise a young author nobody had yet
heard about.

“Writing is a serious busness” Dad sad, “and it can't be done just
like that, a the drop of a hat, between the night milking and taking the sheep
out to pasture.”

The post office clerk redly annoyed me. Who asked her to report on
every letter tha went out? What's it got to do with her if this was my firg
attempt? And anyway, who gave her permisson to report to my faher and
scrutinize everything | did? | poured out the tea, set the cups on saucers, and
didn’t answer.

“Where shdl | put your tea?’ | asked, coming to the desk. There was
a thick volume of Mishpat Ha Urim lying there and | spilt a few drops of
bailing teaon Isaiah Steinberg.

“Never mind,” Dad said, “You have to know how to pour out tea, as
well. And for some reason or other | thought you, too, wanted to be a
volleybdl player.”

My brother played volleybdl on the kibbutz team. He was an
outstanding player, and when Dead could get away from his desk, he took a lot
of pridein his son.

“If not a player then in charge of the sheep, or work quota organizer,
or even farm manager. Why not? These are aso important things for a lad of
your age.”
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We sat and drank tea. Dad put down the Russian booklet, took off his
glasses, and gave me a drange look, as if we were meeting again after a long
absence.

“Have you brought the manuscript with you? Give it to me and well
have alook.”

| sad. “It was a ridiculous effort and it's not worth talking about.
Anyway, | got rid of it mysdf.”

“You threw it away?’ Dad cried out in amazement. “Didn’'t you leave
yourself acopy?’

“No,” I said. “1 don’'t need a copy.”

“But maybe | need a copy,” Dad burst out. “Don’'t get into bad habits.
It's about time you began to cultivate correct working habits.”

| looked at the Midrashim that were adways to be found on Dad’'s desk
and the books of commentaries with papers stuck in between the pages and
his dog-eared black Bible. Even though | had made one small, abortive effort,
that doesn't make me a writer, and even though | had caught a glimpse of
digant places the night milking gill waited. And even though the time would
come for me to choose between different worlds, that time was ill a long
way off, hidden away in the folds of the long years that were 4ill to come.
Why should | bother with it now? The time that waited for me in the pastures,
or chained to be little milking stool or in the dust of the feed that rose from
the milking galls seemed long, infinite, and immeasurable.

Dad tried to approach me in a different, gentle way. He might succeed
by placaing me indead of rubbing me up the wrong way by being too
graightforward. “Why don’'t you try to write out the story again? You must
surey remember most of it. Words are not so easly forgotten. Do it for me. |
only want to glance a it. In any case it's better to make a number of
versons. There s dways room for further polishing.”

| thought | might have left the firgt draft in the hut. | had impetuoudy
torn the pages out of the exercise book so maybe they were Hill there if they
hadn’'t been blown away by the afternoon breeze that swept up between the
rotten floorboards. Suddenly we were closer, dmost againg my will. The cup
of tea, his gentle manner, my surprisng sory. All right, not dl the sons of
immigrants will be volleybdl players They may be dronger and tdler then
their parents but, who knows, some of them may be drawn to the world of
books.

“Have you read Chekhov's “The Woman with the Puppy? Dad
asked. “When | was a boy | used to devour well-known authors according to
the rows of ther books in the library. How many volumes did Dostoevsky
write? | took them dl in one lot and read them one after the other. How many
of Thomas Mann's books had been trandated? | swallowed them dl. And so
on, according to time and place and the recommendations of my girl friends
who were great readers.”

“Yes” | said. “I'veread abit of Chekhov.”

“Excdlent,” sad Dad. “In that case you will understand what | want
to say. Do you remember the frivolous officer and the bored lady? Do you



remember the amusing game they played as if it were just to pass the time
and enjoy a chance meeting? Then suddenly, in a flash, dmogst without them
redizing it, everything turned upsde down. She fdl degply in love with him
and he knew he couldn't live without her. You see, that's the genuine
Chekhov. He leads you, as it were, up the garden path. He tells you a dight
tale about a smal plaiform a a dation in a summer resort, a most enjoyable
cruise on a river boat during a southern summer, and suddenly you know,
amog a the same time as the characters themselves, that the lives of both of
them have become dependent on that smal adventure. | call that, Chekhov's
point of reversd, and you can follow it in every dngle tde that that
wonderful story-teler.”

| ligened to my Dad. It was a long time since we had had such an
intimate conversation. But ingde | thought, “What have | got to do with
Chekhov? What are his behatted ladies to me? What have | got to do with his
panful point of reversa? All | wanted to recdl was one moment of
illumination in the cemetery wood after a fantasy dream, and to respond to a
secret invitation that was sent to me. | didn't want to waste time but to write
everything | had fdt ingde and everything | had seen outdde. What kind of
literature would sprout from tha? | had cetanly exaggeraed in my
description of the trees, the leaves, the ground. | had gone overboard in
picturing the rake, the hosepipe, the hand that was dtretched out to tidy up.
But they had been no less important to me at that moment than the nameless
but familiar figure that in total concentration and disregard had been 0
absorbed in some kind of ritud that riveted my atention.

Meanwhile, Dad continued on his own track, “And here, in this
excelent Russan booklet, some scholar has published a wonderful article on
Chekhov. Never mind the point of reversd, that’s an old discovery. Just listen
to thisorigina quote. And he began to trandate straight from the text.

“Chekhov the dory-tdler has a wonderful qudity, the qudity of
aurprise. You never know where his sentence is gong to lead. You never
know how his characters will behave. Will they sink into despair, will they
quickly board the showboat, will they disgppear in the accderating rallway
carriage?’

Dad put the booklet down. He could have gone on reading to me for a
long time, but he noticed that ingde | was moving further and further away.
“This world,”he sad, “the world of writing is full and mighty, and if you
want to enter, a least know what you are letting yoursef in for.”

My vidting hour was nearly over. | stood up and began to get ready to
go. | gathered the cups and saucers and put the spoonsin the sink.

“I would very much like to read the story,” Dad said before | |€ft.

“Okay. I'll check in the hut and see if maybe some of the pages are
left.” When | left my parents room, the old questions tortured me. Is this
redly what my life is going to be like? Piles of books and bits of paper stuck
in the pages to mark the place? Booklets thrown about in every cranny with
tea stains printed on them? Trandated paper chases after Chekhov's surprised
characters? What kind of a pardyzed life is this? It's a barren life. Where are
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al the promises of the colorful lives of writers? Where is dl the pleasure, the
power, the wisdom? Is this redly what my life will be like if | join the vibrant
chorus of the journas?

On the way to my bed in the rotting hut, a the edge of the abandoned
guava plantation, | heard a host of voices out of the night. A whole world of
living crestures was noigly active under cover of the darkness, and from &far,
out of the jumble of sounds, | could dso make ou the blegting of the sheep
waiting for milking time.

Today, gtting & my desk, which is covered with open books with bits
of paper between the pages marking the place, 1 am trying to remember
without getting things wrong. Many years have passed since those distant
days, and when | fdl into the act of remembering, it is difficult to guess
where it will lead me.

Did | respond to Dad's request and bring him the rough copy of my
confused story? Did |, in fact, find the pages of my first draft?

“With an ordinary pencil, just like that, sraight on to the paper?’ Dad
exclamed. “1t's been along time since | saw such a primitive job.”

It's hard to remember. A hurried vidit to my parents room. As | come
in, Dad puts his glasses up on his high forehead. “Well, did you find it? Give
it tome. Well read it.”

| hadtily drop the handful of papers on his desk, cutting the affair as
short as possble, hardening my heart, trying to make the whole thing seem
completely trivid. “It's not important. I'm in a terrible hurry. You can put the
pages in order yoursdlf, and if one or two are missing, it doesn't redly matter.
You can meke it up. The mog important thing is that I'm in an awful hurry.
Tomorrow were taking the sheep to the beach for their annuad wash. I'm sure
| wont deep at night and well come back al burnt. See you!”

Did my Dad hear these last few sentences that | threw him, or was he
dready immersed in reading, bent over the pages, holding them to the light
and gripping them as if they were some tool? Od he ansver me, or was it his
usud humming, tdling me that he was dready far away? For even if he had
heard my question, and even if he had had more than one answer, he was
dready well on his way to another place. Did he say “Bye, byel” and add a
mild threat, “Wat a minute till | finish reading and then well tak.” Or
perhaps he asked whether it was true that they had returned my manuscript,
and waan't that just like them. Was it s0 immature that it set the teeth on
edge, or had the editors just been too idle to read the untidy pages, scratched
with a had pencil and permeated with the smdl of sour milk and yad
manure?

That Saturday, a the table for the afternoon snack, when dl the
family was gathered on the veranda of my parents room, Dad took he pages
out of an envelope, put them in front of him and sad, “Your awful Hebrew,
and where did you dredge up such incorrect sentences, and why were you so
hasty in your descriptions? Where are you running, man?’

With that, he turned the family med into a whole lesson on the study
of writing. As he turned over the pages, | was shocked. The whole lot was
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completdly covered with his corrections in red ink, literaly poured into the
indentations of my penail.

“I read everything,” Dad sad, “and not like the editors of the
quarterly read it in Td Aviv. Then, when | finished reading it, | read it again,
and athird time. Wow, what alot you sill have to learn!”

And | st in front of the pages and didn't recognize what | had
written. Where had al the crosings-out sprouted from? Where had dl the
commas and question marks appeared from to stain the pages?

All I had tried to do was bring back to life an dusive sght, a shadow
that stole away, a breath of wind. | had no intentions of cregting literature.
The only reason | had rushed and pushed to send it away to the journd was
because | dso wanted to be among the intrepid of my generation, who had
only just taken off their uniforms and were dready the neophyte poets, those
whose poems were recited at night by young girls, their blouses dripping with
dim volumes of poetry.

“Once” Dad sad, “Faustovsky went to vist the famous writer,
Maxim Gorky. He placed his firs few gories in front of Gorky who read
them and gave his opinion. Go away, young man, ad live among people for
ten years, and after that, write. Then and only then, come back to me and
bring what you have written.”

Wes it because of Dad’'s words on the veranda that evening towards
the end of summer, when my sory, daughtered and bleeding, lay on the
family table, that | was dlent for ten years? Was he too severe in his criticism
of me? Today, from the digance of years | ask mysdf whether a childish
desire for revenge wasn't born on that occason. Was that the reason that |
turned away from my notebooks for so many years? Was it because of the
memory of that conversation and those pages that | buried mysdf in the dusty
fleeces, the hooves of the swesting sheep and the smdly piles of animal feed?

After Dad died, Mom asked me to go through the carton of papers he
had left. | pulled a bundle of papers from among the cardboard files and when
| began to read, | was amazed. It was a short note of his in memory of his
mother. Corrections in red ink, obvioudy added in a fit of fury, crisscrossed
the typewritten lines. Not a word was spared, not a line had escaped
unmarked. The margins were full of endless dternaives and suggestions. |
put down the papers and disant scenes suddenly flooded over me. On the
table, between the cups of coffee and dices of toadt, lay my firsg dory,
scarred with the red lines of Dad’ s pen.

“You know how hard he was on himsdf,” Mom sad, as if she had
read my thoughts.

“Yes” | said. “Hewas hard on me, aswell.”

“Not redly,” Mom said. “I remember how pleased ke was when your
first stories began to appear in the newspaper.”

“But what did he redly think? He was never completely satisfied.”

“Slly boy,” Mom sad. “You have no idea with wha love he
followed your career. He fdt that you were writing during dl those years
when you hid everything from us. He guessed that you were going through a
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new stage even when you denied everything. You were so closed up it was
impossible to get aword out of you.”

“That's not quite true” | sad. “You don’t remember any more. Have
you forgotten how much he wanted me to be a volleyba player?’

“Hal Don't | just remember!” Mom said. “And | will never forget
how afrad he was that you might fall. How he worried that someone would
turn you off and he wouldn't be there by your side to encourage you.”

Dad died about a year before the war, and after the war broke out, |
couldn't contain the writing indde mysdf. In the end, | let the Sories burst
out. A few years later, some editor or other suggested that | prepare a
collection of stories.

“You dready have some good bricks with which to dat the
building,” he wrote,

At firgt | didn't want to listen. A book? Who needs a book? Aren't the
gories good enough on their own? Still, | lisened to a voice indde me, sat
down, and dose the stories for the book. Dad never saw my first book, but
his photograph, which adways sands on my dek, went with me while |
worked. Was he with me during dl those difficult hours of organizing? Did
he raise his finger to warn me of the haste that mars, of faulty language, of
feeble characters? Did he tell me about Chekhov's points of reversd and his
surprises, which are the soul of short stories?

Did he ask me how | had spent my ten years of slence?

“Silly boy!” | can ill heer Mom's words echoing in my ears. “You
have no idea what a stubborn mule you were, or how much he tried to get
close to you in his lagt few years. What a shame that he never lived to see
your book.”

Now, when | remember that crazy moment on the sand hill at the edge
of the cemetery, and how the editor’'s secretary made a fool of me, and how |
crouched down over the grating of the sawage pump, and how my sory lay in
front of me, pierced and reddened by Dad's drict pen, | begin to redize how
close | wasto sumbling that summer when | wrote my first story.
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The Double
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

Each year | meet a friend the night before Memorid Day. He is
exactly my age with identicad facid features. | cal him my double. | was a
boy the fird time | saw him. The Workman's Hdl in Kibbutz Givat-Hayim
held an exhibition of photogrgphs from over there, from the deeth camps in
Europe. The pictures were large, as high as a boy, and as we say now, “sde
by sde” Black and white with a lot of gray. Tha's how they appeared to my
astonished child's eyes. To this day, | remember the huge canvasses hanging
among Swedish ladders folded againgt the walls.

| surveyed the pictures unsure what to do. Clench my hands? A boy’'s
fiss? What good were these little hands now, how could my figs hep?
Tears? Tears of shock and pain? What use are tears? My tears indeed, for |
proudly held them to a trickle. Swear revenge? Oaths sworn and vows made
as | waked the hal? What good had swearing revenge been when it was so
desperately needed?

| remember suddenly shedding my indecison. | stood before a
photograph of a Jewish family being moved from one train car to ancother a
some smdl dation whose name didn't appear on the work. The subjects
frightened faces are turned as though hypnotized towards a German soldier.
Only one boy, my age and very smilar to me in gppearance, faces the
camera. His pensive expression is forever captured for the observer.

Behind his bewildered parents, his younger brothers stumble in
glance, for a brif moment spared himsdf the fae awating his family.
Sanding before the picture, | couldn't shift my gaze from the boy's eyes.
Exactly my age and so much like me, if | were to exchange my shorts and
sandds for his heavy clothing.

I’ve been attached to that boy ever since. | think of him as my double.
It's only by chance that | wasn't photographer back there, that my parents
poured ther sweat into Pdedine ingead of hurrying behind the German
soldier. Only a mischievous trick of Jewish higtory decreed that my double
would be trangported to the camp in my place and that | would stand here
ingoecting the find picture. He could have stood barefoot and excited in
Givat-Hayim's Workman's Hal in the early 1940s, looking at the flip sde of
Jewish experience.

I've carried on a condant diglogue with him snce then. My double
and | ae dready familiar with one ancother. He says nothing and | must
aways guess how his face would age. But | can do this, by peering a the
mirror or with photographs of myself showing the passage of time.

| impose my life on his. Like me, he went off to war and came back.
Like me, he garted a family, with Jewish sons and daughters who never knew
a Geman soldier's rebuke. Like me, he wondered where everything has
come from and where it's dl going. And like me, he caries on a congtant
conversation with his double in the land of Isradl. For contrary to the laws of
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nature, it may wel be that he, for his part, saw an excited boy standing before
his picture a that very moment and understood, as | do, that our converse
lives would be entwined.

| once naively told some friends the story of my dter ego. To my
aurprise, one of them dghed and said, “You can't even imagine how many of
these doubles we have in Israd.” | suddenly redized that | wasn't the only
boy who had acquired a double. Many Isradlis go about with the sense that
they’ve been fortunate because a double bore the misfortune meant for them.
They've succeeded wholly by chance while their doubles suffered. The
doubles who went in their place never returned.

By now he is a mature, cynicad man, just as | am. He too is beginning
to ask questions about the “other dde’ of his life. Just like me, he no longer is
impressed by images of the body. Once or twice each year, as on the night
before Memoria Day, he peeksinto my memory, directly into that old photo.

How wise he was in his unbrided curiogty to escape his life by
glancing into the camera lens, to soar above the flames of Europe, fly over
the Mediterranean Sea and land in the fragrant groves of the Heffer Vdley.
So astute was his glance that | sometimes sruggle with the question, did he
midead me? Was he no wiser than 1? And which of us made the other his
double?
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The Silent Lieutenant
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

As the Yom Kippur war entered its third week, our platoon deployed
dong the old border through which the Syrian divisons had burst in ther
surprise attack. Our misson was to block the Syrian armored groups which,
despite losing ther tanks, were continuing ther attempts to dip into Syrian
controlled territory. We set out towards evening. It was aready late October
and shadows were fdling early. The days were warm and clear, the winds dry
and the nights chilly. The fleang Syrians were making their way dl across
the sector hed by our battaion. Although wdl-armed and supplied, they
were utterly exhausted from the long days of keeping out of dght. Yet hungry
and thirsty as they were, for some reason they wouldn't lay down their ams.
In disaray, they broke dl the rules of moving safdly a night and maintaining
battle order.

Our orders from battdion HQ were paticularly drict; to cut off every
avenue of retrest and prevent any of them from getting back across the
breached border. We understood that we were to wipe them out and avoid
capturing them. Now that the front had widened, we had no use for ther
information. We'd aso heard reports that the rear echeon units were
swamped with prisoners. Reinforced with troops from battdion HQ, our
platoon wove a network of ambushes so dense that it posed a threat even to
its creators. An officer commanded each trgp, and since our unit didn't have
enough officers, saverd young ones were assgned to us from those who had
joined the battdion early in the war. They were fine young felows, excelent
officers who had escaped reserve duty a some rear-line traning base. In ther
own car, they had driven to Ein Gev, then headed for the highway intent on
joining one of the battdions climbing the Golan Heights to block the surprise
Syrian offensve.

For Nir, our CO, | forget his last name, this was his first rea war. He
was younger than our veterans by at least a decade, and | was troubled by the
thought that generation after generation of such splendid boys had been
compelled to undergo fire as though al our previous beattles had served no
purpose, as though dl our earlier wars and dl our long months of reserve
duty had been for naught.

He sad a few words to us to introduce himsdf, inspected the unit and
aranged an ambush dte facing west, towards the blasted, smoking Golan
stlements that had begun rebuilding from their ruins. In dl the years in
which | had lain in ambush, the postion had dways faced east. Eadt, towards
the Jordan River and its dark surrounding thickets. East, towards deep Nahd
Rukad and sheer cliffs beyond. Always eadt, towards the smdl towns hidden
among the scattered mounds of basdt; towards the army camps and frightful
enemy formations beyond our forward outposts.

Adding a few words to the firm orders from battaion HQ, Nir called
out the guard shifts. But his comments made little impression on the weary,
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jaded men. “It'll be dright, Lieutenant. Don't worry. And if you're tired or
edgy, you can liedown and rest.”

Their voices traled off and now the waiting, that maddening period of
anticipation that fills mogt of your time in ambush, began. We lay dightly
west of the aamy road plowed up by the tanks. Behind us lay the defense
fence, shattered and crushed during the fighting by rampaging tanks. The
Syrian amy behind us was begaten, licking its wounds and digging into its
bunkers. Its troops were denied adl movement. We'd never had this strange
feding before, a feding of safety behind us, from the Syrian border, while
gazing in fearful expectation towards our own towns.

In the digance, Igadi cities galy glowed agan dfter nights of
blackout. Sefad shone far off in the hills while the upper neighborhoods of
Tiberias twinkled in the tranducent night. None of us had been on leave in
the three weeks since that ill-fated Yom Kippur. Some men in unit nearby
had received ther firs, brief passes, and dthough on returning they had
warned others to stay at the front, so oppressive was the gloom in Israd, dill
every heat trembled for our families back home. We sank into that dumber
of wating, a necessay <Kkill for passng endless nights of ambush. Redlity
and imagination together paraded before our tired eyes and eerie sounds
pierced our straining ears.

And then, suddenly, we heard heavy d<eps close by. Someone
sumbled, basdt stones tumbled out of the ditch, and guns rattled on bdts.
Nir opened fire firg, followed by dl the men in the ambush and then those
farther back. For severd long minutes, nothing could be seen or heard but the
ceasdless roar of gunfire on every sde and the streaks of the tracer rounds. In
the gating dlence following the shooting, Nir sent out a scouting party. His
hoarse voice quivered with excitement.

The Syrian squad had been wiped out. All four men lay on the rocks
poised for battle. Even before battadion HQ was notified, the results of the
ambush were clear enough. The men congratulated Nir as they collected the
dead Syrian's guns, as did the officers who arived in jegps from beattaion
HQ. While Nir huddled with the battadion officers, a radio message directed
the unit to clean up the ambush. Then the ambush troops boarded a vehicle
and drove to the hill nearby where the battdion had made camp. Amidst the
deeping bags srewn near a smdl bunker, a smdl campfire blazed in our
platoon’s parking zone. A kettle of soup smmered, the drowsy platoon troops
gathered around the fire. Perhaps now, the men hoped, they would receive the
first round of passes. The hungry spped soup while the weary yawned. There
was a sense that we were invincible. Then the men crawled into their desping
bags.

Nir seemed dl worn out when he returned from beatdion HQ.
Someone offered him a mug of soup but he refused it. He pulled off his
harness, threw down his gun and opened his deeping bag, but he was much
too wound up to close his eyes that night.

An officer gpproached him. “How did the debriefing go?’

“Fine,” answered Nir. “Just fine.”
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“Complete success, eh?’ the officer continued. “You wiped them al
out?’

Nir lay uncovered on his deeping bag, having neither changed his
clothes nor yanked off his boots. Moments later, he turned aside and threw up
on the basdt grave. The officer besde him got up, opened his canteen, and
dlently offered him the water.

“This|l pass,” Nir gasped between retches. “ Soon.”

“Firg time you killed someone?’ the officer inquired.

“Yeah,” sad Nir, and went to vomiting for afew minutes.

“It sdwayslikethisthefirg time” said the officer.

“Sure,” replied Nir. “But not everyone throws up.” Then he lay down
again. He didn't even bother to unzip the deeping bag.

A courier from battdion HQ arived a dawn. He picked his way
through the degping men. “Which one of you is Nir the officer?” he shouted.

“Over here” Nir caled back. “What isit?’

The runner sat down beside him. Even though he lowered his voice, |
could hear every word.

“Weve just receved a tdegram from you soldier’s welfare officer,”
he announced. “Y ou need to get home this morning. It's urgent.”

“What's happened?” asked Nir, as though he hadn't heard what the
courier was saying.

“I don't know, the telegram doesn't exactly say,” sad the messenger.
“But we have orders to release you and send you home right away. You can
leave right after the morning petrol. And you can bring dong anyone from
your platoon who's going on leave.”

“But you need confirmation and replacement for me,” protested Nir.

“You're leaving,” the runner replied. “That's an order from battaion
HQ.” He stood up. “It's crazy,” he sad. “I couldn’t degp a wink last night.
You're ambush made a racket al across the sector. They're proud of you at
battalion HQ. How can you keep going without deep?’

| drove with Nir on the firgt issued leave. I'd been fantadticdly lucky
in drawing the pass. It was sweset revenge for the thousands of times I'd been
the last to go. We went down with the morning patrol as far as the gate to
kibbutz Ein Gev.

“Have fun, guys. For us, too. And don't forget to come back.” The
war is dill on and the patrol haf-tracks were moving back and forth dong the
dusty basdt road. Nir's car awaited us a Ein Gev's parking lot, just as he had
left it the night he went up to the Golan. All four tires had been punctured and
it now sagged on its wheds. Severa shells, one of which had exploded not
far from the parking lot, had landed on Ein Gev. It was pure luck that the car
hadn’'t been hit. 1 heped Nir change the tires. Workmen from Ein Gev's
garage lent a hand and brought out new tires when they saw us. Everything
was fixed in jiffy. “Come on, tel us, wha's going on up there? they
badgered us. “Is the war redly over? Is it true, the Syrians have be pushed
back?’
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“Not yet,” Nir told them. “We're ill laying ambushes a night and
shooting it out. People are ill being killed there during the nights.”

