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         Zvi Luria has begun to lose his memory. At the beginning he only makes small mistakes, forgetting first names and taking home the wrong child from his grandson’s kindergarten, but he knows that things will only get worse.

         
             

         

         He’s 73 and a retired road engineer. His neurologist hints at the path his illness might take and suggests ways of combatting it, with the help of his wife Dina.

         
             

         

         Dina, a respected paediatrician, is keen for him to return to meaningful activity, and suggests he volunteers to work with his old colleagues at the Israel Roads Authority. This is how Luria finds himself at the Ramon Crater in the Negev desert planning a secret road for the army with the son of his former colleague. But there’s a mystery about a certain hill on the route of this road. Who are the people living there and why are they trapped? And should the hill be flattened and the family evicted, or should a tunnel beneath it be built?

         
             

         

         With humour and great tenderness, A.B. Yehoshua depicts the love between Luria and his wife as they confront the challenges of his illness. Just when Luria’s sense of identity becomes more compromised, then does he find himself on this extraordinary adventure involving people even more vulnerable than himself, enabling a rich meditation on the entwined identities of Israeli Jews and Palestinians and on the nature of memory itself.

         
             

         

         Yehoshua weaves a masterful story about a long and loving marriage, interlaced with biting social commentary and caustic humour.

      

   


   
      
         i

         
            The Extra

            “Yehoshua’s masterful portrayal of a female musician at a pivotal moment in her life is deep, unpredictable, and, in the end, surprisingly suspenseful.”

            Kirkus

            “His gift is to present life just as it is lived, without showing off, without forcing conclusions, without literary self-consciousness.”

            The Jewish Chronicle

            The Retrospective

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

            The New Yorker

            “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.”

            The Independent

            Friendly Fire

            “… these lives haunted by loss are powerfully evoked. The questions Yehoshua raises are deeply moral.”

            The Jewish Chronicle

            “Part of Yehoshua’s genius lies in his ability to weave broader and narrower swatches of a seemingly straightforward story into an almost seamless tapestry filled with weighty symbolism, yet enriched with personal pursuits and colorful threads of sexual tension.”

            Haaretz

            A Woman in Jerusalem

            “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

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

            Claire Messud, The New York Times

            The Liberated Bride

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

            The Sun (New York)

            “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 Journey to the End of the Millennium

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

            The 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

            “A.B. Yehoshua is an old-fashioned master, without stylistic pyrotechnics or needless experimentation. His chief asset is his belief in a powerful story deftly delivered.”

            Times Literary Supplement

            “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

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

            Kirkus

            “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.”

            The Jewish Chronicle

            Open Heart

            “… the work of a superb novelist: haunting and annoying by turns, with considerable emotional payoff at the close.”

            Kirkus

            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

            “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

            “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

            Five Seasons

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

            Clive Sinclair, The Sunday Times

            “… 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

            “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.”

            The Washington Post Book World

            “one of Israel’s world-class writers”

            Saul Bellow

            A Late Divorce

            “In his fiction, Mr Yehoshua is subtle, indirect and sometimes visionary, even phantasmagoric.”

            Harold Bloom, The New York Times

            “… 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

            “… there is something Chekhovian about Yehoshua’s affectionate impartiality toward his characters, who like Chekhov’s, combine hopeless, maddening egotism with noble impulses and redeeming outbursts of affection.”

            Gabriele Annan, The New York Review of Books

            “He is a master storyteller whose tales reveal the inner life of a vital, conflicted nation.”

            The Wall Street Journal

            The Lover

            “Mr Yehoshua’s inventiveness and hallucinatory intensity should be vividly evident. He is a writer who exhibits the rigorous fidelity to his own perceptions that produces real originality.”

            Robert Alter, The New York Times

            “We see an Arab and an Israeli locked into a debate of proximity, alikeness, mental hatred, that Yehoshua’s superb ability to render both presences relieves of all sentimentality. What I value most in The Lover is a gift for equidistance – between characters, even between the feelings on both sides.”

