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The Continuing Silence of a Poet:


The Collected Stories of A.B. Yehoshua


“It seems typical of this highly talented Israeli writer that we are left with more questions than answers after reading what he has to tell us and that the most urgent and disturbing questions are always more suggested by his work than stated in it.”


Robert Nye, The Guardian


 


“Yehoshua … is very much the enfant terrible whose stories evoke the dreadful silence of a people who live on the edge of destruction. Paradoxically, Yehoshua — like his literary Doppelgänger Amos Oz — is today a Grand Old Man of Israeli letters.”


Bryan Cheyette, TLS


 


“The originality of these stories, their characters, and the emotions they express so precisely and movingly have remained so clearly in my mind that I feel justified in taking risks. I was as moved and impressed by them as when I read Mann’s Death in Venice and some of Chekhov.”


Susan Hill, New Statesman


 


“Yehoshua makes great art out of seemingly unpromising characters and situations.”


David Aberbach, The Jewish Quarterly


 


“…for Yehoshua has found a way of writing inside that no-man’s land where the perception of objective reality and private dream or hallucination jostle for position. Reading his stories you realise that this shifting between real and unreal is not peculiar to his characters. It is actually what goes on in our heads most of the time. I don’t know any writer who has transcribed this phenomenon so economically.”


Victoria Glendinning, The Sunday Times


 


“Yehoshua himself emerges through the collection as a writer of borderline states: he describes near-madness, near-death, near-sadism. People living under continual threat of war toy with their fantasies until they bring them to life. They succumb to a detachment that verges on cruelty or to a love that verges on masochism. They regard their lives with restrained despair, while secretly longing for tragedy and resolution. Yehoshua explores all this with understated formality and a difficult and moving honesty.”    


Nicci Gerrard, The Observer


 


“…a considerable œuvre.”


Andrew Sinclair, The Times


 


“Even at his most prosaic, Yehoshua’s vision remains dark and menacing but this can be conveyed to powerful and haunting effect, as in “The Last Commander”, an offering to rank with the greatest of war stories. A welcome and far from silent collection.”


Seamus Finnegan, The Jewish Chronicle


The Lover


“It is a disturbing, brilliantly assured novel, and almost thirty years after its first appearance it retains a startling originality.”


Natasha Lehrer, TLS


 


“In place of the unifying and optimistic passions of Zionism, [A. B. Yehoshua’s] skilful, delicate prose depicts a darker country of insomnia, claustrophobia and disconnectedness, while the clever contrast of perspectives emphasises the vast gulf that can exist between people who supposedly love one another.”


Francesca Segal, Jewish Chronicle


 


“In this profound study of personal and political trauma, Yehoshua … evokes Israel’s hallucinatory reality.”


The Daily Telegraph


 


“There is no scarcity of books about the Yom Kippur War but few have attempted to chart the inner human landscape as painstakingly as The Lover.”


Christopher Wordsworth, The Guardian


 


“…a more vivid sense of the country than most documentaries would provide.”


Paul Ableman, The Spectator


 


“It is greatly to the credit of A.B. Yehoshua, that his major novel, The Lover, manages to convey in both breadth and depth the traumas of the Yom Kippur War without in any sense being a war novel.”


Mira Bar-Hillel, The Jewish Quarterly


 


“Like Amos Oz, Yehoshua is proposing that the true realities of Israeli life are nighttime ones – dreams, nightmares, wishes and hopes – while the piercing light of day reveals only the mundane surface.”


Murray Baumgarten, The Jerusalem Post


 


“…a work of genuine distinction.”


Leon I. Yudkin, Modern Hebrew Literature


 


“The Lover is a truly modern novel, filled with irony, ambiguity, inconclusiveness and images of the wasteland. It is an acute criticism of Israel, the Diaspora and contemporary values – it deserves our attention.”


Esther Safer Fisher, Middle East Focus


A Late Divorce


“… thank goodness for a novel that is ambitious and humane and that is about things that really matter.”


New Statesman


 


“Anyone who has had experience of the sad and subtle ways in which human beings torment one another under licence of family ties will appreciate the merits of A.B. Yehoshua’s A Late Divorce.”


London Review of Books


Five Seasons


“Molkho’s adventures are quietly hilarious in the way Kafka is hilarious.”


The New York Times Book Review


 


“The novel succeeds in charting the ways in which grief and passions cannot be cheated…”


Financial Times


 


“A wonderfully engaging, exquisitely controlled, luminous work.”


Washington Post Book World


 


“In this finely observed and oddly moving comic novel…Yehoshua makes us feel [Molkho’s] humanity – and deftly wins him our sympathy.”


Kirkus


 


“…a gentle comedy of manners about a widower in want of a wife.”


Clive Sinclair, The Sunday Times


 


“…[a] sad, emotionally convincing comedy.”


Robert Alter, The New Republic


 


“This novel is all that a novel ought to be: comic, sad, human, and above all, with the ring of truth.”