We headed south in Nir's car. The harvest had dready begun in the
grapefruit orchards aong the road. Shapely girls who had volunteered to help
out on the kibbutz settlements mounted short ladders. For a moment, ther
bare legs flashed before us. “Nothing's changed here” said Nir, his hands
gripping the deering whed. “You'd think we weren't fighting that damned
war up there” At the junction for Dovrat, we stopped at the road stand and
went up to the counter to order sandwiches and coffee. Nir hadn't eaten
anything since throwing up. The food sand was jammed with soldiers and
tourists who come off luxury buses parked outside. Nir told me he needed to
make a quick cal home. Meanwhile, I'd make sure the noisy tourists didn’t
push ahead of usinline.

| was both tired and thrilled to be on my firs leave snce the fighting
began. Some of the tourists who noticed me tried to be friendly and start a
conversaion. But | wouldn't have any of that. | scowled at them and ignored
their quedtions. Although their concern for me was genuine and they meant
well in trying to befriend me, | had come down only tha morning from
another world, from a place in which no one would undersand me unless
he'd been there. And | just didn't have the drength that morning to try to
explain to them what it realy was like up there.

Nir returned from the telephone looking pae.

“What's up at home?’ | asked.

“Shit,” he said. “Dad seems to have had a heart attack. The wdfare
officer has brought our neighborhood too many reports of dead boys recently.
He couldn’t stand it and had an attack.”

“Go back, he'll cdm down, everything will be dright,” | said. But Nir
was't ligening. A pretty girl from Dovrat, in tight shorts reveding a great
pair of legs, stood across the counter. She poured coffee into cups and
hurriedly made sandwiches while bantering with the tourists. Nir couldn't
take his eyes off her. He leaned on the counter, his hands clenched into figs.

“What's with you, Lieutenant?” the girl smiled brightly a Nir.
“Haven't you seen a girl for three weeks?” She moved towards us. As |
reminded her that we had ordered coffee, | told her that the lieutenant had
falen for her, head over heds. She looked a us, “What? Can't he spesk?
Can't your handsome lieutenant spesk for himsdalf?”

Nirs face turned even pder. He thrus his pams through the
counter's smooth wooden dats. His knuckles siffened and | could see his
fingertips digging into the hard wood.

Heedless of the pestering tourids, the girl moved even closer to Nir
and looked draight into his eyes. As gill as stone, he returned her gaze.
“What's wrong, Lieutenant? Have you come back from the war? Was it s0
bad?” Smoothing her shorts and tugging at the edges, she put the damp rag
she was holding on Nir's rigid fingers. Nir said nothing, unable to speek. He
couldn’t utter even a word. But his eyes spoke to her. The sudden attraction
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between them eectrified me. | was riveted to the spot, my eyes drinking in
the Sight.

The tourigs clamoring behind us were drinking coffee and gobbling
sandwiches. Ther drivers were dready urging them back onto the buses.
They couldn't see what | saw. Suddenly, everything was forgotten: the
ambugh, the firg man he'd killed, the guilt-racked retching, his father’s heart
atack, everything. Only she sood before him, in tight shorts showing
glorious legs, gently flicking the rag across his knuckles. The image was
etched into my memory. The Dovrat cafe as the war wound down late in
October, my fird leave, the invigoraing aroma of coffee and the young
lieutenant mute before the girl’ s gaze.

“Get your glent lieutenant out of here” she suddenly laughed a me,
“and bring him back when he's able to tak.” Then she turned around, tore
her eyes from Nir and went back to serving the last of the tourists waiting for
their orders. In utter slence, we drank our coffee and ate the sandwiches. Nir
remained slent even when | helped him up from the chair and guided him to
the car parked outsde. He even drove slently. | was afraid for a moment that
his mind wasv't on driving. But he kept control of the whed and the car
responded beautifully. Passng through Afula, we saw a large crowd outsde
the hospita. We went on to Hadera, where we turned off for my kibbutz. Nir
indsted on dropping me a the entrance. Unfortunately, he couldn’'t drive me
back to the platoon parking lot on the Golan Heights Unsure of the Stuation
at home, he didn’'t want to make any promises.

“That's okay,” | assured him, “Just S0 long as your father is dright.
You don't have to worry about me. I'm an old soldier. I'll survive this war,
too.” We shook hands. “Go on, Nir, get going,” | yedled as | crossed the
intersection. “They’ re waiting for you a home.”

| never saw him again after he drove away. He didn't return to our
platoon or the battaion. | don’'t know what became of him after he vidted his
parents. The platoon office had information tha his father had suffered a
severe heart attack but lived. Nir stayed with him a the hospitd until he
recovered. After that, he had no contact with the battdion. Anyway, he'd
been a volunteer for the war, one of those young officers who had hopped
onto the battdion hdf-tracks on their way up to the Golan. He wasn't
assigned to the battalion and | doubt whether anyone in the personnd branch
made a detalled record for his few days with us during those first three
weeks. | happened to be a the Dovrat food stand severa times later on. |
think the pretty girl in the enticing shorts gill works there. But I'm not sure.
Winter eventudly came and she must have put on warmer clothes. | even
went up to the counter once or twice and dtared at the thin wooden dats
beneath the coffee cups searing for Lieutenant Nir's fingerprints in the
stained wood grain. But the wood hadn't preserved any marks, and when |
looked into the girl’s eyes, they evaded me like strangers. Nor did she ask me
as she had then, “Where have you left the dlent Lieutenant? She didn't even
ask why we hadn’t come back when my lieutenant regained his speech.
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Kamatz Alef
Translated from the Hebrew by Dalia Bilu

In my firs year & school, when | was sx or seven, | learned to read
Hebrew. | learned very fast. Within a few days, | was putting letters together.
After a week or two, | could pronounce syllables. And at the end of the first
month, | could dready read whole words. At the beginning, | would say them
out loud, a little broken and separated into syllables. Later | would read them
Slently, with my lips. And in the end in a whisper, with my tongue, without
moving my lips. Today | know how to read to mysdf, in my head, or some
say, in my heart. With the eyes seeing and the heart reading. For mysdf, |
don't know. Not everything | read today enters my heart. Today there are
many words which | read by accident, without meaning to, just because my
eyes run over them. Like andls penetrating your nose without your wanting
them to. Like irritating noises impinging on your ears just because therés
nothing to shut them out.

The first books | read were children’s books. With vowe points and
illugtrations, in big black letters. The books had a specid smdl. To this day |
don’'t know what it was about their smdl that fascinated me. Was it the smell
of glue, or the cardboard covers, or the smell of the print? And today too,
whenever | pickup a new book, the firg thing | do is to lift it to my nose and
breethe its specid smdl deep into my lungs. The smdl of new book fresh
from the printers is one of the samels | love most, one which never stdes and
of which | never tire, like the amdl of hot rolls in the morning, or the smdl of
the earth in Summer soaking up the firdt rain.

After the books, | began to read notice-boards, candy wrappers,
sgnposts and newspapers. Everything, every surface bearing the square
letters of whose charms and secret | had so recently become aware. With the
ingincts of a deuth, indefatigable, |1 deciphered every notice, every word,
every scribble. After a few months, | read very fast. | gobbled up al the
books in the kindergarten. Over and over again. The kindergarten teacher
began bringing me books from the school library. At fird, easy, vocdized
books, and then gradually harder books too, without vowe signs. Thicker,
more serious books, most of which | did not understand.

Reading became a hunger, an insdiable thirs, a passon of the soul.
Once | asked the kindergarten teacher for a book, and she said, “Enough. You
read too much.”

“But | havetoread.” | said.

“It' swrong to read books you don’t understand.” She said.

“But | want to terribly. I'm crazy to read.” | said stubbornly.

“So read the newspaper.”

Years later, when | was an adolescent, | read books with a voracious
passion. My teacher disapproved of the speed with which | read. She thought
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| wasn't digesting what | read properly. The books for young people which
my friends read began to bore me. | fet that | was emerging from one world
and moving into another. In this new world there were new books. Dark,
cruel books, very hard to understand.

My teacher disgpproved. “Those books aren't for you,” she sad.
“Those are dedtructive books, and you're too young for them. Wait a few
years, until you're more mature, and then you can read them. For the time
being you must beware of them, you must keep your disance. Why don't you
read Romain Rolland? And what’ s wrong with Tolstoy?’

But | refused to give up. The forbidden books drew me like a magnet.
What did they contain these terrible books, to make my teacher so afraid of
their destructiveness?

The librarian would not alow me to take the books | wanted, “That's
not for you, little boy. You're too young for that.” At night, | would sted into
the library in the grip of a strange excitement and pull the forbidden books
down from the shelves. Sometimes | was s0 eager to begin that | would open
the books in the little wood and sart reading them there and then, in the light
of the moon. | would hide them in my bed, between the sheets, underneath
the mattress.

My friends would hide pictures of nudes and sex manuas under their
mattresses. | would hide Kafka and Camus, and the thrilling books of
Dogtoyevsky. In class my teacher discussed “The Engineers of the Soul”,
while | thought about “Amerika’. My teacher read doud from “Reach for the
Skies” while | concentrated passonately on Snous Movement of
Grushenka. In the evenings, the girls spoke ardently of the pure love of Pierre
and Natasha, but | was haunted by the strange, provocative behavior of the
brothers Karamazov.

And a few years later, on the eve of my army cdl-up, | was shocked
and upset by an unplessant incident involving one of my friends. He had
problems with property. Property that didn't belong to him. In my innocence,
| believed that words had the power to change people. All night long |
preached to him. He sat there without saying a word. And | grew angrier and
angrier. In the end, seething with rage, | rose and took a copy of “Crime and
Punishment” from the table. | threw the three volumes a him, one &fter the
other. “Read it!” | ydled furioudy, “And sart acting like a human being!”

His reaction was extreme and astonishing. He grabbed a kitchen knife
from the shdf and rushed towards me. A short but stormy chase ensued.
Alarmed by the racket, our friends came running and separated us by force.
After that, | stopped reading Dostoyevsky. | lost my faith in him. Fact, he had
failed to reform my friend.

.
At about the same time | fdl in love with a girl. A wonderful virgin

love. We saw each other infrequently, but we wrote volumes. Love letters
and billets doux. Would-be sophisticated comments in the margins of books,
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and personad interpretations of the love-poems we read. It was while writing
one of these letters that | found myself one day in the throes of composing a
kind of essay. | no longer remember what it was about, but |1 remember how
one seemed to flow out other, how word followed word, and every thought
seemed to grow out of one beforeit.

From the moment | began to write, my eyes misted over and there
was a kind of buzzing in my ears. | sweated fredy and panted for bresth. |
was in the grip of a drange excitement. And when | had finished, | fdt a
drange emptiness. A kind of ease, a rdesse from tenson and effort. |
dretched my legs out in front of me and bresthed deeply. Gradudly | was
filled with a kind of lightness | began whigling a gay tune, popular a the
time, to mysdf. And suddenly | stood up, went outside and started walking,
amog running down the garden paths in the night. And as | waked, | loudly
sang to mysdf. For some reason, | was holding my little essay in my hand.

The love letters | wrote then have disappeared. And nobody reads the
love poems in whose margins | scribbled so many notes. And the many little
billets doux have blown away in the wind, and my firg love, the tender love
of my youth, lies buried beneath the gray rubble of the years.

Once, by chance, | met a young poet. We got into conversation, and
became friends for a while. He showed me his poems, and | showed him my
little essay. “Yes, interesting,” he sad reflectively. “Give it to me, I'll read it
agan.” The next day we met again. We spoke about poetry, about books,
about girls, and suddenly he asked me, “Tedl me, have you read Gnessn? Uri
Nissan Gnessin?’

“No,” | said. “Who's he when he's at home?’

Thus | mad the acquaintance of Gnessn. The tormented Uri Nissan.
After | had discovered him, | drowned mysdf in him with a passonate,
voracious greed. | read his letters, his trandations, his first gories. And in the
end, his extraordinary later stories too. They bowled me over. | fdt as if the
words he had written were breaking out of me. | remember that for a time |
even copied his srange, beautiful sgnature. He would sign his letters, From
me, Urinissanthine. And | dmog fainted with the sweetness of it. And,
shandedy, | began sgning my leters to my girl, “With love from me,
Elishathine”

On dewy nights, we would stroll down the roads between the orange
groves together, her hand in mine, with ddicious scents wafting from her
hair. My heart would contract within me under the pressure of lust and youth.
And my lips would mumble “and the flesh, ah the flesh, it gives no
peace....” Just as Gnessn had sad. And sometimes | would clutch my heart
with my left hand, and fed such pangs of pain. Love made me deepless, and
my heart skipped to a strange beat. | was sure that, like Gnessin, |, too, was
infected with a fatal disease. For some reason, | decided that it was a heart
disease. On restless summer nights, 1 would toss and turn on my bed, unable
to fal adeep. And | seemed to hear my beloved whispering behind the wall,
“And when he comes home from his wanderings, back to me, | shdl be a
peace....”
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Afterwards, years later, | wandered how Gnessn had come to write
these cdlasscdly feminine lines And someone told me that the lines were not
Gnessn's, but a trandaion he had made from some Yiddish poetess. This
sounds reasonable, even if it ig't true. He may have been a sck man, but he
wasn't awoman.

Gnessin's early desth was like a prophecy of my own doom. An
gpocalyptic foreboding. | was sure that | was not long for this world. |
thought about it so much that | began to redly bdieve it. | would St with my
beloved, look into her eyes and ask, “If | die, will you remember me?’ She
would laugh tolerantly. My eccentricities only increased my chams in her
eyes. And | asked again, “ Tdl me the truth, will you remember me?’

“How could | possibly forget you?' shewould reply.

OH! the sweetness of her tender words, her gentle spirit. In exchange,
| wrote her wonderful love letters, in long sentences unpunctuated but for
emphatic exclamation marks, in order to make her sense my love more
keenly. Thus, for example, “..love of my life dl | wart is to love you for ever
and ever until we grow old and even after that....” Then | would go over
what | had written and pepper it with exclamation marks, like this, “...love of
my lifel All | want is to love you!! Forever and ever until we grow old!!! And
even after that!...”

Today the volumes of Gnhessin are covered with cobwebs on my shelf.
| hardly ever touch them. Perhgps | am suspicious of their excessive beauty.
Of being crushed by the weght of longings they contain. Today other
axieties gnav a my heat. And Gnessn's irresstible yearning seem very
remote to me.

Not so long ago one of my friends came into my room. We spoke
about books, and life, about Josef Haim Brenner who had suddenly come to
light again as if resurrected from the dead. “It's a strange thing,” he sad to
me. “Brenner wrote enough to fill a whole bookcase. And dl of Gnessin is
contained in three dim volumes. And dill, if you weigh them in the baance,
the scales will come down on the sde of Gnessin. “

| laughed a resgned kind of laugh. Today | blush to remember how
fanaticd | was in the love of my youth. The other day | threw a bundle of old
notebooks into the fire. As they caught fire, before they burned, | managed to
read one blackening page, “...from the tortured Uri Nissan to the fear-crazed
Josef Ham. One is the thorny path between my peopl€'s vineyards....” In the
impertinence of my love, | was quilty of fdsfying the written word. For it
was not Uri Nissan to whom the poet was referring, but Uri Kovner. And the
word re used wasn't “tortured” but “reviled.” But what of it? Love does not
see with an objective eye and discipleship blurs the memory. And thus |
would wak then, chating to mysdf, to the rhythm of an ancient meody,
“From the tortured Uri Nissan to the fear-crazed Josef Ham....” And my
heart, oh my heart, would contract within me the sweetness of it dl.
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| started reading newspapers when | was ill a smdl child, drawvn by
my passon for the printed word to this new and inexhaustible source of
words and letters. The combinations of letters in the newspapers took my
bresth away. Long, difficult, sonorous words. Strange, foreign words in
outlandish Hebrew, tranditerations, exotic names of faaway places, of
unknown men and women, a world and the fullness thereof. In short, palitics.
Wherever | went, people were holding forth about politics, a the tables in the
dining room, in the evenings on the lawns and in my paent's room. On
Saturdays, my parents would have vistors, and a congant stream of palitics
would flow out of ther lips, from early evening until after midnight.

Today | know tha those were redly terible times. A mighty
whirlwind was engulfing the world, and grinding the Jewish people to dus.
And | too, a smdl child who had learned to read, was a witness to these
world events We had an old couple living among us in rather peculiar
circumstances. They had an only son who had emigrated to Eretz Isad, and
for this sake they had left ther home, sold dl they possessed and arived
among us empty handed, to be with him. When the war broke out, the son
had joined the British amy and the old couple was left done. They hardly
knew any Hebrew, nothing but a few smple words. Their sources of Yiddish
were blocked by war, and the only newspapers that came their way were in
Hebrew.

The old lady made a big, beautiful garden in front of their room. In it
she grew fine flowers and a lot of pumpkins. She would hang the dried
pumpkin shdls from the roof, and when the wind blew, they rattled like
ancient bells. She would dry the pumpkin seeds in the sun on the lawn. Then
she would roast them and divide them up into little bags. And when the
children unwitting, passed her door, she would cdl them in. In exchange for a
bit of weeding and hoeing, scatering fertilizer, or carying a couple of
buckets of water from the tap to the garden, she would shower her gifts upon
them. The roasted pumpkin seeds she didributed in ther little packets were
dry, sdty, and delicious. She would stand and watch me cracking the seeds
and swdlowing them. “Good mein kind, good eh?” And then she would sigh,
long and low, and add, “ Oy, oy, kinderlach, when will thiswar be over?’

Once the od man cdled me | went into ther hut with an
apprehendve heart. There was a huge bed in it, taking up the whole wall. You
had to climb up steps to get into it, and it was covered with an assortment of
strange pillows and quilts and fancy embroidered coverlets. | was overcome
with astonishment. It was so different from the flat Spartan beds which were
the only kind |1 had ever known. There were a great many pictures on the
walls. Not painted pictures, but photographs of people. Bearded Jewesses
with thelir necks encased in high collars dared a me with stern expressons.
There were candles in the bronze candlesticks and milky waterfals dripped
from onto the table.

The old man, in tattered dippers, asked, “Y ou know to read, child?’
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“A little” | sammered, “only alittle.”

“Never mind,” said the old man and hed out the newspaper. “Nu,
let's hear you read.” | was shy and | refused. “Read, nu,” urged the old man.
He drew me to his enormous bed and up the steps, and sank into it opposite
me. Slowly | began to read. It was a hard newspaper, without vowels, and
there were lots of words | did not understand. The old man said, “Never
mind, never mind, go on reading.” When | finished, | received a rewad, a
little bag of sweets and a packet of pumpkin seeds.

After that, | got into the habit of dropping in on the old couple from
time to time. The old man would seat me on the vast bed, stick the newspaper
into my hands, put a funny pair of spectacles on his nose and settled down to
ligen. Sometimes he would cdl the old woman in from the outsde to come
and ligen too. She would chatter in her Yiddish, wash her hands and dry
them on her goron, and join us on the bed. The old couple was the most
wonderful audience anyone could wish to have. They would hang onto my
every word with bated bregth, their eyes following my lips, my finger, my
litle Adam’s gpple. Sometimes they would sigh deeply. The old man would
remove his spectacles and wipe the misty lenses And the old lady would
Wrap up some sweets for mein a piece of paper.

Once, when | dready knew how to read writing, they asked me to
read them a letter from their son. | tried, but | didn't get far. The writing was
dill too hard for me, too complicated. The letters were joined together so that
| could not tell them apart. “Nu, never mind,” said the old man, and he tore
the beautiful stamps off the envelope and gave them to me. Sometimes he
would stop me in the middle of reading the newspaper, sgh, and say to the
old lady, “Nu, wha did | tel you? Kamaz Alef - aa...” And the old lady
would begin to sng a litle song to hersdf in Yiddish. Rocking hersdf
backwards and forwards in time to the dow rhythm of the song. Closng her
eyes and dlowing her tears to fal unimpeded into her shawl. | no longer
remember what was written in the newspapers | read then. Except for the last
day. The old man was very exciting and urged me to hurry up and read. Not
on the big bed, as usud, but standing up, the moment | came in a the door.
And thistime the old lady was there, too, waiting for me begin.

| read doud, “War over. Hitler dead.” The banner headlines were in
huge black letters. They took up hdf the page.

| didn’t have to read any more. The two old people seized each other
in a trembling embrace and burg into tears. They did not see me putting the
newspaper down softly on the threshold and dipping quietly from the room.

Outsde on the lawvn, my friends were playing with a bal. Ther wild
cries rose to the sky.

V.

Reading brought me a friend, too. Years later in the aamy, | was lying
and reading in my tent. It was the rare soldier who succeeded in reading a
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book in the amy in those days, newspapers, and light magazines were as
much as most people could manage.

My favorite poet a that time was Avraham Ben Ytzhak. In the one
dim volume containing dl his poems, | found a hidden treasure of beauty. |
would shut mysdf off from aoradve surroundings and contemplate his
poems. Between one poem and the next, | would look wonderingly about me
and o on the wings of my thoughts far from the amy camp that so
oppressed my spirits. Once | was reading “The Hills joined together around
my town,” when a soldier pushed past my bed. He stopped and bent down to
see what | was reading that so absorbed my attention. When he saw the book,
his eyes widened. His eyes softened and he sat down on my bed. We
introduced oursdves. Something stronger than we were drew us to each
other, and we became friends. True, bosom friends.

He had the body of farmer and the soul of a poet. From our pods in
Jerusdlem we would phone each other on the border line, like a pair of lovers.
“Ligten, | want to read you something, something greeat,” he would tempt me.

“I'm ligening, I'm ligening.”

And over the teephone on the locd line, he would read me wonderful
pages from Yizhar's “Tziklag days” until the switchboard operator would
interrupt us with typicd military narrow-mindedness, “What's dl this then?
Officid business?’

“Yed” my friend would ydl, “very important busness” | pressed the
recelver to my ear. | couldn't get enough of S Yizhar's beautiful words
Nobody had ever read Yizhar to me like this before. Later, years later, when |
read the book mysef something strange happened to me. The eyes skimming
the printed pages were mine, but the voice which | heard reading the words in
my ears was his. | lad the book down and closed my eyes tightly. The
autumn wind of Jerusdem blew through the leaves on the fig trees and the
flowers on the caper bushes shone like little torches.

On our nocturnd waks, he would show me the digant dars, the
slhouettes of towers, and dl the hills encirding Jerusdem. “Even on the
darkest night,” he would boadt, “I identify every dome, every vdley, every
mountain range.” It was as if he had been born in Jerusdem, as if he had
never seen another town in his life. | would remind him of the beginning of
our friendship. Of the hills joined together around our town. And he would
smile wordlesdy. We would open our leaves together, wandering about the
town. Waking and talking.

It was clear to him that we had some specid destiny to ulfill. He was
sure that he had something important to say, and that people would have to
ligen to him. He loved Eretz Israd with a burning passon. He would laugh at
the various expets who knew the country by its flora and fauna its
geologica formdtions, its higory. “With me, it's in my blood,” he laughed.
“You can put me down anywhere in the country and I'll know where | am by
dicking out my tongue and sniffing the air.”

Once we were waking in an orthodox quarter on a Friday evening.
The facades of the houses were dready steeped in a Sabbath peace, but on the
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back verandahs facing the border, men st playing cards with an absorption
that looked as if it would lagt dl night long. The sght of these men gtting in
their undershirts and playing cards made him furious. “Is that what we came
to this country for? Is that what we joined the army for? Is that worth playing
the price for?’

That night something cracked in him. He would tel me things about
himsdf that he had never dared to spesk of before. He was very agitated, and
his voice shook strangely. He told me about a letter he had written to his girl.
About the words he had written her in reply certain fears she had confessed to
him. “The debt of blood, you understand? The debt of blood, that's what |
believe in!” He saized my hand, my shirt. He came very close to me. “Don’'t
you see, it's impossble to live in this country without some huge debt. A
terrible debt we have to pay so that we can go on living here....”

How srange his voice sounded in that orthodox quarter in Jerusalem
on the Sabbath eve. If | had compared him then to some prophet, it would
have been ridiculous. But his words tore something gpart in my soul. From
that night on, | saw him differently. You could even say that | was a little
jedous of him. | thought that he had outdripped the rest of us in some
mysterious way. That perhaps he had adready begun to grasp things which
were deeper, truer, that were perhaps the beginnings of a dimension which |,
too, was seeking then. And seeking with dl my soul.

| probed his words to find something which would make sense of the
things we had done, some judtification—you might dmost say, some opening
to a new, different faith. “And you,” he asked me, “Do you fed that you owe
adebt?’

“Perhaps, “I said, “I don't know.” And afterwards | had a bad fedling,
as if 1 had missed an opportunity which might never return to me agan. |
could never spesk about my private beliefs to anyone ese. It seemed to me
like something crude, revolting, dmost indecent. As if we had come as close
as posshle to each other without risking collison. And then continued
moving gpat. Each one on his own course, moving inevitably, endlesdy
further away.