            Alfred Kazin, The New York Review of Books

            “Delicate shifting tensions between political surface and elemental depths … elusive, haunting.”

            The New York Times Book Review

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

            Natasha Lehrer, TLS

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

            The Daily Telegraph

            The Continuing Silence of a Poet

            “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

            “… 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

            “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.”

            Bryan Cheyette, TLS

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Tunnel

            A.B. Yehoshua

            Translated from the Hebrew by Stuart Schoffman
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             The Tunnel

         

         at the neurologist

         “So, let’s summarize,” says the neurologist.

         “Yes, summarize,” echo the two, quietly.

         “The complaints aren’t imaginary. There is atrophy in the frontal lobe that indicates mild degeneration.”

         “Where exactly?”

         “Here, in the cerebral cortex.”

         “I’m sorry, but I don’t see anything.”

         His wife leans towards the scan.

         “Yes, there’s a dark spot here,” she acknowledges, “but tiny.”

         “Yes, tiny,” confirms the neurologist, “but it could grow larger.”

         “Could,” asks the husband, voice trembling, “or likely will?”

         “Could, and likely will.”

         “How fast?”

         “There are no firm rules for pathological development, certainly not in this part of the brain. The pace also depends on you.”

         “On me? How?”

         “On your attitude. In other words, how you fight back.”

         “Fight against my brain? How?”

         “The spirit versus the brain.”

         “I always thought they were one and the same.”

         “Not at all, not at all,” declares the neurologist. “How old are you, sir?” 2

         “Seventy-three.”

         “Not yet,” his wife corrects him, “he’s always pushing it … closer to the end …”

         “That’s not good,” mutters the neurologist.

         Only now does the patient notice that tucked among the doctor’s curls is a small knitted kippah, which he apparently removed when Luria lay on the examination table, lest it fall on his face.

         “So take, for example, the names that escape you.”

         “Mostly first names,” the patient is quick to specify, “last names come easier, but first names fade away when I reach out for them.”

         “So here’s something worth fighting for. Don’t settle for last names, don’t give up on first names.”

         “I’m not giving up, but when I try hard to remember them, she always jumps in and beats me to it.”

         “That’s not good,” the neurologist scolds his wife, “you’re not helping.”

         “True,” she says, accepting blame, “but sometimes it takes him so long to remember a first name that he forgets why he wanted to know.”

         “Still, you have to let him fight for his memory on his own, that’s the only way you can help him.”

         “You’re right, Doctor, I promise.”

         “Tell me, are you still working?”

         “Not anymore,” says the patient. “I retired five years ago.”

         “Retired from what, may I ask?”

         “The Israel Roads Authority.”

         “What is that exactly?”

         “It used to be called the Public Works Department of the Ministry of Transportation. I worked there for forty years, planning roads and motorways.” 3

         “Roads and motorways.” The neurologist finds this vaguely amusing. “Where? In the North or the South?”

         As he considers the proper answer, his wife intervenes:

         “In the North. Sitting before you, Doctor, is the engineer who planned the two tunnels in the Trans-Israel Highway, Route 6.”

         Why the tunnels? wonders the husband, these are not his most important achievements. But the neurologist is intrigued. And why not? He’s in no hurry. It’s his last patient of the day, the receptionist has collected the doctor’s fee and gone home, and his apartment is located above the clinic.

         “I haven’t noticed tunnels on Route 6.”

         “Because they’re not so long, maybe a couple of hundred metres each.”

         “Still, I should pay attention, not daydream on the road,” the doctor reprimands himself. “You never know, other road engineers might come to see me.”

         “They’ll only come if they can’t hide their dementia under the overpass,” says the patient, attempting a joke.