The Minneapolis Star Tribune


 


“…Yehoshua fashions a totally absorbing work of art. So subtle is his skill that even scenes of brilliantly realized comedy are executed with such dry understatement that they catch the reader totally unaware.”


The Jerusalem Post


 


“In the opinion of one grateful reader, he has written a masterpiece.”


Aram Saroyan, Los Angeles Times


 


“Yehoshua’s poetic images conjure up bursts of dense Oscar Kokoshka color, the savage comedy of George Grosz’s caricatures, the playful humor of Paul Klee and even the stately gravity of the black-and-white illustrations of biblical legends. And all this is held together by the author’s murmuring irony and wisdom, which makes us hope that maybe, sometime, Molkho will fall in love after all.”


The Toronto Globe and Mail


 


“… a meditation on the cycles of change and renewal, and a portrait of a middle-aged man, glimpsed at a transition point in his life.”


Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times


 


“…a fiction that matters.”


Sanford Pinsker, The Philadelphia Inquirer


Mr. Mani


“Mr Mani is conceived on an epic scale as a hymn to the continuity of Jewish life. This formulation sounds pat and sentimental, but Yehoshua’s achievement is the opposite: it always suggests even more complex worlds beyond the vignettes of which the novel is composed.”


Stephen Brook, New Statesman and Society 


 


“Suffused with sensuous receptiveness to Jerusalem – its coppery light, its pungent smells, its babble of tongues, its vistas crumbling with history – Yehoshua’s minutely researched novel ramifies out from the city to record the rich and wretched elements that have gone into the founding and continuation of the nation whose centre it has once again become.”


Peter Kemp, The Sunday Times


 


“Adjectives come racing to mind to describe Mr Mani, for instance ‘rich, complex, exotic, creative, informative’, but ‘easy’ is one that does not fit. On finishing it, this reader had the reaction that he had to turn back to the beginning in order to grasp more firmly the sources of his admiration…It is extraordinarily skilful to have captured the Jewish mixture of suffering and revival, despair and messianic hope, without in any way spelling out such heavy themes.”


David Pryce-Jones, The Financial Times


 


“A.B. Yehoshua has created a historical and psychological universe – nearly biblical in the range and penetration of its enchanting ‘begats’ – with an amazingly real Jerusalem at its centre. It is as if the blood-pulse of this ingeniously inventive novel had somehow fused with the hurtling vision of the generations of Genesis. With Mr. Mani, Yehoshua once again confirms his sovereign artistry; and Hillel Halkin’s translation has a brilliant and spooky life of its own.”


Cynthia Ozick


 


“The one-sided dialogues not only give this complex novel a much needed simplicity of form but they also engage us. We begin to fill in the missing words until each of us becomes the silent partner. For this is more than just a tale of one eccentric family; it has the relentlessness of the Old Testament, the contentiousness of Job. The Manis not only pass down their sense of guilt, the source of their quixotic and often tragic fate, they ask in each generation what it means to be a Jew: are we not all from the same seed, are we not all ‘Jews forgetful of being Jews’?”


Wendy Brandmark, The Independent


 


“In Yehoshua’s rich, grave fictions, private and public lives cannot be separated; the tale of a flawed individual or disintegrating relationship is simultaneously an emblem for a country in crisis. Literature is history, an event a symbol, writing a way of exploring the world. Yehoshua is a marvellous story teller but also a profoundly political writer, always arguing for uncertain humanism rather than zealous nationalism in a country where everyone lives on the front line.”


Nicci Gerrard, The Observer


 


“…Yehoshua has here produced his own version of an epic chronicle, a homecoming in which the present is fulfilled in the past, the seed implicit in the future growth. The novel has something of the quality of a modern prophecy, of the still small voice in the wilderness.”


John Bayley, The New York Review of Books


 


“Mr. Mani is one of the most remarkable pieces of fiction I have ever read, and convinces me more than ever of Yehoshua’s very great gift”.


Alfred Kazin


 


“Mr. Mani, lucidly translated by Hillel Halkin, is Mr. Yehoshua’s most ambitious, wide-ranging novel. It is a literary tour de force that broadens the author’s vision and the novel’s boundaries beyond Israel.”


Herbert Mitgang, The New York Times


Open Heart


“To read A.B. Yehoshua is to submit oneself to the turmoils of the human heart. His are the type of books…I hesitate to start, because I find it impossible to put them down.”


Ilan Stavans, TLS


 


“The novel flows powerfully in fluent, confident yet simple prose: it has a compelling story line and vividly drawn characters, and it is infused with a big and serious theme, the nature of love and the mysteries of the human soul.”


The Washington Post


 


“At times literary and mannered, at times incantatory and magical, sometimes disturbing and often astonishing, Open Heart never fails to entertain the mind while it captivates the soul.”


The Seattle Times


A Journey to the End of the Millennium


“Wherever this innovative, erudite, suggestive, mysterious writer—a true master of contemporary fiction—points us, there can be no doubt, it is essential that we go.”


The Washington Post


 


“Yehoshua is so graceful and eloquent that his work’s timeliness also succeeds, paradoxically, in making it timeless.”