Years later, in an amy camp we had conquered from the Arab
Legion, East of Nablus, | remembered him again. In the newspapers coming
out after the week of war, the names of the fallen began to appear. | read his
name dowly, sammering, joining the syllables together one by one as if |
was beginning to reed my firg words dl over again. | was sorry then that |
had ever learned to read. In that orthodox quarter of Jerusalem, under those
same balconies, he had falen. For a moment, | seemed to hear his voice at
my dde to fed his trembling hand dutching my shirt. “Is that we came to
this country for? Is that worth playing price for?” In the hills which had
joined together around this town, something had been orphaned. And |
seemed to grow afew years older a once.

Sometimes, dthough | know it's cheating, | continue my conversation
with him. From the point a which | had been afrad of exposng mysdf then.
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“Yes” | answer him from the distance of the years. “Yes, | fed that | owe a
debt.”

“The debt of blood we spoke of then?’

“Any debt you like” | shout a him from my groaning heart. Happy
are they who sow and do not reap, happy are they who set forth and do not
return.

In the fird year after the war, when | was gpproaching the middle of
my life, | learned to read Hebrew on tombstones. | learned fast. Within the
space of afew days | could read the names, the dates. After a week or two, |
could draw a map of gravestones. And after a month, | had aready covered
the whole country in monuments to the fdlen. At firs | would read the names
doud, in a dightly hedtant voice, sylldble by syllable. Afterwards, |
pronounced them glently, only my lips moving. And today | dready know
how to read them to mysdf, in my head, or as some say, in my heart. | mysdf
don't know. In the attic aove my room | keep ydlowing newspapers from
the war. Albums, souvenirs, photographs.

Sometimes, when | hear a voice cdling ingde me, | pick up the
newspaper with the banner headlines taking up hdf the page. “And do you
gtill know how to read?’ the old man asks.

“A little)” | sammer.

“Nu, nevermind,” says the old man. “Read, read.”

And | read, “Thewar is over. Over forever.”

And then he interrupts me in the middle of my reading, sghs, and
saysto the old lady, “Nu, whet did | tel you? Kametz Alef--aa...”

Trandator's note: *Kamatz Alef, Alef, the firg letter of the Hebrew aphabet,
and Kamatz, a vowd sign pronounced “a” The old man is drawing the old
lady’'s atention to the fact that in Hebrew the pronunciation of this
combination is“d’, whereasin Yiddishitis“o.”



IN VAIN PURSUIT
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

A. On the coast at Atlit

| saw him firg standing over the sea. On a trip to the shore | made
before the holidays, | arived a the coast near Atlit. From a distance, even
before | drew near the cove, | noticed the form of a man perched on a rock
overlooking the water. His pose seemed a bit awkward, and | chuckled for a
moment a the fisherman gpparently frozen in the sngular motion of cading a
high arcing line. But he did not move His ams remained Stretched towards
the sea and no tense line was visible amidst the waves.

| parked the car on a strip of rough ground away from the soft, snking
sand and walked to the ledge. | needed to find a nice, quiet cove for our
company of friends. A number of families joined us each year for the
holidays to pitch tents on the beach between Caeseria and Atlit. Now | had a
clear view of the man. He was very thin, which made him look tal, and head
brown skin. The tight black pants he wore came down to his akles. Though |
could not see his eyes facing the sea, | sensed even from behind that they
were fine and dark.

He heard my seps and dowly turned around. With a smile on his
swathy face, he gave me a friendly greeting. “Don’'t mind me” | sad. “I'm
just looking for a nice, little cove where my friends and | can spend the
holidays.”

“Welcome,” he answered, “to you and your friends. The Bay of Atlit
isagreat place to pass the end- of-summer holidays.”

“Yes” | agreed. “We camp every year on this siretch of coast down to
Caeseria. We try to find a quiet, out-of-the-way cove the hordes of other
vacationers haven't yet discovered.”

“Here on the coast of Atlit, and nearby, too, you can hear wonderful
anging of dl kinds in the quiet hours” he said. He looked back to the sea and
continued, “Do you hear it? Even now, you can hear the exquisite sounds of
the psams.” He suddenly shifted on his ledge and his body began to dance as
if of itsdf while he kept time with a tune so fant 1 could not meke out the
words. “Do you hear?’ he asked over his shoulder. “Do you hear? The whole
coadt issnging, dl the bay and dl the sea are anging with us”

If he stays here on the rock, | thought to mysdf, the amusement he
provides the children will make them turn up their noses a swimming. If
we're redly lucky, hell surey show us some of his glories. | could dready
imagine the children laughing in scorn, hurling hendfuls of sand a him,
taunting him cruely.

“I thought you were a fisherman,” | said doud. “From a distance, it
looked like you were casting aline into the water.”

“Mé€ir,” hesad. “My nameis M€ir.”
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“Nice to met you. If you're dill here on the beach during the
holidays, we' Il invite you to our vacation tent.”

“My pleasure,” M€ir replied. “I can see that you're good people. Yes,
there dill are some good souls in this country.” He turned to me and gave me
a gredat, guildess amile. “There are many good people with me here. They
never cease entreating me, ‘Come to us, lift up your voice with ours n song.
Come sing with us.” | ache to be with them. | stretch out on the rock, spread
my ams like wings to them, and tremble before them from head to toe
Perhaps a smdl miracle will occur, and I'll fly off to the bay and the deep
blue waters in the shadow of the fortresswalls”

“We dso have children in our group,” | told him, “and they aren’t
very paient. | hope they won't pester you. It's hard to control children these
days.”

“Don’'t worry,” sad M€ir. “By the way, where are you good people
from? Fom the kibbutz? Are you abandoning the fruit and chickens to grab a
few days at the beach? Wdl, | know how to get dong with kids, you have
nothing to worry about. In children, too, the good must be brought out.”

“What about the noise of our cars and the commotion from our camp?
Won't
they prevent you from hearing the sounds that come to you from the sea?’

“What can you do?’ he said. “The shore does not belong to me, the
sea is not mine done, the Bay of Atlit is not my sole possesson.” He spread
his thin wing-like arms above his body as if to embrace the sea, as though he
wanted to soar above the gentle murmur of the bay. “You're no problem,
you'll res a few days here and then go home. But the army does maneuvers
here day and night. The sound of shooting pierces the air, and | cannot hear
the sweet drains of song. The soldiers leave the beach black and filthy.
Weeks pass before | can dt agan on my little rock and ligen to my dren
cdls”

His description made me laugh. “You mean they’'re frightened by
meachine gun fire and exploding shells?’

“Don't laugh,” sad M€ir, “and don't think I'm ignorant of the
military. | served in the navy.”

| suddenly remembered an accident that had nearly ended in tragedy a
year eaxlier in one of the hidden coves. | was dozing in my tent, deegp in a
sweet afternoon nagp, when the children burst ingde in a panic and woke me
up.

“Come quickly,” they shouted bresthlesdy. “Hurry, two people are
drowning down in the covel They don't know how to swim. Quick, they're
aready going under!”

Sill damp with the sweat of deep, | rushed from the tent and
followed the children down the limestone steps. From the top, | caught sight
of a young woman deep in the inlet dowly being swept out to sea A young
man, writhing on the opposite shore, shouted to her franticdly. | sent the
others to fetch a rope and some inner tubes, then dived into the water. There
was some undertow, nothing serious. | swam to the girl with quick, powerful
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strokes, grasped her below the arms, and dowly propelled her back to shore.
Around us, whirlpools swirled and the sea hissed, but the woman's response
to my motions made the rescue easer.

When we reached the beach, | delivered her into the young man's
ams. “Danger lurks even in this hidden cove” | told him through the gasps
wracking my body. “One must be on guard everywhere agang the evil
power of the sea, which penetrates every crack.”

| spurned his thanks and herded the children up the dtairs. “She's ill
in a mild state of shock,” | told them. “She needs rest. Let's go back to the
tent.” | went up after them, dripping on the stone-hewn steps. | cast another
glance a the cove from high up. It sparkled in the light like a jewd. The wind
spun eddies chasng one another across the surface until they vanished among
the limestone fissures. | checked my watch. It was dready late, and | had not
performed my task. What was | doing, standing and chatting with M€ir
about svimming mishgps? | had to locate a cove, find a short, easy route on
which the cars would not sink into the sand and attend to till other necessary
details. “Wel, M€eir,” | said, “so long and be well. | have to run now.”

“Yes, yes” Meir assented. “Run, run. Don't get Sdetracked. | must
be going, too, for the voices of the sea are @ling me again.” He twirled on
one foot and gyrated about the rock as though powered by a wind-up spring.
All of a sudden, he spread his ams and his ankles flashed white below the
draining black pants He seemed to me to be going through a pre-flight
routine. But a moment more and he would fly off to dissppear from dght in
the brilliant azure weters of the Bay of Atlit.

B. At the town sguare, in Ein-Hod

The second time | saw M€ir was a the little town sguare in the
atig’s village of Ein Hod. | heppened to be there with some friends,
including guests from aoroad. We grolled among the stone walls, cut through
the thick foliage of the fig trees and peeped into the gdleries. The artidts,
dtting in the shade of ther waled gardens, sold their works and chatted with
the vistors. A bit weary, we sat down a some smal wooden tables on the
veranda of a cafe fronting the square. Huge bulldozers and tractors rumbled
nearby on the congruction Site of the new museum.

While our friends lounged a ther tables, and the foreign gueds
dudied their surroundings, | left to wander in the vicinity of the cafe. |
chanced on the wdl to a room, very close by but shetered from view,
plastered with an old notice. Out of curiogity, | stopped to read it. In its torn
and ruined date, the poster inspired me to recondruct it: An old exhibit,
which had closed years before, dedicated to the memory of the late artist
Meir. His woodworks, and other pieces impossble to identify on the weether
beaten notice, would be digdlayed a the exhibit. Anyone desring to vist
after hours was invited to contact a well-known artist, one of the founders of
the colony, for a private viewing. Other unimportant details followed.
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| was about to turn back to my friends and the din of the danking
tractors on the congtruction site when, at the bottom of the notice, on a shred
of ripped paper, | saw photographs of Statuary by the late M€eir. The face of
the man ganding over the sea on the coast of Atlit suddenly came back to
mind. The same dark eyes, the same arms spreading like wings a his sdes,
the same thin, taut limbs. It was as if | had returned to see his hands clapping
high above his head, the movement that had mided me into thinking that he
was a plessure angler casting a line over his head into the sea below. The
memory of that magic hour a the shore brought back to me our odd
conversation and the questions he asked, the delightful tune he hummed and
his dance steps on the stage made by the rock.

With an unstttled feding, | told mysdf this was a new, fascinding
angle that had to be pursued. | returned to my friends and roused them from
their seats for a vidt to the artis whose name was printed on the old pogter.
By good fortune, | told them, we could watch a family of artists a work in
her home while our foreign guests might even find something they’d like to
buy.

We skirted the excavetions on the museum dte and turned down a
quiet lane to the village office, where the dtaff provided directions to the
dudio in which she gave lessons to young art students. They even offered to
phone her so she would stay at home to await us. It wasn't every day that a
group of shoppers like us came around, and she Smply could not miss us.

The atis was, indeed, wating a the gate to the yard, and very
pleased to see us. While the others scattered among the paintings and meta
works mounted in every corner of the yard and the house and even adong the
gravel paths in the little garden, | told her | would be grateful for any answers
she could provide to some questions | had.

“Please, go right ahead,” she sad, never imagining that | wanted to
inquire about the late M€'ir.

We went out to the yad and sat by a table inlad with beautiful
mosaics of her own cregtion. | asked her to tell me about the young sculptor
Meir who, o far as | could glean from the remnants of the old notice pasted
to the council hall, had passed away some years ago. She was surprised. Was
| a reporter or an art critic for one of the papers? Perhaps an author at work
on a biography? She was even more dtartled by my reply that | was nether
the one nor the other. My only interest in M€ir was to know who he was and
what had befdlen him, for we had met in such strange circumstances on his
rock on the coast of Atlit. Something deep indde told me that that meeting
was only our first; someday, we would meet again.

Meir's life had not been full. On the contrary, it had been broken, cut
short before his time; yet, for dl that, if a skilled writer could be found, a full
biography would be worth the time he devoted to it. A distinguished reporter,
or a reputable art critic who could try to write about his life and works, would
find him aworthy
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subject. Meanwhile, | could not better spend my time than by proceeding to
the council hdl and entering the memorid room or, more accurately, wha
remained of that room after the terrible bregk-in.

Once there, she would tel me, dowly and patiently, the whole story
of tha remarkable man. | was thankful for her cordid answers to my
questions but felt obliged to consult my companions. Our time was short and
we dill wanted to take in the famous workshops on the edge of the village.
We had adso promised our guests from abroad a stop at the picturesque Druse
market in Ddiyat-el-Carmel and an opportunity to observe the Druse carpet
weavers. It was her suggestion in that case that we get together on a day
when | was free. She indsted only that | tell her | was coming because she
dso very busy, with atit workshops and clases in Hafa Td Aviv ad
neighboring kibbutz settlements. | agreed to find a time when we could tak
about him at our leisure, said | would cdl, and wrote down some names and
telephone numbers she supplied. Before parting, she remembered that were
was something else | could see if | searched the newspaper archives of the
time. She was thinking in particular of a literary journd that had bee defunct
for years. Yes, many years had aready passed since then. She wondered
again how | had come upon M€ir's name and what had provoked me to learn
the story of his life and work. | could not explain to her that M€ir smply
intigued me. Nor did | know why. When the memory of our encounter on
the coast had pricked me again, | fdt as if his absent image had posed me a
riddle. 1 knew somewhere within me that the solution was important, both to
me and my life. | had to find it.

As we said goodbye, she remarked with a sigh that he would now be
one of
the great sculptors in the country had he lived. He had more tdent than his
soul could contain. Perhaps that was the cause of what had happened. Surdly
| knew the gist of it: the treacherous cove, a sudden whirlpool, an inescapable
current. But she would enlarge on dl this when we met. | mustn't forget to
cdl ahead. And there were some documents, just a handful, no need to
photocopy them as most were handwritten and didn’'t fill even a page of note
paper. Copying by hand would do fine. Meanwhile, she would dig through
the office & the old council hal to see if she could turn up additiond
evidence. Then we ended the conversation and she led me back to my friends.

C. Inthe memorid room of the old council hdl

The atig was wating for me a the village office. She immediady
handed me an envelope of photographs and newspaper clippings. “That's
what | found,” she said, “and I'm sure theré's more. You just need to poke
around, but I'm not as strong as | used to be.”

| followed her to the memorid room indgde the old council hdl. The
museum condruction ste hummed with workmen and machinery. “We're
findly going to do justice here and show respect to at,” she sad, “so we
won't forget those who have falen.”
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The council hdl stood empty, and even the walls seemed destined for
removd. “Everything is in a date of flux a the moment,” sad the atis.
“When the museum is finished, well have new township facilities, too. It's a
joke to cdl this a council hal. No one has met here for years. There is no
council anymore, nor any memory of the early days of the village”

The narrow memorid room contained an old desk, chars, and some
dusty abums. “Years ago,” she sad, “we used to hold exhibitions of locd
atigs here. People would come from dl over the country. This room served
as an incubation chamber for the village's atidic life But it's been years
snce anyone has looked after the building. You can see how it's been left
completely neglected.”

We sat down a the desk. While she leafed through an dbum, | drew
the copied pages from the envelope she had given me. The literary journd
that had printed these articles had ceased publication years before and the
artig who had written a glowing review of Meir's early works had died long
ago. M€ir's poems, printed in capitals lettered by hand, were written in a
highly detached style. Strange poems, about the mysterious devotion of a lost
lover or an dusve God, and antiquated verses of longing such as no one
writes today. There were aso some portraits he had drawn and photographs
of his woodcarvings. In the margin d the column appeared a photo of M€ir
himsdf in a dak dancing outfit, sweeping his wing-arms sdeways just as |
had observed on the coast at Atlit.

The second column of the page dedicated to his memory fesatured
three poems by a young poet who since had made a name by her weirdness.
In those long-gone times, however, she was 4ill a novice, a beginner under
the spdl cast by the giants of that generation in their glory, dill like a student
preparing for an impressve solo recitd. Her poems were utterly charming,
enjoyable even now after the passage of 25 years, in the naure of Slent
hymns to one who had not prevalled though he had possessed everything
necessary to succeed. But there was another privilege he had not conceded,
the right to decide whether or not to go on, and he had decided. He made a
crud, mdignant decison that left dl those cose to him mute with grief. The
young poet refused to accept that he was no more and caled on him in her
lines to come back, to reved himsdf in the degp sands of oblivion in which
he had sunk, to return, dancing his fluttering steps as wooden figurines and
finely wrought etchings cascaded from his basom.

At the bottom of the page was a dry chronology of his brief life,
When he was born, into wha family, what happened when his father died
while he was gill a young child. Next came an abbreviated lis of the
educationa inditutions he had atended until drafted into the Navy, then the
bare minimum concerning secret missons during his years aboard a ship in
the coast guard, his art studies and the period of his apprenticeship that later
would bear such ripe fruit.

The artist, watching me as | examined the page, commented that she
could see how excited | was by the aticles. “You can take the papers home
with you. Here is another folder, but it isn't cheery.” She flipped open a shesf
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of reports and transcribed affidavits reating the sad story of the pillage of the
memorid room in which Meir's works had been destroyed. According to the
recorded testimony of the village guards, the bresk-in occurred in the wee
hours one rainy winter night. No light was seen, and the guards, drinking to
keep warm as they sat around a heater, suspected nothing. What aerted them
was the unexpected bleating of goats coming from the old council hdl. On
ariving a the scene, they were shocked to discover what had been done to
the hal, where the goas were trampling everything undefoot. Ther
description of the floor littered with droppings and straw was genuindy
literary. 1 took out the notebook | had brought and copied it word for word.
Had the goats devoured his etchings? If not, where were they? Had the
garving animals gobbled down his woodcarvings and the brooding portrayas
of the crucfixion? If not, whee was everything hidden? Adde from
fragments of his heavy stone pieces, no trace of his lost creations was found.
Was it possble that the artist’s village harbored a secret admirer of his work
who, in crazed fanaticism, had wresked such terrible havoc on the exhibit
housed in the memorid room?

She read my mind and assured me that the Haifa police had not
detected anything of the sort during their investigation. Here were the reports
and copies of the letters the detective squad had ddivered to the village
council. A mogt unfortunate series of events, an unintentiona entry by a locd
shepherd. They even raised the absurd possbility that the flock of goats done
had desecrated everything. Untended by a shepherd, the goats had broken
through the rotten doors that winter night and innocently laid waste to the
holdings as they frolicked in the building. The redization tha they were
imprisoned within the walls had set the goats blegting in abject panic. That
was when the village guards, responding to the noise, had discovered what
remained of the exhibition in honor of M€ ir of blessed memoary.

The document fascinated me. | liked the brusque officid language,
the written accounts of the officers and shepherds who had been questioned
as witneses, dl filtered through the nimble fingas of the police
denogrepher. We the undersgned hereby atet that no incriminating
evidence was found, the suspects were released, and no arrests were made. So
the police put it. | copied this into my notebook and thought to mysdf that |
might return to it someday.

The artigt told me tha not everything had been log, not dl the legecy
had been consumed by the flock. It was lucky that he lavished gifts on his
friends. From the time he was discharged from the Navy to his find trip to
Paris, it had been his custom to liquidate each artistic phase by giving away
his works. He would tdl his friends each time that the red period of
ingpiration was just beginning and everything he had done until them was as
nothing. And the dances? | asked. Did anything reman of those unique
improvisaions?

“There are photographs, of course” she said, “but nothing to be found
here.”
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| collected everything in my briefcase. She was sorry that she could
not give me any more. It was too bad that none of the young reporters or art
critics had taken an interest in M€eir's character. Wha an important service
some talented writer could perform by making the effort to produce a short
biography of him. “I would offer him every possble assistance. So few
people till remember him.”

Even of his rdatives it seemed that but a few were Hill dive. She
looked a me with imploring eyes. | evaded her gaze and stood up to follow
her out of what had been the memorid room of the old council hal. Again
we were assailed by the earnest activity on the museum condruction ste. She
returned the keys to the village office and quietly voiced her hope that the
new museum would find asmdl room for M€ir.

After we parted, | walked to the town square and then dowly made
my way
along a road that wound through an adjacent copse. In the distance, | saw the
Bay of Atlit gleaming with blue light. The dark wall of the fortress cast a
deep shadow over the water. On the scattered limestone boulders could be
seen the forms of weekend fishermen arching their lines high overhead. For
just a moment, they were frozen in place like caved images of the
crucifixion.

D. Thefish table on the esplanade, Tiberias

The lagt time | saw M€ir was from my seat a the fish table in a
retaurant on the water's edge. How did | come to a restaurant on the
esplanade in Tiberias? | went there to get to the bottom of some other ancient
afar. | had arranged a meeting in the new center with an old friend who had
taken pat in the incident many years ealier. He readily agreed to my
suggestion and even invited me to his house located on the dope of the
mountain, but everything after tha went wrong. He didn't show up or even
send word and the meeting never took place. | searched for him in the new
busness center, a his house and even in the grocery store near his home. |
sought help from neighbors and went looking for his wife. | glanced & my
watch again to make sure | had not mistaken the date of our meseting, then
sood nonplussed before his house. A young woman passing by asked me
who | was looking for. When | told her the name of my old acquaintance, she
curtly answered, “Stay away from him. No good can come from business
with him. All kinds of rumors are going around about him and wha he's
done. Don't fal into some trap he's setting for you.”

Wha exactly did she mean? Had he been hauled away for
investigation by the Tiberias police? Was he suspected of crimind activity?
He had been such a decent, honest fellow in years past.

So | went down to the city esplanade along the Sea of Gdilee. Never
mind the meeting that didn't work out. Forget the old story whose full details
| would not be able to extract as | had anticipated from my long-time friend.
To hdl with questions that would forever reman unresolved. What counted
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was a glorious winter day in Tiberias for me to enjoy, an intoxicating, sun-
drenched day resplendent with light, a day whose warmth drugged the body
and infused every bright sght with a dreamy glow.

Along the way, | stopped at the table of a restaurant facing the new
dock from which tourist boats set sall for the eastern shore of the sea. From
my sedt, | gazed in wonder a the budle emanatiing from the pier. Boats
arrived and departed. Groups of sightseers came ashore and went aboard. The
Gdilee glittered behind them in the wintry sun. Sea gulls cruised the
waterfront and families loaded chests, fueled motors, and rolled nets to put
thelr boatsin order for anight of fishing.

| was reminded of the Sea of Gdilee as | saw it after the grim days of
the Yom Kippur War. The management of the Tiberias hot baths had invited
our weary battalion to wash away some of the cares of war. We arrived good
and filthy, but a dip in the warm waters restored to us a taste of other times.
The bath attendants pampered us. They saw to our every need and draped our
bodies with old towels when we stepped from the pools into the cold outside.
We gave oursdaves to the sun that heals every wound. Seeted on the shore, at
the foot of broad eucayptus trees opposte the baths, we contemplated the
mountains on the eastern rim where smoke rose from the high ridges of the
Golan. Every outpost could be seen, every road and every settlement on the
Heights. Cagting dry twigs into the water, we pondered the terrible war just
ended and what would comein its wake.

A drange vison suddenly took hold of me. | imagined that | saw a
tal, thin man with a dark face. His ams are soreading from his sdes and
black dancer's pants dretch to his ankles. He dashes and glides over the
water, not in a draight line but in a zig-zag course, making a sort of twisting
legp through the expanse of illuminated water. Now he is running towards the
east before vearing off and heading to the far southern shore. Now he is
tuning sharply, spinning around towards me, his face angled to the sde
under a vell of shade. | fdt a moment of mild dizziness and had to turn my
head towards my comrades wrapped in towels in their seats under the trees.
“Do you see aman out there, fluttering over the water?’

“No,” they answered, they did not, and they were sck of my lingering
shdl-shock that took a new form each time. Again they tossed dry twigs into
the water lapping the shore and quietly resumed their conversation, aways
the same questions Whose faut was the war? Who had to pay for it? How
would our gtricken country change, and for whom were we giving our lives?

It dl passed in an ingant. The strange deluson vanished. Across the
mirror of water, only drab ducks paddled and king fishers screeched. A speed
boat buzzed in the digance. Sl tingling with memories, | watched from my
seat at the fish table as one of the sSghtseeing boats took on some buoyant
tourigs. Did | recognize the man gregting them a the gangway? Didn't |
once know that face a long time ago? Wasn't that M€ ir, skipper of a navy
patrol boat? |1 had lived through a number of tense, frightful nights ages ago
under his command. Can a man be seen in two worlds a one time? Could
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Meir appear amultaneoudy in two eras? After his discharge from the Navy,
had M€ ir from the boat become M€ ir the artist who came to Ein Hod?