         The neurologist objects: “Please, why dementia? We’re not there yet. Don’t rush to claim something you don’t understand, and don’t arouse unnecessary fears, and above all, don’t get addicted to passivity and fatalism. Retirement is not the end of the road, and so you need to find work in your field, even part-time, private work.”

         “There is no private work, Doctor. Private individuals don’t build motorways or plan roads. Motorways are a public affair, and there are others out there now, younger people.”

         “So how do you spend your time?”

         “Officially I sit at home. But I also take walks, everywhere. And we go out a lot, theatre, music, opera, sometimes lectures. And of course, helping my children, mostly with the grandchildren, I fetch 4them, pick them up, bring them back. And I also do some housework, errands, shopping at the supermarket, the market, and sometimes—”

         “He loves going to the market,” says his wife, eager to end the recitation.

         “The market?” The neurologist is taken aback.

         “Why not?”

         “By all means, if you know your way around, it’s fine.”

         “Because I cook.”

         “Aha, you also cook!”

         “Actually I mostly chop, mix, reheat leftovers. I’m in charge of making lunch before she gets back from her clinic.”

         “Clinic?”

         “I’m a paediatrician,” his wife says softly.

         “Great,” says the doctor, relieved. “In that case, I have a partner.”

         Although she is twenty years older than the neurologist, he interrogates her about her medical experience as if she were not a senior physician at a major hospital, but a young candidate for his own department, about to join him in the fight against her husband’s suspicious atrophy, which will most likely grow.

         “Which sleeping pill do you give him?”

         She lays a gentle hand on her husband’s shoulder. “I don’t give him sleeping pills, because in general he can sleep without them, but on rare occasions, when he has trouble falling asleep, he takes … what is it you take?”

         The patient does not remember the name, only the shape: “Those little triangles …”

         “He means Xanax.”

         “If it’s only Xanax, no problem,” says the neurologist, “but be sure not to give him anything stronger, because the region in the brain that 5differentiates between day and night will be sensitive for him from now on, and it’s unwise to disturb it with pills like, say—”

         Whipping out a notepad, the doctor jots down names of forbidden pills. She examines the list, folds it, and sticks it in her bag. The doctor presses on:

         “Have there been similar symptoms in members of his family?”

         She looks quizzically at her husband, but he keeps silent, preferring that she speak for him. “No sign of it … neither his parents, nor his sister.”

         “And previous generations?”

         Now he has no choice. “I didn’t know my father’s parents,” the patient explains. “They were younger than I am today when they were murdered in Europe, so who knows whether what you say I have was lurking in them too. My mother’s family, all born in this country, were outstandingly sane and lucid till the end, so far as I know, except … wait, maybe, just maybe, a distant relative of my mother’s, who came from North Africa in the late ’60s, and here, in Israel, sank into deep, silent depression … maybe out of anger … or who knows, maybe in her case, only maybe, also this dementia?”

         Amazingly enough, the neurologist does not dismiss the ineffable word that the patient has again uttered, but takes another look at the scan before carefully sliding it into an envelope, labelling it zvi luria in big letters, and to avoid any error, adding the patient’s ID number. But as he turns to hand the envelope to the wife, his newly appointed collaborator, Luria snatches it from him and clutches it to his chest. For a moment it seems that the doctor wants to say something more, but the sound of footsteps from his apartment above the clinic silences him, and he stands to see them out. The patient also stands, ready to go, but his wife hesitates, as if afraid to be left to face the illness alone. 6

         “The main thing is to be active,” the doctor says firmly. “Not to avoid people even if it’s hard to recognize them. You must not run away from life, but on the contrary seek it out, take it on.”