James E Young, New York Times


 


“This is a generous, sensuous narrative, in which women adroitly manoeuvre within their inherited role, and theories of irrevocable Arab-Jewish hatred are obliquely refuted.”


Peter Vansittart, The Spectator


 


“One of Yehoshua’s most fully realized works: a masterpiece.”


Kirkus Reviews


 


“Above all, Yehoshua is a master storyteller, who coaxes his readers far into an alien landscape, allowing him to question familiar orthodoxies—that moral codes are universal, that jealousy governs every personal relationship, and that religious boundaries are set in stone.”


Jewish Chronicle


The Liberated Bride


“The Liberated Bride seethes with emotions, dreams, ideas, humor, pathos, all against a backdrop of violence, conflict, and terror.”


Robert Rosenberg, The Sun (New York)


 


“Yehoshua seeks to present two worlds, those of Israel’s Jewish majority and its Arab minority. He has done it rather as Tolstoy wrote of war and peace: two novels, in a sense, yet intimately joined. Paradoxically – and paradox…is the book’s engendering force – the war is mainly reflected in the zestfully intricate quarrels in the Jewish part of the novel. The peace largely flowers when Rivlin finds himself breaking through the looking glass into the Arab story.”


Richard Eder, The New York Times


 


“The Liberated Bride is tinged with the kind of innate, unavoidable suspense that the threat of bus bombs brings.”


International Herald Tribune


 


“The boundaries that are broken down in The Liberated Bride include those within the self and others; mystical boundaries between self and God; political and cultural boundaries and finally, the stylistic boundaries of the novel itself, which Yehoshua is constantly stretching in different directions.”


International Jerusalem Post


A Woman in Jerusalem


“This novel has about it the force and deceptive simplicity of a masterpiece…”


Claire Messud, The New York Times


 


“There are human riches here. The manager moves from a man who has given up on love to one who opens himself to it. And there are strange and powerful scenes – of the morgue, of the coffin, of the Soviet base where the manager passes through the purging of body and soul.”


Carole Angier, The Independent


 


“Mr Yehoshua’s A Woman in Jerusalem is a sad, warm, funny book about Israel and being Jewish, and one that has deep lessons to impart – for other people as well as his own.”


The Economist


 


“…a small masterpiece, a compact, strange work of Chekhovian grace, grief, wit and compassion.”


The Washington Post


 


“Wonderfully dark humor gradually emerges from the ironies that occur… This is one of the most satisfying novels I’ve read this year.”


Mary Whipple, Amazon.com


Friendly Fire


“an excellent, nicely tuned translation by Stuart Schoffman.”


Ethan Bronner The New York Times Book Review


 


“Mr Yehoshua, Israel’s most distinguished living novelist, is a dove. But he is one who, like his fellow writers Amos Oz and David Grossman, joins love for the unique qualities of his people with despair over their failure to make room politically and economically – but above all imaginatively – for the Arabs among them. With Mr Oz and Mr Grossman this despair comes out as a fine anger. With Mr Yehoshua … it comes out as a finer and ultimately more shattering Talmudic questioning.”


Richard Eder, Books of the Times, The New York Times


 


“Friendly Fire goes beyond Israeli and Jewish issues to touch on universal issues affecting all of humanity. Intensely realized, thoughtful, and stunning in its unique imagery and symbolism, this unusual novel deals with seemingly everyday issues, offering new insights into the human condition – life, love, and death …”


Mary Whipple, Amazon.com


 


“… these lives haunted by loss are powerfully evoked.”


David Herman, Jewish Chronicle


The Retrospective


“… a compelling meditation on art, memory, love, guilt. A hugely pleasurable read, it shows that in his seventies, A.B. Yehoshua is still producing some of his best work.”


Donald Macintyre on The Retrospective, The Independent on Sunday


 


“…he achieves an autumnal tone as he ruminates on memory’s slippery hold on life and on art.”


The New Yorker


 


“Narrative imagination…the muscular yet uncanny gift of the storyteller…thrives notably in the writing of the Israeli novelist A.B. Yehoshua.”


The New York Times


 


“Yehoshua’s intelligent and refined novel recalls once again Faulkner’s famous dictum that ‘the past isn’t dead. It isn’t even past.’”


Kirkus Reviews
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AT FOUR IN the morning her mobile phone rings, its alarm forgotten from the day before, but she doesn’t turn off the wistful melody planted in the gadget by an elderly flautist who wanted to be remembered during her long visit to Israel. Nor, when quiet is restored, does she curl up under her parents’ warm quilt to resume her wrongly interrupted sleep, but instead tugs lightly on the levers of the electric bed and elevates its head, so that while still lying down she can scan the dawning Jerusalem sky, in search of the planet for which she was named.


When she was a child, her father told her to look for that planet before sunrise or just after sunset. “Even if you don’t find yourself in the sky,” he would say, “it’s still important to look up now and then, at least at the moon, which is smaller than your planet, just as your brother is smaller than you, but seems bigger to us because it’s closer.”