That was what his friends wrote after he was taken. Where had | seen
those
tributes? In my copies of the literary journd given me by the atig who
preserved his memory? Or had | read them in the commemoration abum
issued by the navy? | no longer quite remember, but the smilaity of ther
faces so stunned me that | rose from my seet a the fish table and approached
the gangway. The sunny expresson on his face dazzled me. The same eyes,
the same dark skin, the same cryptic amile, the same delicate, fragile wridts.
Meir? Wasit redly M€ ir?

“Excuse me” | trembled before him, my bresth suddenly short.
“Excuse me, isyour name M€ ir?’

The man turned from the tourigts with a smile and looked me over.
“No,” what's this about M€eir? Might be a M€ir on the next boat. She'll
dock in just afew minutes. Ask over there”

| looked him in the eyes. “Wasn't there a M€ir here who had served
inthe navy?’ | asked.

“lI don't know him,” answered the man. “You're al mixed up. No
such person here, and | don’'t have the time to help you look.”

What had suddenly come over me? | got a grip on mysdf and dowly
settled into my seat beside the restaurant table. How could | bother people
because of an old demon who took possesson of me years before? Even to
me, his origin was by means clear. For what had | gone to Tiberias and Ein
Hod and the Bay of Atlit? What was this M€ ir, who rdentlesdy hounded my
dreams, as though I, and | done, owed him and others a debt to redeem his
memory from oblivion? If 1 met a drange young man who crossed his ams
over the back of a bench on the town square in Ein Hod, what of it? Did it
follow that he was in fact a herad whose reveaion of good tidings only |
was bound to proclam? And if, sometime in the dawn of my youth, | bumped
into an eccentric chief petty officer on a little patrol boat off the eastern shore
of the Sea of Gdilee, directly below the guns of the Syrian coastd batteries,
was | obliged to pursue glimmers of hisimage dl my life?

Indeed, life is but a series of such peculiar encounters, especidly in
the beginning, in our enchanted childhood. For example, take that nameless
tractor operator clearing rocks from Givat Ram in Jerusdem. When | stood
before him with a friend, dressed in uniform with the unit patch shining on
my shoulder, he stopped the giant tractor, jumped down, flung a chunk of
sone at my feet and said, “Out for a hike, en? Decided to escape from the
northern border, en? Had enough of those pitch-black ambushes, eh? No
more srength for crawling exhausted through jungles of reeds, en?’

Before we could collect our thoughts, before we could get a fix on
what he was saying to us, even before we could see his face shidded by a
broad cloth hat over a layer of gicky dust, he hopped back onto the giant
tractor and pulled the levers. The tractor growled and dug its great blade into
the heap of rocks.
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Did he know more about us than we oursdves did? Did he see himsdf
as a scret partner in our fate? Why have | not sought after him? His name,
too, is not important to me, nor the higory of his family nor its fortunes in
Ilsad. For many years, | have nursed within me an idle curiosty as to the
identity of tha man and the reason for his remarks. Still, unlike the matter of
M€ir and his brief life, | left him dlone as he did me.

| sat at the fish table, | ate and drank, and then | desired to quit the
city. What would | do with this man who pursued me everywhere? On my
way to the Tiberias bus dation, | remembered that the artist had spoken
sparingly of his death and | had not asked further, as though we were of one
mind from the gart to say nothing of that sorry chapter. Besides, anyone who
had merely heard of the incident knew exactly what it involved. But it is
impossble in thinking of him to regard that find act as the definitive event of
his life. For some reason, M€ir's atisic sde had not dravn me. Instead,
other facets of him, opening doors in a host of directions, had riveted me,
though they would not make a biography even were | to write about them.

And if | sat down and wove a tde from events that would shed light
on his life, and my life, and the hidden paths that we must take, why would |
seize on his sad story? The esplanade in Tiberias and the new ship dock are
full of groups of merry tourids, each of whom has a story more entertaining,
and less mournful, than M€eir's.

It is only the bronzed face of the man a the gangway guiding
passengers on board the excurson boat that leaves me without peace. Did he
redly say his name wasn't M€ ir?
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A SPITIN THE FACE
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

| first learned the story of Leopold Spitzer's escape from the Nazis
and their Sovak collaborators in three closely spaced pages sent me by a
friend from the Czech immigrants associaion. An unadorned account,
concise and touching, written in an atless, even ddiberaidy smpligic syle.
A boyhood friend of Spitzer from up in the Zionig youth movement before
choosng a different path tha eventudly led to a high pogtion in the
Communist Party. His comments, initidly recited as a eulogy a Spitzer's
funerd, afterwards were published in an influentid Bratidavan journd in the
winter of 1968, shortly after Spitzer’s desath.

Y om Kippur, September 1942.

Sector C's turn at the labor camp came just as dusk was fdling. We
recognized the commandant’s private automobile leading the smal convoy
through the fidd. He had just returned from Braidava and now fel on his
ades, screaming, “Why isv't thelist of transfers ready?”’

Terified by his ranting, the clerks immediady drew up the lis. The
criteria for incdluson on the lig for transport were smple advanced age,
illness, families with large children, and low productivity. Only the gtrong,
the hedlthy young daves, could hope to remain in the labor camp.

Behind the commandant’'s auto crawled covered trucks, followed on
foot by a large troop of Guardigts, the Slovak Nazis. Ther black uniforms
portend evil tidings. In the solemn, 4ill twilight that Yom Kippur night, the
gght of them was terifying. It was the holy day of judgment, a day tha
should have been one of profound conciliation between God and man. The
Guardists spread out around the camp gate, deployed dong the fence, and
then broke into several barracks. There was no need to announce muster. The
people themsdves dowly began to leave the barracks, then stood on the
parade ground before the camp’ s sector office.

| felt sure my name wouldn't gppear on the lig of trandfers. Even if it
did, I could flee into the nearby foredts a any time. | was young and in good
hedth; | feared nothing. Yet, a that time | had no thought of fleeing. The
truth is, the idea dmply hadn’t occurred to me | fdt bound by invishle
fetters to the events on the parade ground. Running off would have required
Herculean srength, not only because of the danger of being caught and shot
but dso because of a sense of shame. Hee? Before dl those large families,
whose burden of children left them no choice but to submit? No, in tha
Stuation, | lacked the strength to flee.

They took Blanca, the young daughter of a poor Jewish talor. Blanca,
with her blue eyes and dark tresses, whom | often had borne on my doulders.
I’d even carved wooden toys and played the guitar for her. Now | saw her led
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off with a smdl, dinging group. Mute, | edged away from the talor and his
wife,

“You'll follow us, right?” beseeched little Blanca Her blue eyes cast
alimpid glance at me.

| don't ask anyone to pity me. | have no need for pity today. That was
a long time ago, way back in 1942. All that is now cold and forgotten. New
misfortunes and tragedies have pushed asde the memory of that Yom
Kippur. But a the time, | fled to an obscure corner of the camp, lay face
down and wept. Instead of searching for a gap in the fence, a path to the
foret, | beat the evil eath with my figs The image of little Blanca
tormented me.

By the events occurring on the parade ground outsde the camp's
headquarters, one could easly grasp what vaue life would hold in the degth
camps of Poland. Here on the clearing was the corridor leading to the camps.
Here people logt ther names for the fird time. Thear names, which they had
borne dl ther lives, ceased to be a means of identification. They remained
only as didinctive marks. Each person became merely one number among
many, a pat of the mass, a speck in the multitude. And the mass logt it
character. Divided into barracks and train cars, t carried the first 50 names.
Later, those names passed to the next 50 to arrive and then to those who came
after them. After that, names became entirdy superfluous and a person was
just anumber.

| returned to observe how those marked for transport took ther leave.
Arik Pulitzer's mother walked with them. So did his blind father, who had
taught school in Trenchin before loang his sght. He saw nothing but heard
everything. And that was enough for him to imagine what was happening in
the barracks and beyond, on the melancholy plaza. With them waked Arik, a
boy of 17 whom the baracks resdents had hidden until then. Arik was ill
with a heat condition. Before bed each night, he would serenade his
bunkmates, playing his harmonica and, a times the vidlin. Fearing tha his
music would land him on a transport, his mother had asked him to sop
playing. A boy who only made music and never worked? She was afraid they
would seize him because he didn't work, just played his indruments. But he
dayed in the camp to the end, even after his parents were taken. He was
killed later on, during the partisan revolt.

Literdlly by force, | managed to prevent Spitzer from lesping
unwittingly to his death. Spitzer's literary name later would be associated
with the war, the subject of human degradation and the quest for fundamenta
answers to the terrible questions of life. Usng a nom de plume, he gained
fame writing of the pesks and depth of human acts. Some of that, perhaps
most, he saw then, a the Novaki labor camp. Those memories later served in
his work as the rav materid for his atisic impulses. He continued to mine
them until his degth.

| fird met him long before that, in his beoved Bratidava back in
1939. | was then a poor Jewish student wholly without means, working as a
porter a the Schindler and Yadlin flourmill. Those were the best days of my
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life. The sacks were damn heavy but they paid us well. We unloaded grain
from the river barges, then a the mill loaded blends of flour for the Third
Reich.

Leopold’'s mother was a ddicate woman. His older brother, who was
taking voice lessons, later made a career snging in the opera His younger
brother, whose vision was so poor that he had to drop out of school, seemed
somewhat dull and backward to me. | would pass entire evenings with dear
Leopold in his room on Wolonska Street. Surrounded by his books, we sat in
the loft while he played Spanish, Itdian, and French songs, as well as Jewish
and Serbian tunes, on his mandolin. He had learned the Hebrew melodies as |
had, in the local Zionist youth branch. He drew, he wrote poetry and he knew
how to combine his stories and artwork into fascinating taes. | couldn't help
loving such a taented lad. Leopold was my first Jewish friend. He was very
well educated, knew & more than | and dready had traveled extensively. He
had seen France, and, with his bohemian friend, the poet Yarodav Teshko,
hed even visted Algiers. | admired him very much a thetime.

When the Nazis invaded the Soviet Union, he was dready a
Communig sympathizer. Drafted into the Sovak army, he st to verse
Moscow's stand againgt the Germans, to the effect that the city, which had
given life to the Soviet people and now asked that the nation give its life for
her, would never fdl even if Germay destroyed her. Like one of those
leeflets dropped from the ar, his poem clandestindy passed among the
Serbian troops. To this day, | remember its gripping lines. Leopold’'s mother
and younger brother unexpectedly arrived a the camp when sector C opened.
They raised rabbits a the camp for food, and only Leopold's mother could
in the angora pdts. A skilled artisan, she knew how to turn the spindle and
make rabbit fur into strands of wool.

In the summer of 1942, Leopold sent me a letter that | ill derish. He
was hiding from the roundups and the firgt transports in the mountains of
eastern Slovakia On learning that his mother and brother had been interned
a the Novaki camp, he decided to become a camp resident with them. One
had to pay a fee a the time for the right to become a prisoner a the Novaki
camp. The price was pad in ether cash or equipment. Leopold had nothing.
Even s0, | managed to smuggle him into Sector C. No one carefully checked
the inventory or the li of prisoners. Leopold worked in the projects
development office, drawing, painting Sgns, writing poems, and srumming
his mandalin. Although lacking his older brother’s tdent, he sang for the
canp inmates, and very nicdy. He dso receved pemisson to show his
sketches in the camp dining hal and give lectures on his trips to Europe and
Algeria

Leopold was born in Urba, a smdl town in eastern Sovakia, but
chose to live in Braidava As much as he loved the city, he never missed an
opportunity to vidt his birthplace. Whenever he went back, he would see his
old school friend Jan Mordoch, the famous artis. According to Leopold,
Mordoch drew only flow petas, apples, and pitchers. Unlike many other
atiss, he never sold his soul to the fascist Sovak regime. When | met
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Mordoch years later, he was very surprised that | knew so much about him.
He knew a great many artists, poets, and authors whose names | had seen
only in journds and the monthly megazines. Not dl of them were Naz
collaborators, we redized that, but it was difficult to determine who had sold
out and who hadn’'t. The anti-Semites knew how to disguise themseaves when
it suited thelir purposes.

Art and poetry, and the bond among poets who hadn’t engaged in
betrayd, fortified us in those dark, hard times. How fervently we identified
with these lines written by one well-known poet:

“If dl we have loved should die
Like the darling we' ve just buried,
An unknown void with afirs name,
Sorrow will spread its over us...”

That indeed was our sad redlity.

The trangport list included Leopold's younger brother, who had been
working a a dismantled camp in another sector. He labored hard, endlesdy
dragging heavy planks and iron rallway ties A mdevolent guard, spotting
him nod off from exhaugtion, added his name to the transport lig. Since his
mother aso was in the camp, her name, too, went on the list. He skipped over
Leopold, whose name didn't appear on the master roster. | shuddered when |
saw ther names on the lig. It was the only time | asked a favor of the
commandant. | sought nothing for mysdf. | pleaded on behdf of Spitzer, his
mother, and his younger brother. Spitzer was a gifted atis and a poetic
genius, | told the commandant, a talented musician who must not be sent to
Poland on the transport. | begged him to spare Leopold and his family.

The commandant, hdf-drunk, fixed me with a hollow look. “Yes, of
course” he said. “And why don’'t you take al the Jews? | don’'t need them.
I'll give them dl to you. Take them.” He suddenly darted raging a me,
threatening to add my name to the transport lig with dl the others. “Why?
God? Why have you punished me with the Jews? When he'd finished
ranting and cursing me, he sank into gloom. Then he sprang up. In an entirdy
business-like tone, he told me that Spitzer could stay in the camp.

But Leopold wouldn't hear of it. Was he to stay while his mother and
brother 1eft? He would join them a once. | implored him. He would be of no
use going with them. They would be separated in any event, and he would
then be of no hdp to his mother. This was an unfar argument; true, but
unfair. We knew the Germans ignored family ties a the death camps. They
divided men from women and tore children from ther mothers arms. If he
accompanied his mother on her finad journey, | told him, he would have to
watch her die in a cattle car packed with hopeess people. And he would have
no chance to help her. | remembered my parents, who had been killed with a
pang of conscience. It was a comfort to me that |, compelled to stay dive,
hadn't been with them in ther last, anful moments. Leopold, however,
ignored me and 4ill wanted to join his family. It was only by chance that the

99



convoy guards foiled his plan. | knew some of them. They were from my
home province; some had gone to school with me. In secret, | asked them to
keep Leopold off the transport, and they barred his way. The next day, after
the trangport had left, we met in the camp. Furious, he spat a me. Then,
without aword, he turned on his hedls and strode into his barrack.

Ealy in the morning, Noveki’s deputy railway director rang up with
an urgent cal. The number of transfers on the transport was incomplete.
Dozens of Jews were needed to fill the quota. The dreaded Guardists agan
saked the barracks. Again, they drove out the wretched tenants, assembled
them on tha terible plaza, and culled the required numbers. All the while,
they beat the Jews, cursing, threatening, shoving. Yet the commandant, upon
departure of the trangport, lied in his cable regarding completion of the
operation. During the final transports of late September 1942, he saved close
to 200 Jews. Instead of 400 Jews, only dightly more than 200 left Novaki for
annihilation on September 22. Leopold's family, though, wasn't among those
saved. For many years, | felt on my face the spray of his slent, wrathful spit.

100



SCAR OF PRIDE
Translated from the Hebrew by Asher Harris

1

Once, in the summer of 1946, | accompanied my father on a vigt to
Tel Aviv. Before the trip, Father, a proud, reserved man, was besde himsdf.
Yehuda, his best friend, had arranged a meeting with Natan, the wonderful
Te Aviv poet, and the prospect gave my father no peace. He was tense and
irritable and quick to lose his temper. When he passed his hand over my
smooth boy’s teek, he wasn't aw are of what he was touching, and when he
stroked my unruly curls, he didn’t notice what he was stroking.

In the Td Aviv dreet, Yehuda was dready waiting for us. Father put
his am round Yehuda's shoulder and Yehuda pulled Father close to him and
they were as happy as if they hadn't met for a long time. Father st me down
a the table, and in childish contentment, | leaned my elbows on the dicky
olldoth. Fies cirdled duggishly above puddles of spilt coffee and in the
remains of sweet lemonade. Father and Yehuda found plenty to drowned tak
about s0 | began to look around. A rain of overripe berries dropped out of the
deep shade of the ficus trees, burgting on the table and under it, and spattering
dansof inky juice dl around.

The numbing summer heat engulfed me. The cars racing dong the
sreet a my back, the cries of hawkers, the bustle of passersby, the clatter of
hooves as horses passed pulling their carts of kerosene or ice, dl these
assaled my ears like the dacking of cagtanets. And within the shimmering
bubble of heat, the drone of the sultry strest mingled with the Staccato
conversation of my father and Y ehuda.

Of dl the people who surrounded my father in the days of my
childhood, Yehuda was the only one whom my father truly loved. Looking
through the eyes of my childhood, mised over with the dried tears of
memory, | can dill see my father melowing and changing whenever Yehuda
entered our house. Despite the years | 4ill recdl how the familiar layers
would fal away one by one, and how a different man would emerge from the
doughed-off skin, a man | didn't know a dl. Father's hands, cracked and
furrowed from work in the fidds, work from which he dlowed himsdf no
respite, became as soft as a gentleman’s. His tanned face paed like of those
wild creatures, which change color according to ther one surroundings. His
abrupt, peremptory way of taking became gentle, uncertain. Suddenly he
would turn from giving orders to asking quesions. When Yehuda was
around, Father would lose his decisveness. To this day, | am ill amazed,
ill waiting to get over my wonder.

Father greeted Yehuda who had quickly stood up as we arived. | had
the impression that he saw our approach, dow and ponderous, as that of
country yokels He waited until we came right up to the table diffident before
embarking on the formdities of welcome He sgnded something to the
waiter and immediately a number of large glasses were set on the table aong
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with a jug of cold water which tinkled like a bell. Father asked Yehuda for
some soda water as wdl and Yehuda turned to the waiter in his gentle
manner, “We ordered soda water too, didn’t we?’

The wondeful way in which Yehuda hdf-acknowledged, half-
ignored my presence filled me with agtonishment even in those days of
innocence. It was as if with one eye he saw dl of me, my whole being with
dl its childish dements while the other, hadf closed, saw nothing but my
soul, in the fullness of time, would blossom into the essentid me. He would
blink and stare in my direction as if he were weighing up what he saw. What
that one eye surdly saw was nothing but a child, not redly grown up enough
to st with the adults. On the other hand, no doubt, the other eye seemed to
guess a a young man who would often search his memory in an attempt to
recapture the long-lost years.

So Yehuda hopped around me, yet adso hovered somewhere dse
nearby. When he shook my hand, it was as if it waan't a red hand of flesh
and blood that he held loosdly, and when he patted me on the shoulder or
twesked my nosg, it was as if he were tweaking a paper doll and not the red
me. Then, embarassed, | cringed from his caress, flinched from his touch,
and retreated to the other end of the table. Deep insde me, some tune or other
sang to itsdf in harmony, “The kids say that your father is strong and he can
knock this little Yehuda down easily.” When terrificdly | had findly shrunk
back into the furthest chair a the edge of the pavement, that childish song of
vengeance was dill singing in my heat, and my contempt for this milksop
was clothing itsef in dearer words and music. At that very moment this same
Yehuda, with the absent, louder mindedness that goes with ingght, turned to
my father and waned him loudly, “Tha boy of yours had better be careful!
He stoo close to the street and the traffic is crazy.”

But faher merdy waved his gentleman’s hands and let them fdl on
the rough wooden table onto the stained oilcloth cover.

Yehuda, a smdl likesble chap with a genuine ability to bring kindred
together, tries to make the waiting pass plessantly. He regaes my spirit father
with the name of each passerby, and the vague image | recal with difficulty
from my confused memory is of him dancing about, wiping the from his
Kheki shirt, moving swiftly from char to char, shuttling sweat there and
back around Father and throwing backward glances towards the table as if he
were being scolded. Father remains haughtily, dmost aggressvely slent and
refuses to be. What has he got in common with these intdlectuds, skipping
mollified about in their open sandds? What ae these actresses to him,
prancing dong the dreet in ther skimpy dresses? What, for that maiter, is
Yehuda who knows each passerby by name and eagerly holds forth on the
wonderful taents of them dl? Faher remans slent and waits in stubborn
awe for this Td Aviv poet to whom Yehuda has promised to introduce him.
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None of Yehudds offerings is acceptable, nether the brilliant notions that
one nor the incsve opinions of the other; nather the astonishing of new
book that left Yehuda amazed by the power of its language (“The language,
do you hear?’) nor the obscene gestures of the British occupying troops, nor
even the gut-wrenching atide that pits (“Pits you, the lofty mord principles
of the workerS movement, againd understand?’) the fosslized, vacillating
mordity of the petite bourgeoise. And what €lse can | say tha | haven't yet
say?

But Father refuses to soften. Haughty and slent, he dts there at the
table, haughty enough, as Yehuda told me years laer, to destroy himsdlf, and
he tightens his hand round the heavy water glass leaving Yehuda not the
smdlest crack to creep through.

Later on, when memories bresk free from the bounds of time, | try to
disentangle scenes, words and sounds from the jumble, but 1 find it difficult
to arrange the events in any sort of sequence. If only | could at least grasp the
main points. If only | could be sure that the outlines had not blurred, bur even
of that | am not adways cetan. Naan suddenly agppears, actualy
materidizing out of the dreet, with a buoyant, lifting step. Father stands up
immediatdy, tipping his char in doing 0. It tilts Sdeways and dmog fdls
The waer glass dides dong the tabletop. Father stands quite till and turns
pae, paer than | ever remember. He foreword a little to shake hands, but
Natan's left hand avoids Father’s moves grasp. It is shaking uncontrollably as
if his am were not joined to his shoulder, as if he had a life of its own, as if
its trembling could not be dilled. Natan is wearing Khaki trousers with a
Khaki shirt worn outgde to give the impresson of suit. His eyes take us in a
a glance, pass over the three of us, and move on to rake the street. It is dmost
as if he has been invited to meet someone ese who hasn't turned up so he is
forced to wait and gt with us for a while. Redly, only for a minute; and if he
has consented, it only out of respect for that fine fdlow, Yehuda These
yokes from a digant Kibbutzim, an dl-pervasve smdl of brimstone dinging
to them, are as excited as children in his presence. They actudly force into
the hand that doesn't tremble pieces of paper, extracts from earnest articles,
and formless, so damp with excited sweat they're nearly colorless illegible.
An, how tiresomeisther love.

Yehuda capers around him. “Sit down, Natan. What would you like,
Natan? Natan, I'd like you to meet my friend from the Kibbutz. My kindred
soul, my twin spirit who works himsdf to desth in the hot and steamy redm
of manuad And this little boy is his son who has accompanied his father to the
labor city. They have taken the trouble to come al this way to meet you
because | promised that you would find a moment for them. They admire you
poetry and wanted to meet you so much; just a short meeting, nothing like
‘the man who came to dinner’!”

A pause. The flow of memories is dammed for a second. Then, the
flood gates open once again and the tide surges through. The tenson bresks.
We dl laugh. People who have crowded round the table for a moment laugh
with us. Suddenly | fed Natan's roving look rest on my face. | show my

103



young even teeth in a amile, trying to ingratiate mysdf with this srange man
in whose presence Father has become so pale. Over the reaches of time, from
the depth of that dudve image, | seem to remember that after that the
conversation went more easly. There were even smiles. Natan congantly
exchanged greetings with passerby. Some approached our table, snatched a
few words, put in a quick plea, shook hands, smiled a Yehuda, waved a
friendly finger in the direction of Natan's gleaming forehead or shot inquiring
glance a Father’ s heavy form.

Yehuda now would not dlow the conversation to flag. He tended it
with words and revived it when it suddenly languished. From time to time he
darted as severe look a Father as if urging him, “Come out of your shel,
man. Don't be a bumpkin. You wanted to meet this fdlow, didn't you?
Waan't it because of him that you bothered to come dl the way from your
disant Kibbutz with the boy, who only cramps your style anyway. Don't be
boring, that ‘holier-than-thou’ face, as if someone had forced you to descend
with your Olympian heights to consort with untouchebles” Wadll, that's how
Natan was.

The deeves forever frayed a the ebows, the pullover unravding, the
compulsve untidiness. How thin he is close up. What fire flashes again and
agan from the depth of his eyes. Even in the white light of summer noon in
Td Aviv, his forehead shines, while from his wizened throat comes the cry of
a whole people. Father dts drawn into as if remembering the words he wrote
in our Kibbutz broad sheet not himsdf, long before, when Natan's new
poems had first appeared. Father had been like possessed, staking in his
room like a caged tiger. He was unable to deep because of what he called “an
inner quaking.” The poems had gripped condricted his heart. Or maybe that's
not exactly how it was. Maybe | am and getting mixed up between my
memories and wha Father redly wrote. The beautiful girl who used to recite
in law, thrilling voice read Father’'s article together with the poems a one of
our Friday evening medings Sitting there in the large brightly lit dining
room, | fet a childish pride swedling within me. Such a proud reserved man; |
fdt that | was one with him, come what may. | would stand by him, and the
two of us, shoulder to shoulder, would move forward together againgt the
whole world.