         As he speaks, the doctor begins turning out lights, but doesn’t hurry upstairs to his apartment. He escorts them to the front door, switching on the little lights in his spacious garden to help them find the path to the street. Before parting he adds final words, in a new and gentler voice:

         “You are intelligent, open-minded people, and I can speak frankly to you, without holding back. When I said you must not run away from life, I meant every aspect of it, including the most intimate. Between the two of you, of course. In other words, do not give up on passion, don’t be afraid of it. Despite your age and condition. Because passion is very important for mental activity. You understand what I’m saying, Dr Luria? In other words, not only not give up, but intensify. It works, believe me, from my personal experience.” Suddenly he pauses, as if he’s gone too far. But the patient nods his agreement and gratitude, while his frightened wife whispers, “Yes, Doctor, absolutely, I understand, and I’ll try, I mean, both of us will …”

         
but what exactly did the doctor say?

         As the neurologist withdraws to his flat, the two feel raindrops, tiny but persistent, so he suggests that his wife wait at the bus shelter while he retrieves the car. She refuses.

         “Just don’t tell me,” he sneers, “that you’re afraid I won’t find the car.”

         “I didn’t say that or think it, but I don’t want to wait anywhere alone.” 7

         “And the rain? You just had your hair done yesterday.”

         “If you give me the envelope I’ll put it over my head.”

         “You want what’s left of my brain to wash away in the rain?”

         She laughs. “Don’t be silly, the rain won’t ruin anything. Let’s run.” With desperate enthusiasm she grabs his arm and pulls him forwards.

         “Why did you tell him about the tunnels on Route 6, why them?”

         “Because I had a feeling he wouldn’t respect you when you said you didn’t work but only went to the market. I wanted to defend your honour.”

         “Not respect me? Why not? Why the tunnels, they weren’t my greatest projects?”

         “Because you talked about them a lot.”

         “About the tunnels on Route 6?”

         “Yes.”

         “Then why just two and not three? It was davka the southernmost tunnel, near the exit for Route One to Jerusalem, that was the most complicated.”

         “There were three? I didn’t remember, next time I’ll say three.”

         “Next time you won’t say anything,” he scolds her, “I don’t care about these tunnels. And I don’t need anybody to honour me. Here, we parked in this alley.”

         “You’re wrong, the car is on the next street.”

         “No, it’s here. You’re the one confused.”

         And the car faithfully winks at its owner from the end of the street.

         He tosses the wet envelope onto the back seat and hurries to start the car and turn on the heat. As he buckles his seat belt he is overcome by despair: will he depend on her mercies from now on, and will she be a captive of his delusions? 8

         “In any case, thank you for not telling the doctor what happened at the kindergarten.”

         “Thank me why?”

         “Because he would have had me committed.”

         “That’s ridiculous.”

         “Why? A grandpa who comes to a kindergarten to pick up his grandson, and without noticing takes a different kid instead, shouldn’t he be in a hospital?”

         “No, because what happened wasn’t entirely your fault. The boy, what’s his name?”

         “Nevo.”

         “Yes, this Nevo, according to his teacher, tried once before to latch on to another grandfather. Maybe he’s embarrassed by the Filipino woman who picks him up, or maybe he’s scared of her.”

         But in the darkened car Luria decides to incriminate himself.

         “He tried or he didn’t try, that’s not the question. The question is, how did I not realize I was trading my grandson for some other kid, and if the Filipino woman hadn’t started screaming, and running to grab him away from me, I might have taken him home and fed him.”

         “No way, you would have caught yourself long before that. And anyway, even Avigail admits this kid looks a little like our Noam, who was asleep in the sandpit when you got to the school. Please, Zvi, don’t make a big thing of it, you were slightly confused, but not that much.”

         “Not that much?”

         “Not that much. Believe me. As the doctor warned you, don’t start scaring yourself and running away from life for fear you’ll do something stupid. Listen to me. I trust you.”

         She shivers all of a sudden. Before they drive off, he unbuckles 9the seat belt, giving her an old-fashioned hug as she grimly faces his decline.