And so, on this visit to Israel – perhaps because of her forced unemployment, or else her temporary job as a film extra, which sometimes requires working at night – she often lifts her eyes to the Israeli skies, less hazy than those over Europe.


On her brief visits to Israel in the years before her father’s death, she would stay with old friends from the music academy rather than at her parents’ home. Contrary to what her brother Honi thought, this was not out of distaste for the new Orthodox neighbours who were turning the neighbourhood “black”. Actually she, who in recent years had kept her distance from Jerusalem and enjoyed the secure and liberal milieu of Europe, found it easy to believe in respectful, tolerant coexistence with a minority, even as it showed signs of becoming a majority. After all, in her youth, when she practised her music on Shabbat, the neighbours did not protest.


“In the ancient Temple they would play the harp on religious holidays,” Mr Pomerantz, the handsome Hasid who lived one floor above, once told her. “So it’s nice for God-fearing people to see that you’re already practising for the coming of the Messiah.”


“But will they also let girls like me play music in the new Temple?” demanded the young musician, red-faced.


“Also girls like you,” affirmed the man, gazing at her, “and if, when the Messiah comes, the Priests won’t let you because you’re a girl, we’ll turn you into a handsome lad.”


Even this minor memory strengthens her belief in a local climate of tolerance, and unlike her brother, who fears his mother’s being besieged by the ultra-Orthodox, Noga watches their bustling lives with neither grudges nor complaints, merely with the amused eye of a tourist or folklorist who welcomes all the songs of the world to sing out in full colour.


After her marriage she had lived in Jerusalem for a few years with her husband Uriah, but after leaving Jerusalem and subsequently her husband, she preferred, on her occasional Friday night visits, to return to Tel Aviv after Shabbat dinner. Her parents’ intimate relationship, which only deepened in old age, made things harder for her, not easier. They’d said nothing about her refusal to have children, had even made their peace with it, but still she sensed that it was a relief for them, and not only for her, that she not spend the night under their roof. That way she would not intrude on a couple who were fiercely faithful to their ancient, narrow, wooden bed, where they would snuggle together in serene harmony. If one of them was alarmed by a strange dream, or woke up over some fresh worry, the other would immediately wake up too and continue a conversation that had apparently taken place even while they were sleeping.


Once, on a stormy Friday, lacking transportation back to Tel Aviv, she stayed on and slept in her childhood room, and during the night, between whistling winds and the flash of lightning, she saw her father walking with tiny steps through the rooms, his head bent submissively and hands pressed to his chest in Buddhist fashion.


From the double bed, a voice of gentle exasperation: “And what’s the matter now?”


“The lightning and thunder have turned me all of a sudden from a Jew to a Chinaman,” the father explained in a whisper, nodding his head graciously at the masses of Chinese who had come to wish him well.


“But the Chinese don’t walk like that …”


“What?”


“They don’t walk like that, the Chinese.”


“So who does?”


“The Japanese, only the Japanese.”


“Okay, then I’m Japanese,” her father conceded, shortening his steps and circling the narrow double bed, bowing politely to the bride of his youth who lay before him. “What can I do, my love, the storm blew me from China to Japan and made me Japanese …”
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THE SINO-JAPANESE MAN was seventy-five when he died, graceful and funny to his last breath. One night his wife woke up to complete a thought she’d had before falling asleep, but was met with silence. At first she interpreted the silence as agreement, until she got worried and tried shaking her husband to agree out loud, but while shaking him she realized that her lifelong companion had left the world with neither pain nor complaints.


During the mourning period, as she grieved with relatives and friends, she spoke with amazement but also resentment about his silent and impolite exit. Since her husband had been an engineer, the supervisor of the water department of the city of Jerusalem, she joked that he had secretly engineered his own death, blocking the flow of blood to his brain the way he had sometimes blocked the water supply of ultra-Orthodox Jews who refused to pay their water bills to the “Zionist” municipality. “Had he revealed to me the secret of an easy death,” she complained to her son and daughter, “I would spare you the ordeal of mine, which I know will take longer and be harder for all of us.”


“We’ll manage the ordeal,” her son solemnly promised, “on condition that you finally leave Jerusalem. Sell the apartment; its value is decreasing by the day thanks to the Orthodox, and move to a retirement home in Tel Aviv, near us, near your grandchildren who are afraid to visit Jerusalem on a Shabbat.”


“Afraid? Of what?”


“That some religious fanatic will throw stones at the car.”


“So park outside the neighbourhood and bring the children on foot, it’ll be good exercise for all of you. Fear of the Orthodox is unbecoming, in my opinion.”


“It’s not exactly fear … more like disgust …”


“Disgust? Why disgust? They’re just simple people, and like anywhere else, there are good ones and bad ones.”


“Of course, but you can’t tell them apart … they all look alike … and even if they’re all angels, they’re not going to look after you. So they should stay where they are, and you, now that you’re alone, should come and live near us.”


His sister kept quiet, not because his demand wasn’t logical, but because she didn’t believe that their mother would consent to leave Jerusalem – that she’d agree to give up an apartment that was old but comfortable and large, where she had spent most of her life, in order to imprison herself in a tiny flat in an old people’s home, in a city she considered inferior.