Suddenly dightly hoarse voice bresks in, “Take care, boy! Don't lean
so far back. You're going to fal right into the path of the traffic.”

But Father was sunk deep in a vison he saw in his water glass and
didn't hear what Natan had just sad. He didn't notice the danger so close
behind me and didn’t even raise his head to look in my direction.

3.

Drunk or not, Natan was now in full spate. He supported his
trembling left hand with his right. His glance darted from Yehuda to Father
and back to the dreet, where it followed the young Jewish soldiers passing
by, again and then returned to us. The man might have had two faces. All the
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while, a dwarf by comparison, was trying in awed revenge to get a word in
Yehuda, edgeways. Of course, it wasn't long before the subject of mordity
was forcibly dragged in, where it became confused with the date of the
worker’'s movement. And the things Natan said when he was drunk! Even the
“God of the dephants’ was invoked to buttress his arguments. Truncated
sentences trembled from his lips like the trembling of his hand. He would
type his outpourings with his right hand while his treecheries left would
poetic and shake until at last it would be cast to asde like some unless twitch
object discarded on a rubbish heap.

In this business of poetry, Father was a fervent but taciturn admirer.
Moreover, he respected Natan as he respected no other man. But when it
came a question of the labor movement or the murder of the Jewish writers in
to Russa or mordity in generd or the issue known as “The music of the
mortars,” Father had pronounced and trenchant opinions of his own. So while
palor heightened, sgns began to appear of that anger, that tempestuous his
fury that both Yehuda and | feared. Father’s rage was findly ignited over
nothing. He was on his feet, pacing up and down, fead down as if about to
butt, his tongue dry with anger. Yehuda was in such a dae that he began to
cal upon the god of dephants to arise and take pity on them.

Had Mother been with us, she would probably have thrown hersdf at
his fegt, clung to the kgs of the table and cried to them from the floor, “ I'm
moving until you two make it up.” But Mother was't there and Yehuda, not
squeezed between the two of them, didn’t know which way to turn.

“OH! Mountain drikes mountain, pesk clashes againg pesk.” There
was Yehuda, dancing around them, pulling a thelr deeves, trying to cdm
them down. The table shook. Chairs went flying. Curious passerby began to
gather and Yehuda suddenly stopped hopping about, folded his arms and,
grinning in embarrassment, sad to me, “Two toreros tearing a each other.
Two bulls teking each other on. Ah, wdl, therés a time and place for
everything. Toreador and bull butting each other!”

When Natan was drunk, he could say some very crud things. “You
had better go on, you lot, dl of you, go draight to the youngsters. | cdl on
our ungpoiled youth, the ones you haven't yet managed to ruin. Let them turn
their backs on you, | say. Or go gpped to the children, not yet stained by sin,
as someone once did, long ago and far away. What do you mean by ‘the
music of the mortars, eh? What you know of the pen that was smashed in
Moscow? Words you aren't cgpable of understanding! All you can do is
chew around and then spew them out to defile the well you drink from!”

Father was in a ferment. | couldn’t take my eyes off him. | understood
the smdlet movement of his face, the merest clenching of his figs. He was
with fury. Never in dl my life had | seen him so agitated. The table wrecked
got in his way and he pushed it asde with a violent gesture. Roughly he
kicked the chair backwards. The glass dide dong the table and Yehuda was
amogt crushed under Father’'s great hand. Suddenly the two of them
advanced towards me, boxing me in a the end of the table. In the heat of the
argument, the shouted exchanges, the faces grimacing in Swesaty rage, | sat
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there at the gpex of a converging triangle. 1 could smell their clothes. | could
see the sweat seeping through their Khaki shirts. Then, without redizing it, |
fdt an ovewheming urge to press mysdf to my father’s | leaned backwards
dowly, unshackled by earthly laws of weight and shoulder. Gravity.

The Te Aviv poet in his drunken anger hurled & Father the
accusation that the worgt of them al, the absolute bottom of the barrd, the
amateur journdids in remote Kibbutzim whose writings reeked of were
brimgtone and who did more harm with their narrow-mindedness than fools
did with ther smplemindedness. Father was stunned. A furrow of pain
appeared on his forehead and he began to writhe like a wounded animd.
Yehuda, charming little Yehuda That whole encounter was collapsing in
chaos. Suddenly time stopped and froze. In a drunken haze, Natan cried out
“The boy! He' s going over! Look out! Oh, right under the cardl”

Asif caught in aglobe of light, within abubble of time held 4ill for a
short moment, | see Yehuda running round the table and crying to Father,
“Oh, the boy! Oh, my God! He'sfalen.”

The noise of a car swamped over me and | was engulfed by a great
darkness. An overwheming sense of didress that | hadn't risen to stand by
my father, shoulder to shoulder, cluiched & my heart. Aftewards an
envdoping dlence fdl and | saw hurrying flecks of white, specks of
brightness, flowing blood, for | had fadlen backwards right under the wheds
of acar.

4.

Two crossed ditches, clearly visble on my cheek today, are the only
ones left. If you look closdy though, you will see fant sgns of the others. If
you were to draw a line joining dl the gitches, you would trace a diagond
scar running the length of my right cheek from the chin to a light peah
between temple and eye. Whenever | am carried away by a fit of temper, the
scar tekes on its origind redness. If | run my finger dong it to try and soothe
the smarting, |1 can see once more three heads bending over. And yet | find it
hard to remember. Who exactly was leaning over me? Who was taking?
How did the quarrd end? And who was it who whispered above my
bandaged face, “This red scar had such a crue birth.”

Then there were the who tessed in the Kibbutz children's house,
“Scarfacel Scafacel” And that reserved man, my father, standing by me
when | came to. And the flickering memories of the hospitd.

Whenever | make a serious effort to piece together the shards of
memory, | am confronted by a jumbled mass of velled moments time
snatched away, never to return. What happened when | fell? Was | run over
and was that how | acquired this scar of pride? And then, after | had been
extricated from between the cars and caried off in my father's ams, and
after Yehuda had summoned help, and after Natan had stood aone in the
confuson wondering why he had argued so wickedly in the presence of a
child and the very edge of a menacing dreet, after dl this and everything else
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that followed, | had to undergo the orded of facing my mother’s searching
gaze, dill answering dl her questions and trying to restore some kind of order
to my memory of the muddled events.

Lying there convaescing in my white bed, |1 had go to over and over
the whole affair from very beginning. How could | have deserted my father in
the crud argument with Natan? What had happened to those vows about
“Shoulder to shoulder?” and “Father and me againg the whole world” and
“We shdl never be defeated if we stand together”? How is it that they came
to nothing and | kept none of them? What about that nasty habit my mother
was dways scolding me for, of tilting my chair backwards till you could hear
the crack of rusty screw and split wood?

How could | have left Father complaining done between Yehuda
prancing about and Natan looking way beyond him? Why | jump to the front
of the table, mountain clashing with mountain, didn't toreador butting against
bull? Then when | fed the inner compulson to pour out my words, | St up
draight in bed, the white bedclothes dide off me and the scar that cuts
diagondly across my face legps out. Agang my pure father | sat that
drunken poet. | have no weapon to attack him with. Only my beeting heart,
words thet will say with me all my life, memories that will never fade The
sght of my father standing downcast in the face of the gross drunken attacks
of the Td Aviv poa fills me with a depressng sense of hdplessness a not
being e to do anything for him, and leaves a weight my heart over the long
years. The pain dices through my cheek and on catches my heart because |
did not do what | should have done such as hiting through his Khaki trousers
like a puppy gone berserk. Don't little ones have their own ways of fighting?
Teeth, wesk fingernals, childish screams, something? Sitting there in bed |
read again those smple artless words that Father had written in our modest
Kibbutz paper. | pored over them for a long time. They contained a kind of
sad beauty that was not easy to understand. Was it redly so strange that
Natan, hasty, haunted by drink, did not have the eye to perceive nor the heart
to care for them?

Through the shimmering bubbles of time, | go over the few lines
agan. “The throat of a whole people; the cut throat of a whole people bleeds
from the throat of the poet. Drops of anguish and blood.” “Mountain against
mountain!” Yehudd's voice roars in my ears. A sea of sparks flies up; the
gndl of scorching. The memory of one of those three gtting round a cafe
table in that Td Aviv dreet in the summer of the year one thousand nine
hundred and forty-six, in the shade of those dark ficus tree, is branded into
me for al the days of my life, and his memory goes with me as | am gathered
up from between the screaming brakes and burning tires, from the mdting
agphdt of the steaming midday Street.

So when father, as dways, unconscioudy passes his large hand over
my heded up scar of pride, and |, as dways, take countless oaths of loyaty,
time gands 4ill in its cycle and | kook within, degp within its secret depth
that have long since faded away, and through my childhood eyes | see how
this reserved man who may not even have wanted to meet that wonderful
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poet Natan, turns pae with pride. On the table between them pride lies
dishonored, while the heart of a child bleeds. Then at the far end of the table,
a the menacing edge of the dreet, the little boy defies the laws of physics.
Leaning back on the char until the bolts snap, he does the only remaining
thing and throws himsdlf into the path of the traffic.
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The Memory of Helicopters
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

One morning late in 1984, | drove around Mt. Carme through lower
Haifa to meet a convoy for a long tour of reserve duty in South Lebanon. The
sky was blue, the sea green, and the mountain crags gray. The houses of
Hafa gleamed in their whiteness while the late summer flowers made borders
of intense colors dong the roads. It was imposshble to believe a war was
going on somewhere. A smdl crud wa raging not far from the fragrant
Carmel. Close by, across the gorgeous Bay of Acre, below the Sulam-Tyre
ridge shimmering on the horizon.

Like a band of messengers bearing fateful news, a flock of peicans
flew past the lighthouse a Stdla Maris. The flgpping of their wings was dow
and heavy in the 4ill, thick ar. Led northward by their tralblazer, the birds
flew tirdesdy in V-formation towards their destination. As | drove beneath
the flock of pdicans, | fdt mysdf one of them. I, too, was the bearer of evil
news. Perhaps I, too, was a pelican, forced by injured wings to race on the
roads below in hope of keeping up with them. Although the roof of my car
sometimes hid the pdicans from me, | knew that | was flying with them,
soaring as they did in a bubble of warm air. | am both the bearer and receiver
of tidings. Like them, | look down on anything approaching. In an indant, |
can even see my own fate, just as the poet succinctly put it:

“Two hundred pdicansfly
Over the StdlaMaris lighthouse,
Sowly beeting their wingsin the day’sthick air.”

Suddenly, a stresking, shrieking helicopter roared down out of the
deep blue summer sky. Crudly, savagdy, heedless of anything, it tore
through the flock of peicans. The helicopter came from the north, its meta
bely loaded with casudties from Lebanon, wounded men facing imminent
death, none of them sure he would live another hour or survive the operating
table.

Jugt as in those digant verses, poems that linger like refugees from
other, faravay wars. Poems of lamentation borne within us since we heard
them as children many years before. Meancholy poems whose lines long ago
seded a young soldier’s fate. This is the poem’s hero and its raison d'ére.
The poet dready knows the bitter news. The musicians who play the song
aso know it. Those who hear it by campfire around the country know it, too.
All of them know what he Hill does not: that his fate has been determined.
Only he done dill dands in the poem, a living, innocent, unblemished lad
who knows nothing of what the far-seeing observe and proclam. Nor can he
guess what the bearers of ill news see, the soaring flock of pelicans above, or
what the anonymous poet aready suspects at the end of the poem:
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“Suddenly, their lineis broken.
The terrifying, whirling helicopter
Scatters their feathers to the winds.”

On my way to the bus parking lot bustling with reserve troops at the
battalion departure point, with the hdicopter ill in view and the swirling
pelican feathers dowly floaing earthward around me, | recdled something a
friend had told me some years ealier. He was dudying a the Hebrew
Univergty in Jerusdem a the time, during the War of Attrition of 1968-
1970. His smdl gpatment on the fringe of Givat-Ram dudent dormitories
seemed to be an indispensable landmark for hdicopters ferrying casudties
from the Jordan Vdley. They would burst across the Jordan, the barrier
between us, and the search operations in the hostile Samarian desert. Day and
night, during and after classes, the helicopters zoomed over his apartment,
ratting windows and jolting the ever-compassionate hearts of those souls
rushing to the emergency landing pads a the huge Hadassah Hospitd in Ein-
Kerem.

The thunder of hdicopters pasing over the Givat-Ram campus
gregtly disturbed him. Some days, he resolved to quit his studies in Jerusdem
and go back down to the coastd plain where no such frightful racket agitated
norma life. There, one could live totdly oblivious to the brutd War of
Attrition being fought on the borders. One could pray there without needing
to look up at a helicopter or to wonder, heart in moth, whether a dear friend
lay among the airborne casudties.

“In fear of the whirling helicopter, desperately, franticaly, seeking
the bright center of the sguare, the compact landing zone a “Rambam’
Hospital onthe sea....”

| had served in Lebanon. I'd seen the things that soldiers see in and
after war. 1I'd escorted endless convoys around the clock across the wicked
roads of southern Lebanon. I'd certainly had the same fedings felt by every
previous convoy escort. And yet, | couldn't shake off the memory of those
disparate hdicopters picking a path like terrified blind men, groping in panic
for a route to the tightly-drawn landing zone outsde Rambam Hospitd,
where low summer waves serendy rolled in over the deegp blue sea. The
memory of those helicopters suddenly smashing into the exquidtdy shaped
arrowhead of the roaming pelicans, over the Siela Maris lighthouse and the
green Carmd ridge, just won't leave me. It doesn’t want to be forgotten.

Like my friend the student in Jerusdem, | have days when | consider
where | can flee to hide from that terrible sound, the clatter of helicopters,
dogging me wherever | go. It's as though the pilots on those casudty-laden
helicopters need every house in the country as a landmark, as though
everyone in Israd must skip a heart beet as they pass overhead like rumbling
birdsin flight scattering feethers of terror in every direction.

| remember them now, this long and glorious spring of 1986. | fed
agan the pain that besst me back then, during the War of Attrition. Just as in
the heartfelt lines | suddenly heard late in 1984 as | drove benegth the dense
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flock of pelicans while hurrying to the departure point for my reserve duty in
L ebanon.

It's unbelievable, smply unbdievable—such a short time ago. Right
here, under the glowing, orange wind gauge fluttering on the shore to mark
the center of the bright square, the compact helicopter landing pad. It
suddenly seems to me tha dl my life has been squeezed into this landing
zone. All my experiences are folded in it between one war and another.
There, on the emergency landing zone across from the specid doors quickly
opening, among the dreicher bearers running like madmen for the ER
entrance. Yes, right here the mgor medicad center of the north known as
Rambam, below the Camd ridge a the water's edge. Hafa, Isad, and
never-ending war. Unbdlievable, 1 say to mysdf, as though | were a gliding
pelican, a big, roving bird pasing over agonizing sSghts en route to its
destination.

Trandaor's note Rambam Medicd Center in Hafa, named after Rabbi

Mosss Ben Maimonides, a medievd scholar known as the “Rambam,”
receives army casudtiesin the north of Isradl.
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Jewish Thought
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

| met Tzla Biran, a young woman from one a large northern kibbutz,
a one of Professor Rosenfeld's lectures. | was late because the lecture was
not in its usud place. Professor Rosenfeld drew such a large crowd of young
people that the smdl cdassooms in the libera arts building could not hold
them al, so the professor moved from one large, vacant hdl to another.
Though it was impossble to know where his taks would be given, his
audience loydly followed. When | arived, the sudents were pilfering chairs
from the next rooms. The audience overflowed out the door into the corridor.
| pulled up a char and joined those a the front to catch a few of the
professor’s pearls of wisdom. Tzila came in and sat besde me. | saw a once
that she was an atentive and very diligent student.

The professor spoke of the teachings of Rabbi Soleveitchik who, from
his home across the sea in New York, was carying on, in a manner of
spesking, the tradition of his Lithuanian forefathers. Even as he offered a nod
of regpect to the free thinkers, he intended his remarks as wdl for his
followers living in Zion. Her book open before her, Tzila closdy followed his
discourse. Each time he quoted a passage from his own copy, she moved her
lips in unison. | noticed that she had a heavy, soiled cloth book bag and
wondered if she came to Jerusdem for a day or two as students from remote
kibbutz settlements often did. Her hands were those of a laboring woman,
and | detected the hint of a fine, light mustache above her lip. She was seated
0 near me that | heard her every movement and observed her every motion,
however dight. When | dlowed mysdf this smdl liberty, 1 could aso draw
into my lungs the scents of her body and her clothes, and even of the bag set
on thefloor by her feet.

At the end of each lecture, | would meet some friends in the
building's little cafeteria. Over cups of coffee and dry crackers, we
mercilesdy dissected the presentation, Rabbi Soleveitchik and his students.
We hdd in high esteem only Professor Rosenfedd and the lovely, charming
girls squeezing their bodies between the cafeterias closdy spaced tables. By
the time | dipped my volume into my black book bag and d$raightened up to
see who and what was around me, Tzla was dmost out the far exit. Her
movements were so quiet, and her gait so dedthy, that | never heard her
gather up her papers, move her chair and ding the heavy cloth bag over her
back. From behind, her walk seemed somewhat clumsy and her blouse,
which fel a bit short, flapped loose a her sdes. A sudden and inexplicable
wave of affection for her swelled within me,

Long after she disgppeared up the dairs, | saw her lips echoing the
book open before her. | learned my lesson and, the week after that, arrived
ealy a the libera arts building. | then had plenty of time both to ascertain
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exactly where Professor Rosenfeld’s lecture would be held and to plan how |
would meet Tzila as she descended the maze of dars | dready knew her
name, which was gitched in violet threed on her bag, and even the northern
kibbutz where she lived, whose ddlivery stamp | had glimpsed when | peeked
a her open book. All that, however, merdy whetted my curiosty. | saw
before me a young woman who had long since outgrown her youth. She
aurdy was a teacher of Jewish thought pursuing advanced <udies on
sabbatical, teking the trouble to recharge batteries drained by hodile,
gpathetic classes who shuddered at the very term “Jewish thought.”

Again the hour grew late, but gill Tzla had not arrived. The professor
began his lecture and the usuad spectacle unfolded before us. From rooms
close by, some of his young, fathful students dragged chairs into the corridor
so that, god forbid, torah-lovers coming from afar would not lack a seet. | had
dready made a number of trips to the water cooler and poked my nose into
the filthy men's room again and again, read with boredom each plate on the
doors up and down the hal and even stood at the cluttered notice board to
discover how nerve-racking and dressful life was for young students. Every
inch of the board was plastered with notes seeking or offering tiny rooms in
old gpartments, notices of mentd hedth sdf-help courses and countless
invitations to parties, tennis matches and specid religious services.

She arived a last. From a distance, | recognized her awkward limp
caused by the weight of her bag. | tarried just long enough for her to grab a
chair and join the river of sudents overflowing its banks. Then | too went
forward, took a chair and pressed behind her so close that | could stick out
my tongue and lick the hair on the nape of her neck. My eye lingered as she
set out her books, drew forth the wide sheet of paper on which she liked to
scribble and ran her tongue over the oot on her upper lip where the faint line
of fuzz sprouted. | saw next how she gave her undivided atention to the
professor’s remarks. She bobbed her head in agreement at the proper times
and dlently mouthed every question he permitted. When he asked for
volunteers to read doud sdections from Rabbi Soleveitchik’'s works, | saw
her legs tense to rise, but others in the hall were faster. The professor could
not see how ready she was, how responsive to his every whim.

At the end of the lecture, | was quick to follow her. | carefully
climbed the dars dafter her and out of the liberd ats building into the
darkness fdling on the campus | traled her dowly, matching my pace to
hers, until she passed through the university’s gate and waked up the busy
dreet to the centrd bus dation. Unbedievable, | sad to mysdf, she's not
daying in the city. | sensed in her a stubborn determination. She went aheed
reolutely and without stopping. Someone is waiting for her on the kibbutz
way up north. Someone there needs her very much. | stood by the ticket
windows until 1 saw her pick up her book bag and get on the last bus to
Haifa
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Tzla Biran spotted me another time as | waked am in am with a
friend through the rented booths of the book far. “Your wife is a very
beautiful woman,” she sad, lowering her voice, after one of the lectures |
laughed so hard that she drew back her chair.”

“That wasn't not my wife” | said. “She's a friend who works as an
editor a one of the publishing houses”

“It'snot important,” she replied. “Please forgive my mistake.”

From wha she had sad that, | gleaned that if | had any romantic
intentions towards her, | had better keep them to mysdf. | suddenly
remembered seeing a young woman who resembled her a the book far. She
had sat by one of the displays studying a catalogue and never looked up at the
stream of passershy. My friend had asked me about a book and | had been
digtracted from Tzila s sooping figure.

Only later did | recdl the hair on her ngpe so familiar to me and the
prim collar of her blouse. | had come to know them very wdl from my
observations during the weekly lectures. Had my inattention offended her?

| invited her that night to rdax with our little circdle of barbed wits
after the professor finished his lesson. She shouldered her heavy cloth bag
and, without saying either yes or no, darted in her came-like gait towards the
dairs. | did not allow her to escape. | sprang forward, blocked her way on the
dars and said, “Come on, Tzla have coffee with us in the cafeteria You
won't be sorry.” She shook her head no, but | had the feding that she did not
want me to let her go and dragged her down to the next floor, where the
group had aready teken sests at our little table. They pulled up extra chairs
when we arrived and made room for us.

“St down, 4t down. After the didilled wisdom of Professor
Rosenfeld, everyone needs to unwind. Don't be like dl those kibbutzniks
dways hurrying for the last bus with a glance a ther waches and
gpologizing that they haven't thetime to gay.”

Tongues wagged around the table about Rabbi Soleveitchik and his
eclectic rabbinicad language. On the other hand, some commended him for
didinguishing the essentiad from the trivid. For some reason, the group
believed that if he were in Jerusdem, he would lead the ultra-Orthodox camp
againg the hotheads of “ Gush Emunim.”

Tzila suddenly spoke up. Fushing dl over, she gave us a digointed
account of the time she had seen degping bags rolled up a one a yeshiva she
had visted. In al innocence, she asked the rabbi’s wife, “What are dl the
deeping bags for?’

“What, don’'t you know?’ the rebbetzin scolded her. “We leave each
Friday night to deep a anew settlement.”

My ever-rowdy companions remaned dlent and let her finish the
dory without interruption. “This dark fanaticiam,” sad someone in the
dillness that prevalled around the table, “will someday lead us to tragedy and
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drown us in rivers and rivers of blood. The deeping bags are only new
symbols for an old world of sanctified greed.”

| fixed my gaze on her. She suddenly appeared so warm that my hand,
as if of its own, nearly reached out to cradle her neck. Her eyes seemed out of
focus and she did not know which way to turn her fevered face. One could
see that she had been cardess in choosng her clothes, which were in
disarray. She bent to sp her coffee as though unaware of the others around
her and the reviving noise Our sharp tongues ranged over every subject
within reach, lazy teachers, and dull students and Professor Rosenfeld’'s blind
admirers. Some other day, | would gladly have made mysdf a pat of the
wicked fedtivity raging around the table, but Tzla Biran's mute threw a
damper over me. | could not forget that it was | who had persuaded her to
break her settled routine, to deviate just once from her wild dash to the bus
dation.

When she stood up, so did |, and when she turned towards the broad
dairs leading to the spacious grounds above, | turned after her. Where was it
she was in such a hurry to go after the lectures? “Why haven't you teken a
room in the dormitories or near the univerdty?’ | asked her, and added,
“Perhaps | can help you in some way.”

“No thank you,” Tzla answered. “1 don’'t need any help. And please
don’'t go to any trouble. Anyway, | can’'t Say in the city.”

“Are you going back to your kibbutz in the north? What time do you
get home? And how do you travel a night? Alone al the way every week?
Now that’sredly crazy.”

“I haven't any choice” Tzla replied. “I have a little girl who waits up
for me a home every night.”

“But you have a husband and parents and friends” | said. “You can
make arrangements. | know kibbutz life.”

She blushed in the dark, and | ®@uld fed the color jetting to the base
of her neck. After a brief slence, she sad, “No, that is imposshble. | live
aonewith my child, and | have to get back.”

| accompanied her, saying nothing, to the central sation. | began to
suspect that she was conceding something in her life from me. | suddenly felt
sorry for the young woman beside me. | wanted to switch book bags, so that |
would carry her heavy bag while she took mine, but she refused. If | could
have thought of some idea that would relieve her depressing slence or ease
her camd-like gait, 1 would generoudy have offered it, but nothing that
would lift her soirits her came to mind.