         Later, at home, well aware of his wife’s distress, he starts to make dinner while she thaws out in a hot shower. Of late he has preferred the stovetop to the microwave and the oven, the blue whoosh of the flames lifts his spirits, so he lets them burn after the cooking is done. While the two of them, after a long medical day, satisfy their hunger with eggs scrambled with fried potatoes, a tasty dish he prepares with confidence, his mobile phone abruptly comes to life, and their daughter Avigail wants to know if her father’s brain scan has shown up something real. It’s clear to Luria that he himself cannot restore the trust that was wrecked at the kindergarten, so he hands over the phone to the neurologist’s new partner, who can testify as a physician that the atrophy is still minimal, and there’s no reason not to reinstate the grandfatherly privilege of the Tuesday pickup.

         But he can’t resist dealing on his own with the concern phoned in from the North by his son, deluding himself that he can amuse Yoav with his early dementia. With feigned cheerfulness he says, “No worries, I still recognize you, my son, but who knows how long it will last, so if you want something from me, you should hurry up.” But flippancy is no match for a medical scan. Over the past year the son has tried, for the sake of his father’s dignity and also his own, to discount the signs of confusion and other odd behaviour that his keen-eyed wife Osnat has noticed. But now his denial has turned into panic, and rather than console his father and pledge love and devotion, he insists on speaking to his mother for an authoritative answer, because Luria’s mischievous remark is not only meaningless, but could be interpreted as the first sign of dementia.

         Luria hands the phone to his wife and moves out of earshot, to spare himself the medical details that the paediatrician delicately 10recites to their son. It’s not merely his fear of the little thing that “might likely” get bigger, it’s also hard to witness the anguish of his son, who certainly understands that his parents’ lives will soon be ruined, as will his. From up north in the Galilee, where he is both the owner and slave of a successful computer-chip business, Yoav asks, over and over again, what the doctor said exactly, and when he hears that the spirit might block the degeneration of the brain or at least slow it down, he seizes on this remark and demands that his mother make an effort to stimulate his father’s spirit, which he believes has shrivelled since his retirement.

         And so, instead of being pensive and melancholy, the mother’s phone conversation with her son turns emotional and angry. And when it’s over, his wife turns to him furiously:

         “How could you tell him that we fired the housekeeper?”

         “Who said fired? I said we reduced her hours.”

         “But he accused me: ‘You cannot turn Abba into your servant.’”

         “Your servant?” gasps Luria. “What’s wrong with him? He’s apparently so scared of my dementia that he’s looking high and low for someone to blame.”

         “No, no,” she fumes, “don’t keep saying dementia. The doctor warned you not to.”

         “So what should I say?”

         “Say fogginess, fuzziness, confusion … we’ll find better words.”

         He looks fondly at his wife. She is still in her bathrobe, a towel wrapped around her head like a turban, and despite her age she resembles an Indian or Turkish dancer. Can she endure his dementia if it’s called by other names? 11

         the car

         Sleep snatches her from his arms before she can find those “better words”. Drained by the day that began at her paediatric clinic, and terrified by the second clinic, where she was recruited to help treat an incurable condition, she pulls away from her husband and mercifully dozes off. He covers her dangling feet with the blanket, but before drifting into sleep himself he needs a closer look at his cerebral cortex, to decide if the atrophy that escaped his gaze was real or merely possible. The scan is still in the car, now parked in the garage of their apartment building. He goes down in old clothes and slippers to the car, still speckled with raindrops.

         It’s a mid-sized car, as opposed to the big, comfortable one that sped along motorways and barrelled down dirt roads, provided to him as a senior engineer at the Roads Authority. Even after retirement the old car remained his, in return for a nominal fee, but when it proved cumbersome in downtown car parks, and its drab grey colour made it harder to find in underground garages, it was replaced by a new one, smaller but taller, easy to get in and out of, bright red in colour, quickly identifiable even with failing eyesight. Lately, once in a while, Luria has been secretly exchanging a few words with it.