But Honi pressured his sister too. Now, after their father’s death, it would be harder for him to look after his mother. “If you’ve left the country to escape responsibility for our parents,” he accused his silent sibling, “at least help the one who remains on duty.”


Now she took offence. She had not left Israel to escape responsibility, but because she had not found a position in any of the local orchestras.


“You would have been accepted by many Israeli orchestras if you hadn’t insisted on playing such an aristocratic instrument instead of a democratic one.”


“Democratic?” she laughed. “What’s a democratic instrument?”


“The flute, the violin, even the trumpet.”


“The trumpet? You’ll regret it.”


“I regret it already, but before you leave the country again, help me convince Imma to leave Jerusalem, that way you can stay in Europe with your mind at ease till the end of your days.”


Despite their grumblings and outbursts, mutual trust and affection prevail, and when he teases her in the presence of family, she can retaliate with embarrassing episodes from his childhood – telling everyone how, for example, she’d be summoned from her class in primary school to her brother’s kindergarten, where he played weird pranks on his friends and had to be confined to the toilets until his sister arrived to walk him home and then he bawled the whole way from the Street of the Prophets to their apartment on Rashi Street, while she tried to calm his stormy soul.


Now Honi is thirty-six, with his own media company, producing documentaries and commercials, a man struggling and mostly succeeding to sustain himself and his staff with new ideas. But his life is not easy. His wife, whom he adores, is an artist who enjoys a modest reputation among the cognoscenti, but her works are too intellectual and complex, and buyers hard to find. This may be why she is raising their three children with a certain bitterness which has led to attention deficit in the older boy and chronic crying in the younger girl. And so, when Honi again urges his mother to leave Jerusalem and move to assisted living near his home in Tel Aviv, it’s not for economic reasons, but because he demands of himself, especially after his father’s death, that he be a devoted and helpful son, without making his already hard life harder.
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SHE TILTS THE bed downwards with a soft electric buzz, hops nimbly to her feet and with small steps, reminiscent of her father’s on that stormy night, heads for the big, living-room window to look for the golden planet through its iron bars. An erudite friend, a violinist at the Arnhem orchestra, on learning the origin of her Hebrew name Noga, explained to her that in mythology Venus is not only female but satanic, but could not further describe that diabolical nature. In the quiet deserted street, a young woman in an impressive blonde wig is leading a sleepy schoolboy by the hand, his pale sidelocks dangling from his little black hat. She watches the two intently until they round a corner, then goes into the old “children’s room”, where her two suitcases lie wide open, as if yearning to return to Europe. In the corner, wrapped in oilcloth, rests an old musical instrument that Honi had taken out of storage so she could decide what to do with it. When she left primary school her father had surprised her with this instrument, something between a harp and an Oriental oud, which he had found in an antique shop in East Jerusalem. It had only twenty-seven strings, some broken now or missing, and those that remain wobble at the slightest touch. On one of her previous visits to Israel, she considered taking it back to Arnhem and finding young Europeans eager to tackle the historic instrument, but she knew that even in such a cultured Dutch city as hers, situated not far from the German border, she was unlikely to find someone so inclined.


At the start of her current sojourn in Israel she greatly missed her music. Even if she were to replace the strings on her childhood harp, it could not satisfy her passion for the rich timbre of a true harp. A week after her arrival, she attended a concert of the Jerusalem Symphony Orchestra, and during the interval introduced herself to the harpist, a young woman of Russian origin, and asked if she could practise on the orchestra’s harp when it was not in use. “Let me think about it,” said the young woman, studying the middle-aged emigrant from Jerusalem, wary that she might be plotting to return to Israel and snatch her job. “Leave me your phone number,” she said defensively, “and I’ll get back to you.” And as expected, the suspicious woman has not yet finished thinking about it, but in the meantime Noga’s passion for playing has subsided. In another ten weeks the trial period in assisted living will be over, and she will return to the harp that awaits her in the basement of the Dutch concert hall, ready and willing for the rehearsals of Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique.


For now, she makes do with plucking the levers on the bed, whose electrical mechanism crouches underneath in a dusty black box. This bed, an alien creature amid the old furniture of the Jerusalem apartment, was a welcome arrival after her father’s death, consolation and compensation for the man of the house who had vanished from the world in utter silence. Indeed, only after the man’s demise could it establish residence here in place of the narrow, worn-out double bed – such a sophisticated bed, crafted by Yosef Abadi, a young, talented engineer who had worked with her father at the municipality, and remained friendly after his retirement. During the week of shiva, Abadi and his wife came daily to visit the mourners, bringing them meals and newspapers and offering help with any problems arising from the sudden death. But since the bereaved family had no great need of the Abadis’ concern and generosity, it occurred to the widow to ask Yosef to help her dispose of the old double bed, which might be of use to a young couple in Jerusalem, either Jewish or Arab, since with her husband gone she felt an urge to create more open space in the bedroom and would do fine with a simple single bed. But the young engineer protested. Why simple if you can enjoy a sophisticated bed? A year earlier, in his small home workshop, he had upgraded a hospital bed for his elderly aunt, adding an electrical mechanism controlled by levers and pedals, and now suggested installing a similar bed for the widow. This bed would have a variety of movements but would be easy to operate. It can lay a person down or tip them out of bed. It elevates the head to suit the owner’s eyesight, and soothes aching legs with the appropriate angle.