The same old dory, | thought to mysdf. Cdlow youths rashly
married, pregnant too soon, the baby practicaly a surprise and then the father
ups and leaves. That's not how he saw his life, perishing among hegps of
notebooks and the gripes of aweary teacher. And then again, maybe not.

Perhaps hers was one of the heart-wrenching legacies of the war. A
wonderful marriage, a brief, glorious summer full of promise and happiness,
then her young man cdled down that autumn to the Suez Cand, never to
return. You could read sad dories like that ad nauseam in the pages of the
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weekly supplements. But | did not permit mysdf to ask her any persond
guestions.

Before she boarded the bus, | did ask how she had liked our little
coffee klaich in the cafeteria She smiled a me and tucked in the wayward
talls of her blouse. “If you did, make it a habit with us. It's a weekly mesting.
well gat with coffee with the gang and see how it goes” She smiled again
and propped up her cloth bag so she could lean againgt it during the long ride.

| told her | had a smdl room among the dormitories in Jerusdem. If
she preferred that to the table in the cafeteria, we could drop by my lodgings.
“Judt ring twice.”

Beads of perspiration began to gligen through the fine, light strands
of youthful peach fuzz on her upper lip. As the bus pulled way, | dowly left
the station, my heart heavy with the words | had failed to spesk.

C.

One day, Professor Rosenfdd assembled the fathful after the
completion of his lecture and invited them to his home. | turned to Tzla and
asked if shewould go with me.

“What for?’ she asked. “What's so specid about his house?’

“It's some family ceébration, I'm sure” | answered. “But the
highlight comes later when the professor offers persona comments, sraight
from the heart, to his favorite sudents. Come on, we'll tag adong with them
onetime. You'll see, it'll be interesting.”

She hemmed and hawed but | indsted. “And if it gets late and you
can't make it home tonight, I'll take care of you,” | said. “I'd be happy to
share my room in the dormitories with you.” She dill hesitated. Her hands
fiddled with the notebooks and texts in the bag at her feet. Findly, she looked
a me and the lecture hall growing empty.

“Why don't we leave our book bags at the coat racks,” | suggested,
“to take a load off our feet?” But Tzila would not part from her bag and dung
it over her shoulder. | had to clutch my black book bag and hurry after her for
fear that she would lose her nerve somewhere on the dars and resume her
usua route to the bus station.

She did not change her mind. We waked sde-by-sde down the steep
short-cut to the eastern gate and salled through a dense thicket fragrant with
the fresh smdl of pine needles. The white rock came into view occasondly.
Tzila nearly tripped over it and when | caught her fdl, she willingly hed on.
We dowly descended to the exit in the wadi. She suddenly was moved to tell
me of a sweet gesture made by her students, who knew of the long hours she
spent traveling south on the suffocating bus to Jerusdlem and back. Some
days before, two girls had risen a the end of a routine lesson, sammered
something about the need to renew one's zed and drive, and presented her a
huge thermos. She had been touched. It was a gift from the whole class, the
girls sad, when she tried to thank them, even those students who could bardly
tolerate Jewish thought.
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“It was as though they knew how every penny | save goes to building
abasc library in Judaism, and how thirsty | get on these insane bus rides.”

Many guests had dready gathered at the professor's house. The party
was in full swing. He had put on a wholly different face and appeared before
his fathful as a genid family man, befriending drangers and introducing
outsders into the infectious good cheer of his home After announcing the
family cdebration and raisng his glass for a brief toast, he turned to the red
business at hand.

“The time has come” the professor began, “for us to sart sharing
some of the riches we have stored up over the school year. There are others
less fortunate than we, even some who know none of the joy of Judaism and
the crowning glories of Israd. He who is wedlthy,” like the professor and his
fathful sudents, “must know that the essence of dl learning is Smply this
give of yoursdf to others”

He had dready consulted a sdect inner circle of confidants to whom
he had presented a plan we would surely approve There was no better time to
reved its main points, that we might begin our sacred task at last.

Tzila and | sat by the door somewhat apart from the crowd a the
professor’'s feet. Most of them were excitable youths. Though they crouched
on the floor under his desk, not much was required to inflame their passon.
At once, they began drafting “working papers’ and formulaing proposds.
The professor turned the reigns of the meeting over to one of his sudents
while he mingled with his dalings The enthusagic young Sudents taked
about soldiers they had met dationed a outposts in the Jordan Valley,
withered not by the heat of the sun but by a void in ther hearts. How those
people yearned, openly or not, for a sweet drop of welcoming the Jewish
Sabbath, for the warmth and beauty bestowed by the forgotten customs of our
fathers. It was not only soldiers who hungered for our message. There were
dso youths in the thousands, in the towns springing up around Jerusdem,
who were just waiting for the good tidings about to gush from this room. We
should dl know that this nation had a great thirst for Judaism. Here we were,
shut up in lecture hdls, wasting our nights on pointless paperwork in
libraries, while outsde red life hummed, fates were fixed and events
decreed. Where were we? What was our contribution? Would we squander
this historic golden moment?

| saw where his remarks were leading and whispered to Tzila that we
were no longer needed here. We could not plunge into the valey to canvass
the outposts or depart for the youth recreation centers in the villages nearby
to prepare the boys for their bar mitzvah ceremonies. We two, who had come
a long way to draw some warmth from Professor Rosenfdd's light, were
exempt from the holy crusade on which his sudents were embarking.

We rose unobtrusvely, dipped through the youths who packed the
doorway and even sat on the stoop outside, and retreated to the peace of the
dreet. | invited Tzla to my room in the dormitories. So my offer would seem
honorable and upright, | added that the dorm had a well-stocked library on
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the second floor, a smdl <df-service snack bar, and even a humble
synagogue where the students themsalves conducted services.

Tzila was quite hungry, so we took segts a the snack bar. The time
had long since come and gone for her usud trip home, but | did not dare to
ak any questions. | was afraid she would rise and leave, and this opportune
moment, which had unexpectedly presented itsdf to me, would pass in vain.
While | ordered whatever she wanted, | told her that she could ask me a little
about mysdf. | was trying to drike up a conversation, dispd some of our
uneasness. She inquired aout my family, my wife, and children, and |
noticed that she was ligening intently to my perfunctory replies. Out of the
blue, she asked where | had been during the last war. | warned her that that
was a dangerous question. | had so much to say, my remarks would be more
numerous than the sands of the sea and seven nights would not suffice to hear
even a gndl portion of them. Stll, since she had asked, | told her something
of the interminable months | had lived through and gave her the merest tagte
of my innermost thoughts about the war.

She listened, absorbed, to my account. Suddenly, she blushed from
her throat to the V-neck of her blouse. She turned red so quickly that |
wanted to lay my open hand over the blotch, as if | had been exposed to the
forbidden sight of her flesh Stripped naked before me. Averting her eyes, she
asked if | had returned whole from the war, mentaly sound, that is. Had | not
abhorred my wife when | came back? Had | not detested my children? Had
not our room on the kibbutz fet like a cage? And the grounds of the
commune, the soil and the lawns, had they not repulsed me each time | trod
them?

D.

| hoisted her heavy book bag for the ascent to my room on the second
floor. “Here's the public phone, do you see it? And here to the right is the
synagogue. At the bp of the dtairs is the roof, a huge, cracked spread of tar
and plager and pigeon droppings. Although the girls complan tha it's
unplessant to sunbathe up there in the mess, it does afford a wonderful view
of the mountains south of the city, Mt. Gila, the monastery below it and
Bethlehem in the distance. No, wait a minute)” | told Tzla “Take a segt in
this old armchair and I'll put some tea on to boil. You see, the room may be
smal but it has everything, a snk, a toilet, and an dectric kettle. | don't have
to run for the bus a night like a madman. Now gt down and tdl me
everything, how he went off to war and what happened to him before he
came back. I'm beginning to undersand some things for mysdf, like your
Jewish gudies and why you have to trave while your daughter stays home
aone”

As | poured the tea, | had the urge to place my rough padm on her
crimson throat and bosom, but she looked a me with those shortsighted eyes
of hers and licked drops of swesat off her lip. She seemed so dependert on me
that | knew | could not so much as lay a finger on her. She choked on her
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words and it was unclear to me whether she redly wanted to tell me of her
life or the comforting conditions | had forced on her had put her in the mood.
Professor Rosenfeld’s name had come to her atention at just the right time,
when the routine of her life was broken. In the beginning, there were only the
trips with her husband to the hospitd in Hafa for extended trestment
following his return from the war. There had been consultations, discussions
and deepless nights, after which the kibbutz advised her to leave and go her
own way 0 she might rebuild what the war had destroyed. But life is not so
smple

| sat besde her, spping tea and urging her to drink with me. | sensed
things that she had not spoken. He had returned from the war crippled in
soirit. Long days and nights of semi-consciousness and then, when he came
to, the refusd to recognize Tzla as his wife. He fdl on her and asked, wha
she was doing in his room, wha had she to do with him and the little girl? It
was interesting that he had known the girl a once and embraced her without
reservation. He had even told Tzila that she was not needed, he could take
care of the child by himsdf. In the weeks after that, however, he went into
decling, dnking into a degp deep in which he forgot dl his obligations and
from which he had no desre to wake. Then came more trips and doctors
vigts. Findly, he aandoned ther room hoping to sdatle himsdf into the
home of his atending physician. With difficulty, the doctor convinced him to
leave her house, but he would not return home to hisruined family.

Sometimes, in a rare period of sanity, he suggested that they amicably
separate and even encouraged her to make anew life for hersdf.

She wept as she spoke. Her tears mingled with the tea in her cup.
There was nothing | could do to stem the flow but put some paper towelettes
near her. Beyond the room's thin walls, young students working off excess
energy raised a ruckus in the dorm. Loud music blared through the cracks and
the sound of cushions thrown at the furniture thudded from their rooms. Soon
they would begin to jump aound and race like the devil through the hall
ghrieking with abandon. | was dl too familiar with my neighbors habits. |
had once made the nai ve mistake of going out to cam them down. | had logt
my breath instead as a captive impressad into their halway sprints.

One incident more than anything else had cut her to the quick and
inflicced an unhedable wound. Others had seen him wandering one night
across the lawn, lugging bedding to the room of a good friend of hers. That
insult had findly made up her mind. Never mind tha he left for war hde and
hearty and came home from the Suez Cand a broken shdl of a man. Never
mind that a doctor had tended him day and night, and that he had made
promises and swore to their daughter oaths he never kept. But to pick himsalf
up after dl that and dink into that woman's room, on the other sde of a patch
every damn inch of which was observed by a thousand eyes, that was more
than she could bear. It was then, when she went to pieces and even was
neglecting her beloved students, that she proposed continuing her education.

She would have been required to do so anyway and, if not for the war,
which delayed her schedule, certainly would dresdy have begun her leave
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Friends recommended the professor in Jerusdem who offered bam for
afflicted souls and she resolved to go despite dl the hardships, the rushing
and the fatigue, and the uncomprehending looks of her students.

So, | tod mysdf, it is not Rabbi Solevetchik's commentary in
progress, or age-old Jewish vaues miraculoudy transplanted to modern
society, or the light burning unseen within us, or the wisdom of our fathers
dumbering deep in our souls, or even the tirdess efforts of Professor
Rosenfeld to kindle the sparks dormant in us all.

It was a only matter of a smdl, frall woman, a stricken daughter and a
man who, though sound of body when he returned from the Suez Cand,
brought tragedy down on the three of them. | was no great sage. What had |
done for her? Occasondly whispered jokes in her ear during the lectures?
Dragged her to my circle of friends in the basement cafeteria? Myderioudy
trailled her in the dark of the dtairs to see what course she was taking and
whether there was any chance | could deflect her to my room in the dorms?
And if | had done one thing or another for her, 1 dso, most unfarly, had
demanded much more from her in exchange.

It was purdy by chance that matters had turned out one way and not
another. It was luck that she was a woman driven by doubts and | too hestant
to take risks. Had we been different people, | would long since have
indnuated mysdf into her mixed-up life, immediatdy after our encounter at
the book fair or perhaps even earlier than that.

| looked at Tzla seated in my room and saw before my eyes another
woman blooming through the image of neglect | knew. Who cared about the
flapping tals of her blouse and her pants ungitching at the seams, or the
uncombed hair on her neck and her perpetudly disheveled collar, or the soft,
blond down above her lips?

How deceptive one's eyes are. Nor can one rey too much on the
murmurs of the heart. | had pushed my char agang hers so | might leen
close and sniff the scent of her body, | had blocked her path on the dtairs and
forced her to descend with me to the cafeteria, and yet | had faled to see
from the start what | had to see. If she had not blushed so gatlingly that my
hand had sought to reach forward and clothe the flushing nakedness suddenly
exposed, perhaps | would never have noticed her. And she would have been
invisble among the crowd of students devoted to the professor who taught
Jewish thought in Jerusdem.
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The Night of the Scorpions
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

Some months ago, an oppressve Hamsn—a desart wind—swept over
the country. The heat suffocated chickens in their coops, trees withered and
dropped their ripe fruits in the orchards. In the heat trapped in the house, |
had trouble fdling adegp a night. Mosquitoes swarmed around the bed;
srange insects rustled on the floor. It seemed as if even the jays couldn’t fdll
into that peculiar dumber that birds deep.

| grabbed a damp towe, went out to the porch, and lay down in the
rope hammock that my neighbor had strung between the cypress trees. The
grass glowed and thick warm air wafted from deep within the bowels of the
gardens. At the edge of my fidd of vison, just before it was blocked by the
right wal of the porch, the doping roofs were swdlowed up in the wind's
cler skies. Was there a full moon, or only a fant slvery crescent shining
through the shimmeing haze? Wha were those lights flickering in the
gloom? And wha was tha dull rumbling sound growling from the shrouded
orange groves?

| rocked dowly in the hammock. From far off in the dark rose the
woeful lowing of penned catle | fled the agonies of insomnia and gave
mysdf entirdy to the hammock’'s sway, yidding mysdf so completely that |
forgot where | was. The Hamsin wrapped me in its fever and | was borne
doft on the wings of mity memories to another parched night that | had
endured long ago.

| could hardly beieve how the hammock had trangported me through
the cracks of time. But | was suddenly free of the ifling Hamsin. Memory
came back, sharp and clear, and | saw again the Night of the Scorpions as
though it had happened under the hammock the night before.

On one such Hamsn night between the holidays of Passover and
Shavu'ot, the earth’s vermin rose up againgt a tired company of soldiers on
the bright stone dopes of the mountains of Samaria They rebdled with such
fury that they nearly conquered the troops. A nice beginning, | thought,
gnking into the rhythms of memory, and continuing to wresle with the
legacy of that Hamsin night.

In the blazing hot morning, when the exhausted men refused to go
down to the range, | came out of the isolated command officer’s tent and
dowly went to the smal compound facing the camp kitchen. A commotion
had dravn me. The company commander, who had gone to brigade
headquarters to get fina orders for the last drill, was absent. His likable but
bumbling deputy had no control over the agitated company. The dangerous
drill was driving al the men crazy. The Miniger of Defense himsdf was
coming to observe the men who had volunteered to put on their gear and fire
a new mode machine gun. For days, a tractor had ceasdesdy churned up
dust and gyrated below the dopes srewn with scorched rocks. The landing
pad for the hdicopter carrying the VIPs and top officers was meticuloudy
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sraightened and leveled. The entire company groaned with an eerie fear even
though every raw recruit knows that the Miniger of Defense can’'t do
anything to him.

Wan, ashen-faced, and drenched in sweat, his clothes gray and coated
with dugt, the Miniger of Defense emerged dazed from the chopper’s door.
The unit's proud young officers carried him in their strong hands draight to
the firing range to observe the lagt firing exercise, for which the company had
worked non-stop for more than two weeks. His ears were deafened by the
sudden blazing burds of the new machine gun, his eyes blinded by the glint
of flashing map cases He waiched in astonishment as the thrown hand
grenades blossomed into mushrooms of smoke. A touch of nausea gripped
him and a young officer was dispatched to bring him a bottle of cola How
was it that he had ended up in this burning desert? Why hadn’t he managed to
send one of his adjutants? And why had he dlowed the Prime Minigter, who
was dways occupied with urgent affars, to force this unnecessary trip on
him?

Far to the southeast in the broiling sun’'s hazy hdo, | could see
bewitching ocases quivering in the incandescent ar: lofty pam trees, gushing,
refreshing streams, and deep shade beneath faling water. Jordan-Jericho on
the border of the eastern sector. You couldn't shoot to the east of that, where
canps of black tents were scattered on the seared dopes and tethered
livestock blested and mooed at night.

The unexpected confusion flustered our good-natured deputy CO. He
wasn't used to such important guests. He cursed the dinking day and the
CO’'s drawn-out trip and the terrible Hamsin, which had not consulted the
commander’s office up in the hills but indead had falen with dl its wrath on
this londy company. As if this weren't enough, he now redized tha the
company physcian was dso missng. How had he overlooked that during the
chaos of the night's troubles? He had gone off two days before with men
injured in an accident, as though no one ese could have accompanied them to
the digant hospitd. Why was he tarrying there? Why hadn’t he come back
when he was s0 badly needed here? The three orderlies, conscientious men
but inept and bewildered, hadn't dept the whole night. Actudly, apart from
me, | thought on my way to the grounds, who had dept that night?

The cries of the soldiers attacked by thousands of scorpions kept the
breethless orderlies dashing among the tents. | hoped tha the find live-fire
exercise would be cdled off. Without our CO, the sympathetic and beloved
ingtructor, and the good doctor, the men wouldn’t dare open fire. | hoped that
up there, a brigade HQ, they wouldn’'t approve the drill. No company in the
world could give an exhibition exercise, before the Minister of Defense and
his nit-picking daff, after a nightmarish Hamsin night such as we had just
gone through.

| had never seen such an astounding spectacle in my life. All the
desart’'s scorpions, thousands upon thousands-you couldn't tel in the
sweltering dark whether they were ydlow, black, or brown-had gathered a
our unfortunate company’s gritty camp. As if it weren't enough that men had
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been hurt in an accident or that soldiers had shriveled from thirst the week
before. The men ran around panic-gricken in their combat boots and skimpy
underwear; the heat of the Hamsn wouldn't let anyone dretch out on his
mattress. Even the bravest of the company’s soldiers, the proud volunteers
who took pride in shooting the new machine-guns, shouted for hep. The
tormented drivers jJumped into their seats, someone shouted an order and their
headlights went on. The vehicles began to plow through the camp, crushing
thousands of singer-drawn scorpions. But beneath the ground, pulp sprouted
new scorpions erupting from the sand. Column after column formed up in the
furrows left by the drivers wheds. From the eastern sector, from the generd
direction of the refreshing Jordart Jericho, rose a strange vapor.

Was a full moon shining over the company? Did it illuminate each
dark segment on the tails of the hordes of scorpions? Did | hear the insects
screaming? Could | hear the cry of these small creatures? Or had | too lost
my mind, just like the raving soldiers of our abandoned company? But the
dark tent's flickering lights cdmed me down. The tranquil lowing of the
cattle skipped on the breeze, and the placid bleating of goats betrayed no sign
of fright or discontent. The poor deputy CO summoned the platoon
commanders and the incompetent orderlies, mess hal tables were turned into
improvised cots, and mattresses were hung between tent poles like large
hammocks. The terrified soldiers climbed into them as if they were sent to
their rescue. On the tables, the scorpions strode across the rifle butts.

That pleasant, acrid odor given off by the tingling acid of ants spread
over the encampment. Was it this cloud of gas, of evaporating ant gas, that
had cdled dl the desert's scorpions here? Layer upon layer of the insects
were ssomped and trampled, but below them, insde the fissures of the earth,
welled up fresh new batdions of swift, fearsome scorpions, ther tals
unfurled and ther gingers raised. Woe to him who made the migtake of
flicking on his flashlight for a moment or driking a matich. Woe to him who
drew masses of scorpions streaming towards the source of light. And woe and
more woe to him who hadn’t fled from the campfires, into which the insects
crawled endlesdy and unwaveringly and then split open in the flames.

It was only the officers tent, off by itsdf, that none of the scorpions
entered. |, who had been left done in the tent, was besieged. | couldn’t go out
into the sea of scorpions rolling and seething below me. In he tent, seized by
madness, orders were given in savage, throat-wrenching shrieks. The dryness
of the air, the burn of the east wind, and the relentless heet radiaing from the
ground scrambled the company compound, turning it into a thick stew of
lights screams, dust, and the stench of these repulsive vermin. Hegps of their
dead were piled up everywhere. Could it be that | adone had been spared al
this pandemonium? Was it possble that only | had lan on my army meattress,
propped my head in my hands and wondered how it al could end?

Through the rdled-up tent flap, | saw the wam lights of the
shepherds tents and heard the tranquil sounds of gurgling around the dudt-
ridden company camp. During the day, when | sweated on the range and
followed the shooters and cursed the careless, | didn't notice these sounds.
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The roar of gunfire and the range marshads orders blotted them out, but now
on my bed, cut off from everything, | imagined that | would even be adle to
hear the roogters crowing just before sunrise.

| didn't dare get off the matress for a minute. The canteens | had
filled and put besde me grew heavy agang my rolled-up shirt. To defend
mysdf againg the invaders, | adso hegped up crinkling sheets of newspaper
aound me and wedged thick board under the mattress, a barrier agangt
scorpions that aso worked againgt back pain. | tied my shoes above me in the
lashing and ignored the cries of the soldiers, the rumble of angry engines, and
the screeches of the abandoned company’s radio receiver. | drifted to the cool
fdls of JordanJericho, to the brooks and the dripping ferns and the secluded
river's shaded recesses, dl the way to the boundary of our eastern sector,
beyond which it is absolutely forbidden to shoot. Anyone who dared shoot
there during the find live-fire exercise, in the presence of Miniger of
Defense and his traling entourage, would be hauled before the CO for
summary judgment.

My rope hammock suddenly cresked beneath me and the trunks of the
cypresses trembled. From the closest houses came a child's sudden cry. Had |
momentarily awakened from my nightmares? Had dl the crestures of the
desart risen up againg us that night? Bats woozy from the heet beet on the
roof of the porch. | swathed mysdf in the damp towd, which had aready
grown warm on my feverish brow. If | hadn’'t been deegpy and lazy, I'd have
gotten up and soaked it again. The night of the scorpions appeared before me
like a dream that had never happened. Had a torrent of sweat drenched me
then too? Had the throbbing of my heart suddenly pounded so dreadfully in
my ears?

Toward morning, the desert’'s vermin mercifully abated their atack on
our wounded company. Ther throats parched, the men of our broken troop
began to shout the good news from tent to tent. The company CO heard of
the surprise assault made by the desert scorpions. He was dready on his way
back, returning from brigade HQ with a smdl convoy carrying everything we
needed. From below, from the desert road, the radio picked up the doctor’s
concerned voice as he hurried back with an ambulance driver. They would be
a the camp in just a few more minutes. And the tidings we had dl hoped for
aso went around: the fina exercise had been canceled because of the bruta
Haman. The Miniger of Defense persondly expressed his desre to vist the
battered company another time. One of his top adjutants was dready seeing
to the arrangements.

One platoon leader, a member of the nature society, suddenly got an
order and announced in an authoritative voice that he redly needed heroes
now. He would paingakingly classfy each type of scorpion that had attacked
us in the night. Not one would be overlooked. Whoever had any srength |eft,
any fighting spirit, was invited to sft through the piles of corpses, aided by
the field guides he pulled out of his knapsack.

Through the open flap, | heard the roosters crowing in the distance. |
saw the lights going out in the shepherds lodges. And | heard the flocks
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going out to padture, to the glowing dopes of the eastern mountains of
Samaria. Had there been any injured? Wounded, stung? No, | don't
remember; | think not a sngle soldier was sung. Such drange incidents
occur in nature. In the crazy desert, you aways expect surprises. So what had
al thisbeen? A horrible Hamsin dream or atrue vision of terror?

That Hamsan night between the end of Passover and the holiday of
Shavu'ot, on the ivory limestone dopes of Samaria's mountans, | saw how
the desart’s insects had risen againg a far-flung company of soldiers, laying
siege to the camp, blocking dl routes to the water tanks and the ammunition
depot. They streamed over the cracked earth and overran the mounds of gear
meant for the find live-fire exercise. It was as though they had a wel-
prepared plan for foiling the drill. Some of them even were caught in the
chair intended for the Minister of Defense.

Their gingers held high and reeking of acidic vapors, these daring
insects had confounded al insecticides, al swatters and sprayers. Not far off
was the moment when they would drive the company’s sunned men off into
the desart, a humiliaing flight that would rout soldiers wearing only skimpy
underwear and heavy combat boots.

| sat by the edge of the tent, draped in a mosquito net. If it was good
agand gnats, it should be good against scorpions. Loud, heart-rending
balads came from the shepherds tents. | was struck by a desert yearning that
has no name. Had someone called me? Had someone tried to talk to me that
night? Had the scorpions been sent to me? And who was I, a frall man, thet |
could read the writing of insects?

| rose with the risng sun. | put on the rolled netting like a transparent
dress. Jordan-Jericho savagely drew me. Who would come to our aid? What
could we grab to keep us from dipping among the swaying tals? Who would
protect us and prevent us from faling under the upraised stingers?