         Truth to tell, it was the car that talked to him first. After he’d figured out its devices and controls, he thought he heard, when he started the engine, a brief, soft murmur amid the gargle of gears and pistons, the voice of a Japanese or Korean girl, possibly planted in the electrical system to wish the discriminating driver a safe trip in his new car. Obviously he has never told his wife about this female voice, so as not to compound her anxieties, but when he is alone in the car he sometimes hums to the girl: Yes, my dear, I hear you, but I don’t understand. 12

         Yet now, at night, there’s no reason to start the car and break the silence of the garage. He turns on the interior lights, retrieves the envelope, his name and ID number smudged by the rain, and carefully removes the scan to determine if the atrophy, so speedily confirmed by his wife, is indeed real, and if so, where it’s going. But where is it? What does it look like? Many dark spaces are scattered on the image, most of them presumably good and even necessary, disregarded by the neurologist. How to distinguish between good dark and bad dark?

         He leans his head back and closes his eyes. If it’s first names that go missing in the new atrophy, there’s a risk that the names of his wife and children and grandchildren could also vanish into the black hole. Was the disgrace in the kindergarten simply a moment of mental weakness? Or was there something stamped in his mind that drew him to this child? Yes, from now on it will be easy to blame every mistake or failure on mental frailty. Will the spirit, as the neurologist defined it, be able to battle his deluded brain, or get swept up inside it?

         He decides to test his memory of the ignition code of the car. He remembers it well, but is disappointed that the growl of the engine now lacks the manufacturer’s young womanly voice. That’s good, whispers Luria, the fewer the delusions, the easier for the spirit to reinforce the shrinking brain. The main thing is to be careful behind the wheel. For if his licence is revoked because of an error or accident, his life will lose its purpose. And so, to test his control of the car, he carefully advances a few inches, till it is nearly touching the wall. Then he shifts into reverse, honking rhythmically, and backs towards a car parked on the opposite side. Suddenly a beam of light floods his face, and a car rapidly entering the garage brakes with a screech to allow the red car to complete its turn towards the 13exit, but Luria doesn’t want to exit, merely to check his competence, so he tries to return the car to its original spot, and the waiting driver gets nervous about Luria’s pointless moves, and as a good neighbour feels obliged to ask if the elderly driver needs help. “No, everything’s fine,” says Luria to the young man knocking on his window, “I forgot something in the car and also checked the engine.” The young man observes the brain scan on the seat, and the feet in old bedroom slippers. “Good night,” says Luria, to get rid of the busybody. “Good night,” mumbles the neighbour, but again asks Luria if he’s sure he doesn’t need help.

         You have to be careful in public, even in the garage of a private building. Medical scans, shabby clothes, and slippers raise suspicion of mental infirmity. Even if the neurologist refuses to call it dementia, and his wife seeks more pleasant words, one must appear presentable. He returns the scan to its envelope, and before other neighbours show up he hurries back to his apartment, where his wife has cast off the blanket in uneasy sleep. He turns on a reading light to put things back in order. Dina opens her eyes.

         “Where’d you disappear to?”

         “I went down to the garage. I was worried that I left the scan in the car.”

         “Why worry, there’s a copy in the computer, and anyway they’ll do another one soon, to see if anything has changed.”

         “But how will I know what changed if I don’t understand what it is now?”

         “There’s not much to understand; what they found barely exists.”

         “What’s the name of the neurologist, it suddenly escapes me?”

         “Doctor Laufer.”

         “No, his first name.” 14

         “Why do you need it?”

         “He told me not to give up on first names.”

         “I think it’s Nadav, or Gad, but why is that important?”

         “Because you surely remember what he said about desire.”

         “Of course.”

         “That it’s also important for the struggle.”

         “Important or unimportant, we won’t give it up in any case.”

         “Now?”