Because no one understood at first what this was all about, the gracious offer was not declined, and when the shiva ended workers from the water department came and removed their former manager’s wooden bed and replaced it with an electric bed, and the young friend promptly taught the surprised widow how to make her life easier at the flick of a finger.


“But why didn’t you tell my husband about such an interesting bed,” she exclaimed, “you could have built one for him and he would have enjoyed it before he died?”


“No,” laughed the engineer, “he would never have given up that old double bed of yours.”


“That’s true,” said the widow, blushing girlishly, “you knew him maybe better than I did. No wonder he loved you.”


And with an air of victory she challenged Honi, as he too lay down on the bed to test its capabilities: “See, there’s no reason to exile me from Jerusalem. A smart bed like this will take care of me all by itself.”


But the firm response came at once: even a smart bed cannot do it alone in an hour of need, but if the bed also moves to assisted living, it will be a helpful partner.
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THE PREVIOUS DAY, before dawn, Noga waited for her lift at the intersection of Yeshayahu Street and the Street of the Prophets. Ultra-Orthodox men from Geulah and Kerem Avraham strode silently towards the centre of town, taking care not to come near the solitary woman. But across the street, beside what was once the Edison cinema, a massive figure sat immobile at a bus stop, its face concealed by a hat. Was it a living person? Noga suddenly trembled, for her father’s final slumber of half a year ago still weighed upon her. Hesitantly, fearfully, she crossed the street, and despite the likelihood that this was merely a huge haredi who had stopped to rest, she dared reach out and nudge the hat to look directly into the reddened blue eyes of an elderly extra waiting for the same lift.


This man, a former Magistrates’ Court judge, is now a pensioner, and because of his height and girth he is in great demand as an extra. For many years he sat passively on the judicial bench, and is therefore delighted to spice up his later years with new and unusual roles throughout Israel. Despite his considerable experience as an extra he has no idea where and for what role he has been summoned today. The producers, it turns out, are disinclined to reveal the destinations to the extras in advance, lest they back out at the last minute. For example, not everyone is fond of performing in ads. People are happy in general to take part, even in a small, marginal way, in a fictional story, but shy away from serving as meaningless extras in a quick ad, which are sometimes of a dubious nature and unworthy of the participants.


“And you, your honour,” Noga gently asks the older extra, “are you also averse to ads?”


It turns out that the retired judge is not afraid to appear in ads for unreliable products or subjects. His son and daughter are embarrassed, it’s true, but his grandchildren are excited to see him on television. “I have no enemies to ridicule me,” he jokes. “As a judge I preferred to impose fines rather than send people to jail.”


A yellow minibus pulls up, with one swarthy male passenger of about sixty years old who apparently recognizes her, for after the judge and Noga climb aboard, he hurries to sit beside her, and in a friendly tone mixed with a slight stutter says to her: “G-good that you returned from the d-dead.”


“From the dead?”


“I mean, from the m-murdered,” he clarifies, and introduces himself as one of the extras from that night a week before, when the refugees landed on the coast.


“Really,” she says, surprised, “you were also in the old boat? So why don’t I recognize you? We sailed and landed three times.”


“No, I wasn’t in the boat with the refugees, they had me up on the hill with the p-police who shot at you. It could very well be,” he laughs with embarrassment, his stutter more pronounced, “that it was m-m-me who killed you three times even though I felt s-sorry for you.”


“Why sorry?”


“Because in spite of the darkness and those rags they gave you to wear, you looked sweet and interesting even from a distance, and I hoped that the director would let you climb up towards us, so we could k-kill you at short range.”


“Ah no,” she sighs with a smile, “the director didn’t have much patience for me, and every time we came back for a landing, he killed me off quickly, and told me to lie still, on my belly and then on my back, so that the camera could document your cruelty.”


Noga studies the extra sympathetically as he bursts into a hearty laugh. His face is narrow, sharply lined, but his gaze is soft and kindly. His childlike stutter is intermittent and unpredictable. For a moment she considers telling him that she actually enjoyed the long moments of playing dead. The spring skies shone with stars, and the sand retained the warmth of the sun. The tiny shells that pricked her face reminded her of the beach in Tel Aviv, where she and her former husband used to stroll at night.


“What did you do after you killed all of us?”


“We quickly changed clothes and became farmers who shsheltered the heroine.”


“Heroine? There was a heroine among us?”


“Of course, she was with you in the boat, a refugee whom the script spared from death and allowed to escape to a village. They didn’t explain the story to you? Or at least the scene on the beach?”


“Maybe they did, but apparently I didn’t pick it up,” she apologizes. “That was the first time in my life I was an extra and it was strange for me to surrender to other people’s imagination.”