The jays struggled awake in the dense boughs above my porch. The
brief Hamsin night had come to an end. The wet towe tha | had wrapped
around me had long snce dried out. The rope hammock had pressed red
creases deep into my flesh. | was dl mixed up by what | had seen and
remembered. Before | escgped to my bed, | remembered, with difficulty,
where to find the switch to the air conditioner.
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Triple Jump
Translated from the Hebrew by Alan Sacks

I’'m annoyed by the saying attributed to rabbi Nachman from Braidav,
“The entire world is a very narrow bridge.” The words that follow, “What is
important is to have no fear” drike me as even fasar. It seems that Rabbi
Nachman, who was chronicdly ill, never grew very old. | can't accept that
this is how he painted his life, and | especidly cant accept that his is how he
portrayed his old age: as a deep, narrow abyss veering between two wondrous
banks, the firg a happy childhood awash in colors and the other, the life
beyond life, life after desth or the eternd life prophesed in a land of the
resurrected dead. My idea of the bridge is completely the opposite of what he
sad. In my mind's eye, the narrow bridge of hs saying is actudly a ddicae
link between two chasms, the void that he has left and the void to which he is
coming. Only a trace of our brief life in the physcd world of suffering forms
a link between these two yearned-for voids. We know that rabbi Nechman's
life was short and grief-stricken. We know adso that he yearned dl his days
for another life, free of suffering. That's why | bedieve tha he understood
neither the bleakness of old age nor the sorrow of dowly taking leave of life.

| don't agree with the pious rabbi’s words, if they're redly his. First
of dl, |1 don't believe in the world to come or in the next life. Nor do | believe
that we inherit good and happiness in the next world. Would bedieving tha
I'm on my way to the next world make it eeser for me to go through my
illness? Even if | were to recite to mysdf, lying in bed every tormented night,
that the point of life is to have no fear, would | be able to maser my
terrifying fears? And if that is the point of life, where do we get ar gnawing
hunger for what comes &fter life?

No one has ever come back from that curtained world. Even the
auffering pious man had no informants who returned after fulfilling ther
misson there. How could he be absolutdy postive that fearing nothing is the
right guide for life, thet it would leed him and his followers to a world where
al is good? And how would they be brought there? By the shortedt, fastest
rout or, rather, by long, twisting journey racked with grief and pain, a least
as prolonged in the hidden world as in the known?

For mysdf, | was summoned for just one quick peek a the redms
beyond life. It was so flegting that | don't fed quaified to report what | saw.
| can only wonder at the courage of those who decide to bear witness. On the
other hand, the doctors tell me that | was lucky that my peek didn't last too
long. If you don't come back from there right away, you aren't likely to come
back a al. “How long is that?’ | asked the doctors. “One hour? Haf an
hour? Less than that?” “Something less” said the doctors before hurrying on
to the paient in the next bed. “Better yet, don't peek there a dl. It's a
greedy, grasping place; anyone sneaking alook is bound to get hurt.”

For weeks, | was tormented by the thought that | had caught
something during my brief glance. Had | redly come back 100 percent? | lay
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in my bed and tried to read in the faces of friends and relatives whether they
had noticed anything that | couldn't see. Were they trying to hide something
from me? My wife sad there was one thing that | hadn't lost during my trip
there and back, my sick man's suspicious mind, she said. That was because |
hadn't fet that | was going over a very narrow bridge that | was crossng
from one void to another brought yet a third. 1 hadn’t seen the bank | stood
on, or made out the opposte side, or found the pylons of a bridge close by.
Was | destined to meet someone on the narrow bridge? Was | cdled to an
important rendezvous on the span? Had | missed my misson?

Here is dill another fdlacy in the proverb ascribed to the holy man,
an irritating flaw that teach more about what his followers said than about his
words themsdves. If he redly did say that the whole world is nothing bat a
narrow bridge, and that the important thing is not fear crossng to the other
Sde, just what did he mean? That there is something on the other, longed-for
sde worth the sruggle to tame our fear, worth staggering over the narrow
bridge, going over the deep chasm dizzy and fant from fear but not stopping,
gsaying the course, continuing towards the other sde of life. It's a shame he
didn't say whether there are other routes connecting one void to the other.
Are there other narrow bridges within our reach? Might there be a bridge, one
not so narrow or frightful, that can be crossed in safety? Or is it the one only
passage in dl the world what soldiers here cal a*“ necessary crossng?’

If there are other ways, | would be the first to pick one of them. |
would reserve the pious rebbe's bridge crossing for people better and more
fathful than I, just as | would leave the conquest of fear to those who are
braver. | would even go further and ask, who redly? If the adage attributed to
the holy man is correct, there is no one who can ansver my question. There
isn't anyone on the bridge or walking on the banks on ether side of the void.
One can only go crazy from this cold, surrounding isolation. But let's
suppose that there had been a wise old man Stting on the opposte bank,
smack in the middle of the route leading from the suspension bridge, and that
| had taked with him, exchanging a few words. | would have asked him
draight off, “Of dl the billions now living on the earth, why me?’

When | try to answer the questions that | myself have raised, 1 quickly
tire. What little strength | have desert me. Minute after minute, | reconsder
the issue, turning over the posshbilities One can take Rabbi Nachman's
saying as a prayer meant to relieve the soul’s anguish. One can find in these
words a cdl to quite fath and trugt in him. but this requires that | concede
certan prior assumptions that result in a dedtinaion that | find distasteful and
therefore must immediately rgect. On the other hand, one can see the bank
up close, free and happy, easy to approach and oh o atractive. And thereis a
deep redm that precludes compromise. This is a redm of the same type that
haunts me even in my dreams a night. If | flee from it, it pursues me. There
is no escgpe. | must confront it a night. So why don't | pluck up the bit of
courage 4ill left me in the hospitd, lengthen my dride and amply march
across the rough planks of the bridge? For if | continue the argument with
mysdf as | have till now, I'll wake up gasping for air one morning. And then,
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even if | should want to, even if | beg and convince the doctors to help me, |
won't find the srength to cross the narrow bridge. Do | redly yearn for that
bank?

If 1 don't accept the maxim attributed to the holy man, that isn't to say
that | don't cherish the mdody to which it's sung. Why, just the opposte.
The pretty tune has a captivating charm. It's a cool drink that refreshes the
dflicted heart and the downcast soul. Sometimes, when the cleaning lady
waks me in the little room from the bed to the armchar and then back from
the armchair to the bed, the trangstor radio on her cleaning cart chirping the
whole time, | can't hdp hearing the pleasant tune. But I'm unable to free
mysdf suddenly from the agonizing bonds of illness and join in the words
pouring from the radio in a soothing stream, for | no longer have the strength
tosng.

Yes, it definitedly would be easy to accept these sweet lies. No one
among the hedthy, who go about their busness unaware of the unseen illness
lurking for them, rgoices in snging that the world actudly is nothing but a
very narrow bridge. And if that sad expresson weren't enough, there would
dill be some hope for man, the frantic rush to the gloomy entrance. True, the
world before us is nothing but a very narrow bridge, but wating for us
beyond the bridge are redms of everlagting radiance, sweetness and joy,
hedth and absolute freedom from sickness. And what do you think? You
need to make some effort, to gird yoursdf a little and take a deep breath. If |
were a boy, | would now take my mother's ephemerd hand, clamp my eyes
shut, hold my nose, shut my mouth, and jump across the abyss. One. Two.
Three. Just as | used to legp across the little swamp on the dope of the wintry
path leading to the Kibbutz children’s house.

And on opening my eyes, I'd dready be planted on the coveted bank
on the other dde. It would be the best and longest triple jump in the world.
Just three gteps, the fdtering steps of a sick man. But what a vast distance
I’ve covered. What a gaping abyss I've crossed. What's important, though, is
that | have obeyed the mandate attributed to the pious rabbi. | had no fear. |
tore from my heart dl fright and terror. Maybe I'll return and again leave that
huge building, the regiond hospital, which imprisons me in its great concrete
wdls Jugt grab my mothe’s dippery hand, plug me nodrils and, just as
when | was a boy, cheer mysdf on. Hoop-la, one two, now we're across.
Sorawled in my sck bed, | have the saisfying feding that, a this moment,
I’ve taken the first small stepsto getting well.

When the young doctor, dways hurrying, came to draw blood from
me, | met him with a wesk gmile. As in some long-past children’s show, |
heard him humming to himsdf the plessant meody played ealier on the
cleaning lady’s miniature radio. The entire world, the entire world, is a very
narrow bridge, avery narrow bridge, verynarrowbridgggge.

He wraps the rubber tourniquet around my arm. The important thing
is tohavenofearrr. “Why so happy, doctor?’ | asked him. “What's made you
s0 happy this morning?’ He doesn't even bother to answer me. He unwraps
my forearm and bends it. Then he affectionately daps me on the back and,
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dthough | can't bend over and look, I'm ready to bet that he's wearing the
latest sneakers. | fed sure that his greenish backpack, not a woeful doctor's
bag, hangsin the physician’s room.

And when he moves towards the nurse's dation, a syringe of my
blood in his hand, | imagine heaing him dancing joyfully. “What's
important, what's important, istohavenofearrr.”
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A DIAGONAL VIEW
Trandated from the Hebrew by Judi Levi

| pogtion the camera on the roof of the old outpost. I've been looking
for the perfect observation point ever since yesterday. What | need is a clear,
infinite fidd of vison. A dretch of road, of course, not too short; long
enough for Captain Bar-Oz, on entering the Kibbutz, to be seen on dl sdes.

It would be better to set the range of vighility dightly further back.
Perhgps I'll begin a the junction of the man road. Captain Bar-Oz is to
arive in a fag car from the direction of Td Aviv. But he may, in fact come
by way of Hadera Hadera is a smdler town and will rouse grester confidence
in the audience. Before screening the junction, together with the road sign, of
course, to help the average viewer find his bearings, one could flash on a few
shots of Hadera to the sde of the water tower and the darkness of the old
orange groves, piling up cubes one top of the other, the violet morning-glory
hedges dimbing through the tops of the cypress trees, struggling up to the
sKky, long, cracked cement water-ditches. That will do.

Now the camera concentrates on the car which dropping Captain Bar-
Oz off the junction. The pace can be accderated a littlee Captain Bar-Oz
appears to be gected from the car door, his knapsack thrown out after him to
the sde of the road by an invisble hand. His face cannot be seen as yet but
his movements are srange. He is in such a hurry that he forgets to thank the
driver. Here one should stop for a moment to consder whether he shouldn’t
be placed in a ceremonious convoy of cars. Kibbutz cars, yes, cheafully
decorated; tubes of musica instruments stick out the windows and the riders’
faces express endless rgoicing. No, here red crudty is cdled for. There will
be no convoy of joy. No ringing of carriages of ddight. He must arive aone,
accompanied only by his meager kngpsack. Something in his clothes must
indicate that he has been away along while.

At this point, the camera must be carefully amed to capture the
discrepant sense of estrangement between Captain Bar-Oz and the stones of
the road, and the shady avenue of carobs, and the fidds and orange groves
which he sees through the gaps in the trees. But it is a queer, imposed
estrangement as it is obvious that he is familiar with the entire scene from
childhood.

The camera should follow him dowly, surrounding him on dl ddes
and giving the audience the fed of the covering of foregnness enveoping
him; that unfelt, transparent covering, moving one smdl step ahead of him
like the pillar of firein the desart.

Now | have doubts. The best thing would be to take a consecutive
sies of aerid views, a a low dtitude, over his heaed, let us say from a
hdlicopter quigtly lingering in the ar, making no sound. A helicopter
hovering above. But without al the damage the engine can cause drong ar
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waves and the fear of decapitation by the shining blades. Incidentdly, that's a
good idea An accidenta beheading, short and brilliant, accompanied by the
jet’s clamor pouring in a torrent through the tailpipe. 1 must think about thet.
Perhaps I'll leave it to the end. If there is no other, more convenient solution;
and if Cgptan Ba-Oz finds himsdf in irrevocable complications so that |
can't get him back to the beginning; and if the viewers, bent tensdy forward
say tha the end is no end, then I'll surprise them. I’ll think up a beautiful end.
A jea end. Perhgps | could atach a smdl, even minute, camera to the
propeller blades. A camera which would activate itsdlf at the precise moment,
not a second too soon, a jet decapitation camera. Ingenious ideas, perhaps I'll
use them later. | bring the camera back to Captain Bar-Oz. What defedtist
thinking. To foresee such cdamities for him from the very moment of his
gection on to the inner road. When the entire world is here, a the end of the
road, waiting for him, longing for him, yearning for him terribly!

Widl, | must accept my limitations. | don't have a hdicopter. | have
only a portable camera, postioned on the roof of the old cement outpost.
Now | can descend, go up to Captain Bar-Oz, kiss him, shake hands with
him, bresk through the aura of dienation which is surrounding him. | can get
even closer. | can forget my job as photographer, give the camera to one of
the children who have been swarming about here for hours, and exchange
tears with him. The rare but very red tears of man. Of course one mustn't
weep for a soldier returning from the front, or a prisoner from captivity or a
shadow from land of shadows. The tears won't show up on film. There's
nothing to worry about. I'll see to it. But who wouldn’t contribute a few
seconds of weeping in honor of Bar-Oz, of his return. And while I'm
preparing the camera for a quick descent down the iron ladder crumbling
with rugt, I change my mind, that isto say, the angle of filming.

I'll amply sprawl on the road, a few steps in front of Bar-Oz and film
him from bdow upwads. His uniform, faded from so many washings, his
ranks hanging on his shoulders in a srange voluntary abandonment, his eyes
fixed on a digant point in space; and over his head the dark tops of the carob
trees, the wild and meaningless darting to and fro of smdl, gray songbirds.
The carobs are in flower now; therr blossoms give off a horrible odor, the
stench of a floocloth or of the vapor risng from an obstructed sewer. But the
camera does not capture smells. Only shapes. And the fetid carob flower, if
you look at it closdy, is of interest. As dways, the wondrous complexity of
nature, its usud mocking ways, in the flowers, the songbirds crowding
together, in the prisoner returning from the land of shadows. Now will come
a dow, lingering but enlarged shot of the meeting of his shoes with the earth
that he loved so much.

I'll press the camera tightly to the asphdt, lean on it with dl my
weight until a precise picture emerges, with no movement distortion. The
s0le's crashing tread, the drangeness crackling between sole and hed, the
dienation trampled on amog as an afterthought. Then aflash up to hisface.

To the bite of his lips. To a kind of secret blinking of his eyes. To a
bead of sweat staring down his pade face. And for a poetical touch, | could

131



light up the curls under his hat, and linger over the few gray threads, which
have begun to thregten his hair.

| have a proposd, which I'm looking into now. The problem is the
reception. That is, the reception for the logt Captain. And if | divide it for
filming purposes into points, this would be the order: the origin of the
message, receiving of the message, the couriers, the message bringers and the
obsessive didribution which tekes hold from the moment the message
arives.

Here | have a brilliant thought. | must organize, via the film, a
concentric didribution. That is to say, the circle of those who know of
Captain Bar-Oz's sudden return, makes a strange skip over a dark center. The
message, on its path of digtribution, plays strange tricks on the eye, passng
over smal pockets of people, especidly over ane central pocket. His closest
family stand there. Or to be more exact, his parents aren’'t there. Neither are
his brothers. His friends aren't there. They are dispersed on dl ddes of the
circles of digribution. At the center of the dark space one woman stands
done. His wife. Oh, if only it were possble to move the camera a the speed
of thought. From world to world, and under the world and over the world.
And perhaps to al kinds of worlds. There is only one professona question:
will the camera redly film what can be guessed a in mind? Or perhaps not,
perhaps such figures do not leave their mark on cdluloid.

When | finish organizing the didribution, | will begin activaing a
great movement in al the circles. A movement towards a meeting. A sudden
flow, new circles kiss the old, a hidden commotion like in burrows. Here one
should stand a large camera with as wide an angle as possble and hang it,
like the sun, over the Kibbutz. A few hours of hard lightning and then a quick
interpretation. In such cases the developing makes me redly exited. My heart
beets fadter, streams of perspiration crawl on my pams and a sort of quick
but monotonous tune buzzes in my Ieft ear. The fingears involuntarily tap out
a drange beat on the table. No, | reect that idea. It's too generd,
encompassing too much. I'll lose Captain Bar-Oz so, whether under the thick
tops of the old ficuses by the Culture Hdl, or among the women's colorful
kerchiefs. Strange how the kerchiefs suddenly appear on fegtivals or on days
of mourning. Masses of them. It's a pity, with my black and white, however
sophidticated, the kerchiefs are a great loss. Thar colorfulness is redly
frightening. And the way they are worn is s0 expressve. How they gather and
crowd, al a once, like a herd of frisky lambs, round the dark patch; the
women dands there: his wife. That's where he should be standing too.
Pushed by hundreds of ading hands, flowing with good will. But well come
to that later. The dark patch will not let go of us I'm preparing a specid roll
forit.

2.

| urgently need the children now. | gather them around me. | give
them short, smple indructions. Take cameras, | tdl them, many smdl, and
put them into dl of surrounding rooms. Put them aso in the tree trunk and on
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the old benches. And even into the sprinklers. To the children’s question of
“and in the woodpeckers hollows?” | answer, yes, in the woodpeckers
hollows, too.

They ae of gecid interest. The children digperse like lightning,
rading the rooms, the lawns, and he pavements. Thousands of smdl cameras
begin to click. Captain Bar-Oz is now being filmed from every possble
angle. Thousands of minute eyes are following him. Every sep he takes,
every har doled out, every twitch of a muscle The children hide in the
bushes, behind the wall closets, beyond the bacony screens, like little foxes.
Their eyes are the eyes of foxesin ambush.

A queer scene from beyond the gate a drange troop enters the
Kibbutz | am at its head, that is, with my back to front, the helpless camera
fastened to my shoulder, my stomach, my hands laiched on to it in a kind of
fer and anxiety. Behind me, that is in front of me snce | am waking
backwards (like a sumbling reluctant crab, scrambling and hating, probably
fdling into potholes) waks Captain Bar-Oz. The distance between us
remains unchanged, as if set by someone other than oursdves. Not large, but
drictly maintained. | try to regulate my paces to his And he, dthough he is
not looking in front of him a al, knows with a wonderful sense of degree,
not to shorten the range between us. Not to shorten it beyond the seemingly
agreed upon, beyond this dryness. And round us, unseen, hidden in the
trangparent air, al the children of the Kibbutz are ready and dert, like springs
yearning to uncoil.

Prisoners of my command, dispersed like tiny spy cameras, dl ther
mechanisms dicking. Trembling, a dryness in thar mouths, and a great shout
baled up in ther throats. They lie in ambush and see his wretched knapsack
on his shoulder, his dothes dmogt disntegrating from washings and the lump
of esrangement dancing before him like a gay troupe of monkeys tied to its
mester by a hidden collar chain. An immense curiogty sdzes my mind: will
the cloud of estrangement leave tracks on the film? Or does that too leave its
mark only on my cornea, undble to penetrate the barriers of the indifferent
lenses?

But | don't have time now to sop and answer mysdf. The logt
Captain’s dogged, harsh movement makes me run in front of him. And | am
dready skipping backwards in a bad posture, so uncomfortable. My whole
body aches.

This is where | should bregk away from him. | am thinking of taking
off to a better, a higher, filming podtion. But now it is impossble He
continued to wak. He has even increased his pace somewhat and the field is
completely deep shadow. | put my trust in the children whom | shook off in
dl directions. Profiles, haf=length, diagond shots which could be wonderful,
right from the insdes of the woodpeckers' hollows. | fed as if I'm a prisoner
in the pace of his advance. Because he 4ill hasn't bestowed a sngle glance
on me and we haven't exchanged hdf a word, and despite dl the manly
embracing and kissng, not one tear has fdlen. He dictates a fast pace of
filming and skipping backwards. And so we move for a while, film and skip,
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skip and film. Now, just before my fal, | hdt the film, raise the question, and
put it on the cutting table The tenson is grest. Children hiding in the
gardens. The sguare in front of the dining hdl is aout to burs with
anticipation.

Masses of the men who have put on their sunglasses and women, who
have donned their colored kerchiefs, are locked in their rooms. Just behind
the doors. Waiting for the hidden sgna to pour outsde and be swept into
colorful gtreams gushing to the large square. The heavy rag smdl of the carob
blossoms stands in the air and the burdensome sound of the bees swooping
down to the nectar drowns dmogt every other noise. There are no screeches
of planes in the air, no cadl sgnds from the radio sets. There are no tidings
heard anywhere.

The cdm is s0 suspect that my heartbeats, even here by the cutting
table, suddenly jump. One moment, I'll just take advantage of this tenson
ridden pause before the decisve event, so flash on a few background ills for
relief: here is the log Captain as Amos, a smiling baby whose fat, creased
limbs are entwined between the wooden poles of his cot of hadily cut
together boards. And then the boy, Amoss, in a white, sweet andling shirt,
with a gtiff, over starched collar.

Now the camera moves. The picture of the boy will come closer and
doser until it fills the entire frame. Of course there are difficulties The
downy moustache suddenly appears, before its time. Unseen wrinkles show
up. And badly heded scars of childhood are especidly, exaggeratedly
exposed. But these are the usud ills of enormous enlargement. There is no
getting around them. The quick flashes on the screen light up the faces of the
viewers. The faces assume a strange padlor. As if they dready know the end
of the boy with the downy upper lip who is now crossng the lawn with his
meager satchd swinging from his shoulder. The materid of his dothes is 0
worn, and what has he €ft?

| mustn't linger S0 long a the cutting table. | must run and take shots
in the fidd. And | can dready hear voices buzzing and shouting, where is tha
photographer who was just here, where has he disappeared to? | hurry. | have
a very short way to go. At this point Captain Bar-Oz is dready crossng the
lavn. The paved dining hdl square is no longer far away. | atach mysdf to
him as before, a crablike atachment, embarassing. Here I'll have to put
something in. | fed that there is a gap in the series of takes. The Captain has
been @bandoned and somebody mugt fill in dl those dark spaces. Amazing
close-ups of his face The pdlor of his skin will compete with that of the
screen. The backwards walking was dangerous from dart. It's miracle that
I’ve reached to the edge d the lawn. | should thank God that | haven't failed
thus far. But now it's coming. A smdl hole, an unimportant bump, and I'm
dill attached to the Captain’s walk, the camera pressed hard to my chest. The
hed dips, the foot searches for firm ground, turns, and | go after it.

Thrown forward on my back, struck backwards, stunned, momentarily
dizzy, and then | see, with my eye in the camera protruding out of me, that
Captain Bar-Oz does not stop walking.
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He continues straight over me. His shoes throw a shadow over the
lens. The arbrush of his trousars blows over me like a breath of wind.
Wonderful shot. From the bottom of hell. From the lowest possible place. His
hed dips on the straps. | am dust under your heds, photographer dud. |
forgot, there's no soundtrack. Thereé's no reason to shout. | pull mysdaf up to
overtake him.

Someone mugt warn him. Not about the pits on the way, those are
unimportant. But the dark patches outsde the circles. | fear a serious
devdopment. | do a quick change of film under pressure. Fagter than the
change of magazines under fire. This is the specid roll. I've kept it for this
moment. It's just as wdl that | fdl and the filming stopped for a moment. |
am ground under your heds that do not turn back. | am crushed beneath you.
Oh, would | werein your place.

3.

The earth splits open with an immense roar, a river of people bresks
through and flows and streams to the sguare. Colorful singing, moving, and
dancing. The air explodes from the howls of the children who are st free in a
lit second. They bresk out of ther hiding places with wild jumps, as if my
fdl was a sgnd to them. A benevolent human river surrounds Captain Bar-
Oz and he is caried and pushed on the waves of hundred of wdl-wishing
ams. His clothes digntegrate on him from the patting, the embracing, and
affectionate caressing of those around him. His knapsack is removed, passed
from hand to hand, goes round the whole circle. Its old strep is torn and throw
somewhere outsde the dancing circle | scurry around the crowd like a
madman. I'm looking for an obsarvation point. I'm dying to podtion the
canga 0 that it will have a freg, infinite fidd of vison. | need dear, long
shots. the square empty, before everything; the square hdf full, something
beginning to happen, and the last precise shot, the square seething with the
crowd. But there is no vantage point round the ceébration anywhere. The
roofs are far, the carob foliage is heavy and obstructive. I've no choice. |
must gpologize, send the entire crowd back to its burrows, the children back
to thelr dens.