         “No. Now would be difficult not only for me but for you too. What’s the rush, you know I’ll always be with you.”

         tomatoes

         The next morning he says to his wife: “Today the car is yours. We’re short on many staples, food and soap and detergent, so I have to get a big delivery from the supermarket. Here’s my list, see if anything’s missing or unnecessary.”

         “You won’t go to the shuk?”

         “If I do, it’s just for a special vegetable or fruit.”

         “On condition they are nice and fresh. Don’t worry about price, just quality. And when you see the flowers, ask Iris for a bunch of poppies.”

         “Iris?”

         “The older woman, not the young one. She’ll recognize you and make sure the flowers are fresh.”

         “But the house is already full of flowers.”

         “Wilting flowers, we need fresh ones. So remember, only poppies, they’re in season. Don’t let them sell you a different flower.”

         “Understood.” 15

         “I’ll be back by two, at the latest. Don’t eat without me, control yourself.”

         “I can hold out till two. But wouldn’t it be good to show my scan to someone in your department, without saying whose it is, of course?”

         “There’s nothing to show. Everything is clear. And you should get your head out of your head. What showed up was so tiny and blurry that anyone not an expert in reading such scans won’t see a thing.”

         “Excuse me, excuse me, how come you, who are not an expert in reading such scans of adults, were so quick to confirm the diagnosis?”

         “Because I’m an expert in you.”

         “Come on, be serious.”

         “Wait a second, I’m not an expert in you?”

         “Part of me … only part. And when the dementia arrives in all its glory, you’ll be lost.”

         “That word again.”

         “So suggest another word and we’ll see if it fits.”

         The shopping mall is not far away, and in the morning not crowded. Since the walk there is short, Luria decides to extend it and take a stroll in the municipal park, where he comes upon a motley group of dogs at play, some dancing around their owners and others running free. Luria watches wistfully, trying to find one resembling the grey Alsatian, the loyal family dog who three years ago moved to the North, to live out his life in the freedom and comfort offered by his son and grandchildren in their new home in the countryside. But the country air emboldened the homesick dog to return to Tel Aviv, and on his journey back he disappeared, doubtless killed on a road. Removal of animals—dogs, foxes, wolves, 16sheep, and cows, trampled to death or only wounded on inter-urban roads—is the responsibility of the Israel Roads Authority, and Luria knew the old veterinarian in charge of such work; but on Route 6, a toll road, responsibility for animals rests with the private operator, who reaps the profits. And because the North is full of wild animals, whose living space was suddenly divided by a broad motorway flanked by fences, the Nature and Parks Authority demanded that a tunnel be dug through a hill, to preserve some species of plants and primarily to enable deer and wild boar, foxes and jackals, porcupines and rabbits, to walk above the noisy motorway safely, especially at night. Yes, this was one of Luria’s three tunnels, and he needs to remind Dina, who was oddly proud of them, of their initial ethical objective.

         He steers his cart confidently through the huge supermarket, but since he is following his shopping list and not the order of the shelves, lest he load the cart with superfluous items, he visits countless aisles, often retracing his steps, encountering other customers, mostly women, who know him to be a reliable source of advice and directions. The fruit and vegetables look fresh, so he decides to skip the shuk and add these to his home delivery. He circles the piles of produce several times, examining items and generously filling his cart. He thought he had stated his wishes clearly at the meat counter, but at the checkout he discovers, just in time, that instead of chicken thighs, they somehow gave him goose, and before the cashier rings it up, he grabs the package and tosses it into the rack of sweets and chocolate meant for restless children in the queue.