“If s-so” – his stutter gets stronger – “it’s no s-s-surprise they decided to k-kill you off e-early on.”


“Why?”


“Because apparently you, as an extra I mean, weren’t a natural, and probably stared at the camera. But how did you get to us, anyway? What d-do you d-do in life? You’re not from Jerusalem?”


Though the questions are friendly, she is not quick to reply, and only after a long silence does she say: “Why don’t you introduce yourself first?”


“With pleasure,” says the man at once. “I am such an old hand at this that they don’t hire me much anymore, because the audience will recognize me from other films. For years I was a police c-commander but when my little stutter, which you’ve probably noticed, got worse I took early retirement and now I can make a living from my p-passions. But today, not to worry, there won’t be any shooting or deaths. Today we will sit quietly as members of a j-j-jury and listen to a trial, until one of us pronounces the verdict.”


“A jury?” interjected the judge, who had listened to the conversation from his seat in front of them. “Are you sure, Elazar? We don’t have juries here in Israel.”


“True, but maybe the scene takes place somewhere else, nowadays in Israel they also sh-shoot foreign films, and anyway, sometimes there are dreamlike scenes, like in Bergman or Fellini, so why not a jury?”


The minibus picked up speed on the downhill motorway from Jerusalem, but soon exited at the suburb of Mevasseret Zion. There, waiting at the bus stop, were ten or so men and women, of various ages.


“Look,” said Elazar, “you can count. Including us, there are twelve members of the jury plus one as backup, in case somebody gets tired or leaves. But why don’t you want to tell me how you ended up with us? Is it a secret, or just complicated?”


“No secret,” the harpist says with a smile, “just a little complicated …”

















5.





IN MID-WINTER, two months after the death of their father, her brother had sent her an e-mail:




My Noga,


 


I’m writing you an e-mail and not phoning, because I fear that on the phone you will cut me off as you usually do without letting me finish. I therefore ask you to read this calmly and carefully before any knee-jerk reaction.


I’m well aware that you don’t believe Imma will agree to leave Jerusalem and move to assisted living near me in Tel Aviv. But just as I can’t dispel your disbelief, you can’t disprove my belief that this is possible. Therefore we should both submit to a reality check.


Two weeks ago Imma came down with a bad case of flu – maybe you could hear it in her voice during your weekly phone call, maybe not. She almost certainly tried to hide this from you, just as she tried to hide her illness from me. It’s true that flu isn’t life-threatening, not in a strong woman of 75 which, in light of the amazing performance of our elderly president, seems downright youthful. But one of the neighbours, whom Imma asked at the height of her illness to bring her milk, was frightened by her condition and phoned me.


I cancelled a day’s work, rushed to Jerusalem, found Imma weak and burning with a fever. I called the doctor, bought medicine and decided, despite her objections, to stay the night with her, to take advantage of her condition to weaken her resistance to the idea. And indeed, by pleading and scolding, I succeeded the next morning in getting her to agree to try out assisted living in Tel Aviv for a few months.


I know you don’t believe anything real can come of this trial period. I know you’re convinced it will be a futile exercise. But I’m willing to cling to the imaginary, because sometimes life has a way of making the imaginary into something real. It’s not unreasonable to assume that once in assisted living, with the right care and proper supervision, she will come to understand that this option is preferable to living alone in Jerusalem where she is increasingly surrounded by strangers, and where every illness or accident becomes a threat to her and to me as well, amounting to a test of my responsibility.


And therefore from a moral point of view (forgive the melodrama) you must not only encourage and support me from afar, you must also be a supportive partner both in words and deeds.


To be specific:


Abba is no longer here, and you have chosen an unusual musical instrument that has forced you to go far away from home. This is your right. But in so doing you’ve left me alone with Imma. Maybe I’m an old-fashioned worrier, but I can’t help it.


I’ve found assisted living near us. A small flat has become available there, on the ground floor, with an adjacent garden. The management is willing to let her try out the place for three months in exchange for maintenance fees alone, with no other deposit or commitment in advance. I took her there, and she looked over the facility very carefully but with good will and an open mind, visited the unit they are offering her, was impressed by the flowers in the garden, and having brought with her the measurements of the electric bed, realized there would be room for it. At the end she took an interest in the identity of the last occupant and even requested a description of his dying days. And then, suddenly, without being asked, she spoke proudly of Abba’s silent passing, and her words were so beautiful that for a moment I choked up with tears.


True, I don’t know what she feels in her heart of hearts. You, who resemble her more, can probably guess better than I can. In any case, Imma promised to undergo the experiment with a positive outlook, but on one condition. And this condition, my sister, is addressed to your conscience. A condition imposed by Imma.


Because only after Abba died, and maybe as a result, she thought it right to divulge to me (maybe in the past they had been embarrassed to do so) that they had never owned the Jerusalem apartment, that it was a rental, under the old keymoney system. In other words, many years ago, when they moved from Kerem Avraham to Mekor Baruch, the apartment on Rashi Street was acquired for key money alone, which in those days was a convenient arrangement for those who could not afford to buy. The key money was intended to protect the tenant from eviction for life, and also to bequeath that right to his spouse, in exchange for a fixed rental payment which in its day was reasonable but over the years with inflation became ridiculously low.