And while the sguare is empty, stand a painter’s ladder on it, or a
blackamith’'s iron tower. | dimb to the top of the tower, dipping in haste,
give a hidden sgnd with my finger, and the eath splits open around me
again.

Oh, if only | had a smdl hdicopter now. A jet copter with tiny
cameras wdded to its blades. From its jet talpipe a ydlowish cloud of the
carob odor would be €ected. The heavy samel mists over and envelops the
whole crowd and as though aneesthetizes it with its doglike aroma. There is
his closest family. She stlands here: the woman, his wife. It is to her he makes
his way condantly, indefatigably. For her he sheds his disntegrating clothes.
For her he discards his wretched kngpsack. Now I'm filming him from right
above his head in along, continuous series of wonderful aerid views.
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His covering of dienation mdts. | can see it with my eyes. The people
touch and touch him again. Touch his torn clothes, shoes, hands, and flesh.
There is no barier sretched between the crowd and his heart. Someone
wants to tear out his heart and embrace it. But to him these are adl obstacles
that have to be set aside.

He is drawn towards her alone. Now the last circle breaks open and he
penetrates the dark path. My specid film works franticaly. | pray for it to
last. | put the brakes on the blades of the helicopter, dow down. Now
everything is shot in dow mation. He fdls into her ams, she into his. Some
sort of turbid vapor disturbs the functioning of the camera.

The penetration of lights is somehow impeded. Wait, she actudly
fdls out of his ams. | curse the obstructing vapor. What is he doing to her
with such force? Embracing her? Strangling her? The dark patch turns quite
black. The crowd presses on to them and a whirlpool of screams, bodies doft,
cries and frantic runs covers the square.

| jump into the whirlpool with my jet decapitation blades. It's too late.
Theré's no need. They're ahead of me. She is dready being carried outside
the circle. Wha a pity, none of my schemes worked out. The crowding
interfered again. Now | leave everything and run to my dark room. A srange
excitement is bubbling in me. | identify the perverse lugt for interpretation.
When | enter | rush b the window. | must dose it tight. The ydlowish cloud
of the thick carob smdll isthreatening to choke me.
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SHELL SHOCK
Trandated from Hebrew by Alan Sacks

Was | truly surprised to learn that Be€ei BenYadakov, the long-
haired kibbutznik, had found reigion?

Perhaps the news caught me a little by surprise, particulaly when |
firsd learned it. But as the hours passed that day, | convinced mysdf that
Beei, tdl and leen with a jittery, nervous ar about him, had long been
destined for adrametic changein hislife

During our last tour of reserve duty, we had talked at length, and | had
the impresson tha the young fellow across from me was searching for
meaning in his life. He had grown weary of the kibbutz on which he had been
born and raised. He was fed up with his friends, the way of life, even his
family. | detected an undercurrent of pain in his remarks. At fird, it was but a
trickle; as the weeks went by, however, | understood that it was truly a flood.
He told me that he had taken his troubles to friends whom he had known and
repected from childhood. They had dways had an answer for every
question, but now, to his disress, they had disgppointed him. Some put him
off on flimsy pretexts Others tired of ligening to ill another mixed-up
youth whine about life on the kibbutz. Still others outright told him that he
had a screw loose in his head: what he needed was not a heart-to-heart talk
but immediate medicd trestment.

Only one person gladly welcomed him and heard him out. The man
sarved on the kibbutz secretariat after completing a long career in the regular
amy. After ligening to B€eri one time he invited Beei for a second
conversation and then a third. For some weeks, his door was open to B€eeri
until the early morning hours. But his words, it seems, were not enough.
Beei eventudly understood that these long discussons would not bring him
sdvation. He needed a dragtic change in his life. His soul needed to plunge to
the bottom of a deep well. His body needed a life d ritud and sacrifices that
would restore to him some of the meaning in his life he had discovered in the
amy. To his core, he yearned for new experiences to light up the darkness of
the confining life he led from his narow bed to his had labor in the
fishponds.

When Be€ei BenYdakov joined our veterans platoon, his
appearance ingantly caused a gir. His hair was extremely long and he kept a
sndl tranggor radio plugged into his ear al hours of the day. Instead of
answering, he returned a bright smile. He was the firg to get into bed. Had he
shirked his duties right from the dat? Had he begun <kipping his
assgnments as soon as he arrived? | can no longer remember, but the men's
condemnation of him was undoubtedly exaggerated. The scorn mounted after
we learned that he had taken up religion. He would wrap himsdf in blankets
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on his bed, cover his head, and commune with the little radio pouring out a
Stream of tunes.

He did not like encounters with the other men. He shrank from the
close quarters around the fire. He hated the old dories the veterans, looking
for a chance to tak, liked to recdl a any moment. “These men,” he told me
once, “fill their days with nothing. Lisen to what they say, see how they
behave. How vulgar they are insde, fow empty. It is as though nothing redly
noble exigsin thisworld.”

“For example, likewhat?’ | asked.

“Like music,” he immediately shot back excited. He told me then how
many meodies coursed through him begging to be composed. If only he had
just a Ittle more time to spare, just a little more money, he would long ago
have bought himsdf a decent tape recorder, cast asde al his affars, climbed
out of the stinking fish ponds and passed al his days composing music.

The men, who had watched with suspicion as we grew closer, were
scornful of him. “This BEer of yours will end up someplace very far away.
Don't you redize what a queer bird you have found? See how he searches out
every tiny crack to jump insde and disappear. This is a soldier? Where dd he
serve before? Is there a unit in which anyone agreed to serve with him?” The
most extreme among them were moved to regiger a complant with our
officers about the goldbrick who had come to us by mistake and would drag
others down with him when he went over the edge. “We should get rid of him
as quickly as possible, before he does something terrible.”

The officers ligened and said, “Okay, well take care of it.” The
army’s manpower branch, however, moves a a maddeningly dow pace. And
s0 Be€eri BenYaakov continued to serve in the unit for a year and then
another until the war broke out.

From the moment the war began, B€ eri became another person. The
old BE€eri was smply erased. He withdrew into himsdf and little remained of
his tdl, lean figure. My memory of him through dl the months of the war is
that of a short, bent man forever seeking the safety of the earth’s embrace. If
he spoke little before the war, he became totally mute the ingant the battles
began. Indeed, when | search my memory to pinpoint the time when | next
heard him raise his voice, | believe it was only after the shooting stopped and
after the shellings came to an end. That was shortly before he went to see a
psychiatrist down in Haifa

In fact, | heard him only after the dispute began over the private
kitchen he had rigged up for himsdf. Had he trimmed his har and changed
his clothing? Had he appeared before the surprise cal-up wearing a gleaming
skullcgp? All this has long snce fled my memory. But the sght of him
crawling in the bunker, his degping nook in the niche closest to the exit, the
terrified way he wrapped himsdlf in the tent flap, | will never forget.

The men no longer made him the butt of ther jeers. Ingteed, they sad
that shell shock made him behave as he did. It was B€ eri’s good luck that he
had a mild case. He ought to be transferred to a camp for rdigious soldiers in
Jerusalem rather than to some place worse. But there were aso those who
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contended that every ingance of his behavior during the war was fraudulent,
well planned in advance. It was dl a lie. In fact, he did play deceptive mentd
games, both for us and for his doctors, in the theater he invented for himsdf.
For how was it possible to understand his bizarre behavior? On the one hand,
he lay on the floor of the bunker day and night. He fed himsdf from a sngle
package of hava and one canteen. He made not a sound but only shriveled a
little more as each shdl landed. On the other hand, just when everyone had
given up on him, and told him to take the car and go to Haifa, he roared out
of his lar like a lion, suddenly sraightening up to his full pre- war height. He
ran to the car with the dride of a gifted athlete. His driving was flawless, and
he returned the car without a scratch.

Once, when he returned from one such trip, | came upon him a the
entrance to the bunker. He had a cheerful smile on his face, but his eyes were
those of the troubled kibbutz boy. A moment more, | thought, and he will
pounce on me as he did in the old days. He will cal me by the pet name he
had coined and haul me off to the dope below the bunker. There, he will roll
down a round basadt stone and goad me into running after it. “Smile, old
timer, amile, let them see that you once had awild stresk.”

But when | stopped to ask him, “B€eri, what's been happening with
you laely? Weve dl been cdled up like you,” he sgnded me with a frall
moation of his finger. In an ingant, he became a dwarf right before my eyes.
He dwrank and dwrank untii he once agan assumed the twisted shape
precisdly matching the folded flap he pulled back at the exit from the bunker.
| knew that | would not coax a word from his mouth, nothing but a faint
murmur that could be interpreted in a thousand ways.

But it was the little private kitchen he had built himsdf, and the meds
he ae done, that sent the men flying off the handle. His foul habits so
angered them once that they nearly gave him a beating. He avoided the men,
med times and his duties, and did not lend a hand with the cleanup. And at
night..at night, he burrowed like a mouse behind the camp kitchen, nibbling
the dde leftovers and crumbs of hava he scavenged from the hegp of
discarded boxes. He scrabbled about, opening this, removing that, leaving
behind him the tral of a frightened rodent. All this he did slently and
scretly in the dark, in his socking feet without shoes or a flashlight. The
weary guards, wondering a the ruslings coming from the kitchen, caught
him as he rummaged. They pummeled him to teach him alesson, so he would
know how soldiers eat in wartime, how they stick together through good and
bad. With a griek of panic, he dipped out of ther hands, went tumbling
down the dope, and hid among the rocks until morning.

Was he not ashamed after the war of what he had done? Did he not
regret his withdrawa from society? Was he not shaken by the hatred he
aroused in his comrades? Or perhaps this truly was a case of shell shock, of
an unknown type, that released its grip on him only many months later?

Is it possible that because | cdled back to mind those hard times, and
Beer BenYaakov curled up like a helpless worm at the bunker’s entry, | was
not astonished to hear that he had turned rdigious?
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What a conscientious kashrut inspector he made for the Metulla
police force while he served in the battdion. That was very hard to believe. It
was as though he had changed his spots overnight. He volunteered to work in
the kitchen, not because he wanted to evade the bone chilling night patrols
but because he bdieved that only as a smple kitchen worker performing the
vilest cleaning tasks could he keep a close eye on the unspoiled kashrut. He
pased most of his time, from morning to the wee hours of the night, in the
kitchen and the adjoining mess hal. On one of the utensl cabinets, he st a
sndl stack of the Holy Scriptures. During the bresks between meds, he did
not lock the doors as the assigned cooks did. On the contrary, he left them
open, 0 any thirsy soldier could come and see him studying a book at his
seet. Their conversation would go from one thing to another and, adong with
the white cup, he would place in the soldier’'s hand a photocopy of Rabbi
Kook’s essay, “Lights of Repentance.”

He would return late a night to his little room a the end of the
corridor and, as though he had not labored dl the day washing pots, put on
the warm dippers he had brought from home, st on his bed, and strum
Haddic nigunim on the guitar. When some nigun caught his fancy and sent a
shiver running the length of his back, he would play it again, recording it on
his little tape meachine. The words to the nigunim came of themsdves, from
the sources, as he like to put it in a crude generdization. From prayer books
and the prayers in his heart, and particularly from an unknown source that
opened to him a the time. When he could no longer hold back the nigun, no
longer chant it only to himsdlf, he burdt into the deepy operations room. His
face glowing, he sa besde me and said, “You mus hear this divine melody
that came to me.”

| pleaded with him, “B€eri, not now. It's too late. Besdes, I'm in no
date to hear it. BE€eri, I'm begging you, tomorrow morning, after duty hours.
| promise I'll cometo you.”

But he would not let go of me. “Now, right now. The wonderful bond
between the words and the tune is particulally important just after its
cregtion. That's when the action of the world is especialy strong. It's a sin to
missit.”

And |, interrupted during a hot, erotic conversation with the duty
operator in Safed, was forced to give in. | convinced the girl in heat at the
other end that this was jus a momentary disturbance; she shouldn't dare
drand me on the line. “I'll get back to you in just a minute, stronger than
before” Even before 1 put down the telephone, B€eri BenYaakov was
stting besde me o close that the aromas he bore from the kitchen assailed
my nogtrils, winking at me asiif to say, enough of these petty affairs.

After playing and snging with such passon for quite a few minutes
that sweat drenched his foreheed and the hair around his skull cap, he
suddenly camed down and made an effort to make up for the tense ligening
session he had forced on me. “So, how was it?" he asked, but did not redly
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wait for my answer. He said that he had ways of discerning when the melody
was genuine and when it was counterfeit. The sgns went beyond the shiver
down his back. There were other clues. “Something is signding me from
here)” and he thumped his chest above the heart. “And something is signding
me from here,” and he dapped his perspired forehead. He put his guitar asde
and said that the operations room was as filthy was the barns on a moshava
And there is no time like a quiet night to give it the cleaning it needs.

While | returned to my obscene whispering with the duty operator,
Beeri washed down the operations room. He cleaned the desks, the radios,
everything within his reech. | maveed a the happy look on his face
radiating a drange spiritudity. It was as though he were performing not a
degrading job but some supreme, spiritud ritua. He frequently drew from his
pocket an essay by one of his rabbis and inserted it among the papers on the
desks.

“Someone surdy will find them; someone surely will read them. It is
unthinkable that these shining words of wisdom should perish in vain in the
operations room. He who is destined to find and read them will find and read
them. Perhgps he will leave here stronger than when he entered.” Ancther
soldier captured for his musc, another reader to dudy the luminous
reflections of the ga on.

The Saturday filming incident occurred efter that. Overnight, B€eri
Ben-Ydakov grew into a bold warior for the sanctity of the Sabbath. He
turned from an unknown kashrut inspector dmost into a saint. His rame won
renown throughout Northern Command and even reached the office of the
amy’'s Chief Rabbi. He was not deterred by threats or bewitched by the
famous names of the director and his actors, or budged from his opinion by a
brash reporter. He even refused to carry out orders direct from his
commanding officer. The film company left ther location disgppointed.
Serious complaints were lodged agangt him for interfering with their work,
meaking threets, resorting to violence and the devil knows what else.

He st across from me in the middle of the night, his eyes gleaming,
his hands spanning the operations desk. His body tingled. “But understand,”
he said to me, “I enjoy movies as much as everyone ese. And the actors
redly were terific fdlows. But why on Saturday of dl times? After dl, you
can film any day, epecidly if you send people from Td Aviv. You can
coordinate everything; it's not a matter of life and death, just convenience.
They want to spend the weekend in the Metulla hotels. For that you don’t
desecrate the Sabbath.” | said that this time he had gone too far and would
take the medicine he deserved. He could look forward to tria and a heavy
sentence. What was he, dl in dl? An eccentric penitent. A miserable kashrut
ingpector for the Metulla police. Would anyone heed his words? Were | in his
place, | would have shut my eyes and restrained mysdf. Or | would have
soent dl of Saturday in the little synagogue on the moshava and made sure |
knew nothing.

Beeri BenYdakov sorang from his seet screaming a me. “Have you
gone crazy? Give in to those beasts? Perhaps you can explain to me how the
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officers hatred for the Sabbath can be judified? Put up with the
abominations they arrange on the moshava just for the Sabbath?’ It was not
for nothing that he had volunteered to be a kashrut inspector. He knew where
sins spread from. He rose from his place enraged and began to dance on the
floor of the operations room. “Abomination, Sabbath, movies, desecration’s,
what spite, oh, what spite!”

Sowly, dowly, the curses began to pour from his mouth in a sngsong
rhythm in which one could make out fixed refrans he repested agan and
agan. His own nigun, too, one of thousands of Hasdic nigunim he had
composed for himsdf, dated to gush forth. Without redizing it, he
transformed the flow of curses into a song of longing and soon began to clap
adong with his musc. He cdled to me, “Wait, don't move, I'm getting up to
bring the guitar. | fed an earthquake of a shiver going down my back. This is
area nigun. You musn't missit.”

This spectacle suddenly struck me as pathetic and ridiculous. Even the
burning murmurs of the operator in Safed regarding the sze of her bra and
the color of her favorite panties did not dispd my gloom. When Beei
returned, his dender hands clutching the guitar, 1 thought a few tears might
need to be shed. | quickly broke off with the operator, sghing deeply into the
receiver so she would get some idea of the passon her shameless come-ons
had indtilled in me. | promised to cdl her again soon.

An unnaturd fire legpt from him. He gave no answer a dl to my
caming words. He cirded the room, snging and playing. From time to time,
he stopped and, after a brief pause, continued his barbed tirade against the
desecrators of the Sabbath. He ralled agang lascivious Bohemianiam,
hardened his podtion agang the spindess officers of the battdion.
Eventudly, he determined to win them with kindness. It was his plan to
goproach them with long, convoluted quotations from the rabbis essays. He
went very pale and became so weak that | rose from the operations desk to
hold him up. | led him to his cramped pariah’'s room and made his bed,
clearing it of his penitent's books. | put him to bed and took care that he
would not smash the guitar in his rage. | covered him with his blankets and,
to make sure that he didn't fed the cold, threw his jacket over them. | turned
off the light and cdmed him down. Then | saw him off to deep like a
frightened child.

In the center of town, on the square outsde the locad youth center,
exactly on the spot where | got out of the car, | saw Be€eri BenYaakov. |
thought at first that | was mistaken. How many years had passed since we last
met? Where were his black clothes? Where were the sde locks and the
gleaming skull cgp he used to wear? He recognized me, too, immediately
smiled and rose to meet me.

We shook hands and he said, “Don’'t be surprised by any of this. And
don't bury me with quesions. A lot has happened of which you know
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nothing. It's not dl cler even to me. I'll explain everything to you by and
by.” He wore a blue sports outfit and just a trace remained of his long beard.
There was a moment of confuson between us. | was suddenly flooded with
questions | wanted to ask him. Was it long snce he had given up his
newfound religion? Did he ill remember how he had gone down to Haifa in
the middle of the war to enter the psychiatric ward of the hospita? Could he
explan to me how he was able to drive those decrepit roads without an
accident? How he returned the car without so much as a nick? And what had
become of him in the years snce the war? How did he turn up in this
forsaken town?

Suddenly, | laughed and reached towards the pocket of his sports
shirt. Were his pockets, | asked, gtill stuffed with the articles of Rabbi Kook?
Weas it dill his way to treat those he spoke with as though he were giving
candy to a child? No, not for a long time, he paried my question. He had
abandoned those offensive practices as soon as he began serioudy sudying in
Jerusalem. So far as he was concerned, every one was entitled to his own
beliefs. He would no longer pry into another’s soul. The sad experience of his
past, the years when he did not know his own soul and wandered from
yeshiva to yeshiva, was enough for him. He was unfit for saving souls. That
time left him bad memories. But everything was fine now. | could see tha he
was his old sdf in every way. He was like a man who had fully regained his
hedth after an illness of which nothing remained except some lingering
marks. He fdt himsdf completdly hedthy, just as he had been in his time in
the fishponds on the kibbutz.

We went down to the basketball court below the rec center and Be€ i
BenYaakov told me how he had come back to the passon of his
childhood— basketball. People had suggested that he coach the city’s youth
teams. He eagerly accepted. What could be nicer for a bachdor like him? It
was hdf an hour from Jerusdem and his studies. His life was not hard at dl.
The practices were easy for him, not exhaudting like other jobs. Taking with
his charges invigorated him. He fdt he could hdp them to escape the
yawning depths into which he had falen and floundered a good many years
until he had found his way out. It sometimes seemed to him that there was no
pitfl on his life's path into which he had not sumbled. No one had stood by
him. No one had extended a hand to get him back on his feet. Even his pious
comrades who had so rgoiced over him in the beginning had despaired of
him as time passed, for he remained ungable, with ceasdess questions, and
doubts that continued to torment him, and a soul that found no peace.

We went on the court and he demondtrated some of his drills. “It's a
pity the kids aren't here)” he said. “With them, | could put on an exhibition
game in your honor.” | saw how much better he looked and how the glow in
his face, which | last had seen before he fdl victim to the disllusons of the
repentant snner, findly had returned. “Basketbdl and a quitar,” | said.
“Yes” he sad, “let’s tak some more about sport and music. Those are the
true foundations of my life. Sport for the body and of the body, the splendid
product of the materid world. And music for the soul, the composer's soul
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that dwels within each of us” For a moment, | thought his words would
sweep him away, he would forget everything and cdl to me, “hear how
beautifully the words fit the melody.” | thought he would bresk out into a
Hasidic nigun he had just composed and smother me with feverish ecdasy, as
he had years before until 1 could bear it no longer and swore a him.

Dullness, accompanied by an inexplicable anger, had settled over me
then, followed by regret and the awful feding that | had over-reacted. When |
cooled off, | had asked his forgiveness dthough | had not done anything
wrong. “Where do the words come from, B€ eri? Where do you get the words
now for the nigunim?’

“No problem,” he replied. “They smply come of themsdves, from
the town, the group of kids | coach, the daly trips to Jerusdlem. You are
awash in words everywhere. You just need to choose and gather them for the
nigunim.”

We sat on the court’s fence and | reminded him of a forgotten chapter
of his life before the change. How he had been glued to the little tranastor
day and night. How he had enraged the men with those night forays. The time
when he had refused to shut off the radio. How he had loved the army troupe
songs. An addiction like his | had never seen before. He would fal adeep a
night with the music fused to his ears. B€ eri suddenly became angry. “Don't
remind me of that time. And please do not remind me of those men. Savage
beasts. Like everywhere dse, like on the kibbutz, like everywhere in the
world. Petty thieves and grubby bandits” In his anger, | heard a bit of what
he had yearned to tell them during the dark days of the war. At the time, he
had imposed certain redtrictions on himsdf and would not be induced to
react, even once, to their provocations. That lasted until, by order of the
battadion physician, he went down to the psychiaric ward in Haifa, both to
have his case diagnosed there and to relieve the battalion of his dead weight.

We returned to the rec center and he gpologized for not inviting me to
his smdl apatment. “There is nothing at al there and you would be amazed
a how much it resembles the little room | left on the kibbutz.” But | was not
amazed, for | remembered how little he looked &fter himsdf even when we
were closer, epecidly in those searing days when he firg fel under the spell
of repentance. He had filled his days with endless efforts to convert the
soldiers of the battalion to hisfaith.

Beei told me about his sudies in Jerusdem, his dazzling encounter
with the teaching of the Rambam. He had not understood until the end that
the path of moderation was the correct way, the only way for his life. Yes, he
could put himsdf in my place and mock his previous life as | had. | should
not think that he was blind to the absurd sde of it. No, he saw his life as it
was. On the contrary, today, with the breadth of viewpoints he had gained, he
could andyze exactly where he had ered in life. But that was not the man
thing. What was important was that he had overcome his mistakes, and by his
own drength. No one stood a his side, teling him whether he had gone right.
Not his father, not his mother, no one from the kibbutz. He himsdf had
gragped the essentids of the Rambam's teaching. The curiodity kindled in
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him was more poweful than the holy thoughts of Rabbi Kook and his
followers. He had discovered Rambam's teaching for himsdf. He questioned
his companions only about sentences he did not understand or words he
found difficult to comprehend. They waned him not to pursue this course,
but he was not ntimidated. On his own, he came to redlize that he was better
off away from the cloigered fdlowship of the yeshiva On his own, he
registered for classes a the universty. And on his own, he found a magter in
the Rambam’ s secrets and rose early for lectures to which he gave hisdl.

This was his life of late. Alone, he acted by and for himsdf, dowly
but surdy. When some months had passed, he found himsdf changing his
dress. He returned to his old clothing and his former habits. Then he fdl into
financid difficulties. The yeshiva suspended his meager sipend and evicted
him from his room. Sill, he seded himsdf, mind and body. He fdt his
drength of old reviving ever so dowly. Even his athletic abilities came back,
nearly to the levd of his wild days on the kibbutz when he had pounded the
basketba| court from morning to night.

Eventualy, he worked up the courage to sever dl his ties with them.
He left them for a new path of his own. It was precisay then that a friend told
him tha the town was looking for a youth leegue basketbdl coach. He
presented himsdf in the town and was enthusiagticaly received. | could see
for mysdf how he was rebuilding his life. He bore no grief for what he had
logt, only for the precious time sguandered on the court a the yeshiva in
Jerusdlem. Weary from the pendraing, light-filled words of Rabbi Kook, he
had gone to a court so strewn with stones that he could not even execute the
steps of the game.

We climbed up to the parking lot. Before we parted, | thought of the
consequences of his shell shock, and of the operator cooing hot lust and
desre into my eas while BE€ei s besde me snging and playing holy
Haddic nigunim. | was afrad he would suddenly jostle me on the shoulder,
cdl me by the pet name he had thought up years before, thrust a round stone
beneath my feet and shout in my ears, “Smile, old timer, amile. I've seen
bigger dobs than you. Let them see that you once had awild streak.”
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