The original owner of the apartment died long ago, and his son and heir died as well, and his widow, who went to live abroad, entrusted the apartment to the care of an elderly lawyer, to whom Abba in recent years would pay the rent, every six months. Something totally absurd, like 800 shekels a month or even less. Obviously, even an elderly lawyer was aware how absurd this was, so after Abba died, and since the lease was only in his name, the lawyer saw it as an opportunity to take over the property and return it to the inheriting widow. From then on he has been staking out the apartment, waiting for Imma to die or at least to leave the apartment, for only then would he have the legal right to regain control in return for a paltry sum, a portion of the original key money, which had become part of the overall absurdity.


It is therefore of great importance to Imma that during the trial period we maintain our presence in the apartment, in other words, that of an immediate relative. Under the terms of the key-money agreement, we’re not allowed to sublet the apartment.


Beyond the stalking lawyer, Imma is worried about the apartment itself. The front door and lock are in very bad shape, and replacing them in this interim period makes no sense, especially since it’s easy to slip into the apartment from the floor above and the floor below, via the utility porch or the bathroom window. You may ask who would want to break into such an old apartment, what would they find there anyway? So let’s go back to Pomerantz, the nice Hasid who promised when you were young to permit you to play the harp in the Holy Temple if you turned into a handsome lad. The middle son of the Pomerantz family, Shaya, the one who was friendly with you, became a religious fanatic and moved to Kerem Avraham, and of course has countless children, and the two oldest often come to visit their grandparents and loiter in the stairway. Once Imma secretly invited them to watch a children’s show on her TV, and they immediately became zealous devotees of the tube. Imma quickly realized her mistake and refrained from inviting them again, but they found a way to get in uninvited, and maybe even managed to make a copy of her house key. In any event, when she’s not at home they apparently go out through Pomerantz’s bathroom, shimmy down the drainpipe, and into Imma’s apartment through the bathroom window, and turn on the TV by themselves, and not only to children’s programmes. Imma caught them once, but took pity and kept quiet, maybe because she has no grandchildren of her own in Jerusalem, but the little bastards took no pity on her, and soon enough she caught them again. Sometimes, can you imagine, they break into the apartment at night, when she’s sleeping. The lust for television drives them mad, and it’s a good thing she warned them her kitchen isn’t kosher, because otherwise they might also raid the refrigerator.


And for this reason too, during the trial period (of only three months) someone responsible must stay on the lookout, and we have nobody other than you.


As a practical matter I see the situation as follows: I understand that you used up your annual holiday period at the time of Abba’s death, and now you can only take a leave of absence without pay. And we thought, Imma and I, how this could be done without causing you financial damage, which I will get to in a moment.


But first the fundamental question, how can your orchestra make do without a harpist? You once explained to me that your job is made up of two parts: playing the harp and serving as an orchestra librarian, because not every musical work requires a harp, including, oddly enough, the big symphonies by Beethoven, Brahms, Mozart, Schubert and Haydn. Am I right? You told me that the inclusion of harps in orchestras happened later, with such Romantics as Berlioz, Mahler, Bruckner, Tchaikovsky and others. Am I right? After all, from the age of three I learned to internalize everything you told me. Yes, Nogati, yes.


And if this is in fact the case, would it be possible to plan your orchestra’s repertoire in such a way that in your absence they would play classical works that do not require a harp, and more modern works would be postponed till after your return?


Don’t get angry, you know your brother and his manipulative imagination. I make a pretty good living from that.


Now as to the economic side of things. Neither Imma nor I want this experiment to cost you money, and would in no way approve your dipping into your savings to fund your leave of absence. I know you live frugally, and I also know, of course, that you have no legal right, or desire, to sublet, for such a short period, your rented studio apartment. The charming little flat we saw when we visited you in Arnhem.


Which leads us to the question of your Israeli finances. The Jerusalem apartment, of course, is yours free; electricity, water, gas and phone bills are deducted monthly from our parents’ account; and I will set up an open account for you at Rosenkrantz’s grocery, so you’ll have a full supply of staples. But you will doubtless have other expenses. Transportation, dinners out, theatre, concerts. So we were thinking, Imma and I, to place at your disposal 8000 shekels for the three months. And if you need additional funds, there’ll obviously be no problem.


I’ve nearly finished. I suspect you are somewhere between shocked and furious. But Abba is dead, Imma is left alone, and I, Honi, your little brother, am trying to arrange something much better for her so that I and maybe you too, will not feel guilty or agonize over abandoning her, albeit as a result of her own free will and stubbornness, leaving her alone in an old Jerusalem apartment, dependent on the kindness of strangers and weirdos.


I await your answer. But if possible, be reasonable and practical. Preferably by e-mail not phone, so we won’t cut each other off.


Your loving brother, Honi
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