         The address is written down legibly, and the order will arrive within two hours, and he can send items that require refrigeration, but not frozen food. So Luria leaves the supermarket unburdened, except for a box of ice cream bars. Again he walks through the pretty 17park, and the rows of flowers gracing the lawns remind him that he needs to take his wife poppies, which make her happy, even if he thinks that the flowers at home are still serviceable. The shuk beckons, but the ice cream bars will melt, and rather than throw them away, he eats one, then another, and offers a few to passers-by, not to children, nor to adults who might suspect his intentions, but rather to a serious-looking Filipino woman and a tall Sudanese man, and to an elderly couple who stop and stare. He finally arrives at the flower stall with hands free, but to his dismay the poppies bunched by the vendor, who knows him by name, seem strangely limp, and despite her indignation he refuses to buy them, but to avoid coming home from the market empty-handed, he heads for the stalls of fruit and vegetables.

         The supermarket delivery arrived home before him, blocking the doorway. He steps gingerly so as not to squash the groceries which enter the flat one by one and assume their proper place. Luria loves the unpacking and arranging, and hopes it strengthens the mind no less than the effort to find first names. He is shocked to discover that between the supermarket and shuk, he has unwittingly purchased more tomatoes than his household could possibly consume in the days or weeks to come.

         Should he quickly throw some tomatoes into the bin to diminish the disgrace of confusion? That’s feasible, but painful, since the tomatoes, handpicked from several varieties, are of rare quality and beauty. In need of a bold, creative solution, he phones his sister, the legendary cook. “How did you two manage to accumulate so many tomatoes?” “It wasn’t us, it was me,” he explains. “I was at the supermarket and bought tomatoes, and then I went to the shuk to buy poppies for Dina, but I didn’t like the look of them, but the tomatoes, on the other hand, were beautiful.” 18

         Silence. For many months his sister, his junior by two years, has sensed the decline in her brother’s memory, but avoids saying anything that would pain him and herself as well. Finally she asks: “How many tomatoes did you buy?”

         “In the shuk, two or three kilos.”

         “Why so many?”

         “I thought—”

         “You thought what?” Her tone is not so much of sorrow as of mild rebuke.

         “I guess I didn’t really think,” he admits, “maybe because the poppies were wilted and the tomatoes looked so nice, I forgot I already bought tomatoes at the supermarket. I guess I thought that was a week ago.”

         “How many did you buy at the supermarket?”

         “Also something like that, two, three kilos. But why be so uptight? I can throw them all away, how much did it cost? Nothing … If you have a better idea, tell me, otherwise it’s no big tragedy.”

         “Wait, don’t throw anything out, let’s see what you can do.”

         “That’s what I’m asking. Instead of the third degree, give me an idea. Like soup or a sauce.”

         “Just a minute, Zvika, you don’t want to understand what was happening in your head?”

         Why hide the truth from her? She overshares her myriad maladies with them. “That’s the point, not much to explain. There’s a little space in my mind, a sort of black hole, that’s been swallowing up first names, acquaintances of mine, and when they’re swallowed, there’s free space left behind.”

         “Space for what?”

         “Let’s say these tomatoes.” 19

         “Now you’re talking nonsense.”

         “No, seriously, totally seriously, because I haven’t had a chance to tell you that yesterday we went to a specialist, a neurologist, Doctor Laufer, a serious man who examined the scan of my cerebral cortex, and so listen carefully, be ready, because your brother will soon disappear, ha ha, not in body but in spirit … won’t know he has a sister … Dina will explain to you how this will happen. But in the meantime give me some culinary advice, before I throw away the tomatoes.”

         “Wait,” she shouts, “stop with the tomatoes, first tell me exactly what the doctor thought.”

         “Exactly what the doctor thought, Dina will explain to you. I’m obviously exaggerating, just to scare you and have a little fun. But don’t worry, it’s not contagious, although this neurologist also looked for a genetic connection, asked if something like this ran in the family, but much as we tried to accommodate him and find a few feeble-minded relatives, we were unsuccessful, because we didn’t want to tell him about you, ha ha … but seriously, you do know that all in all, we are a lucid family. On the morning of her dying day, Mama and I got into an argument and she insisted there’ll never be peace here. That afternoon she was gone, and now we’re stuck with all the wars.”

         “Sounds just like her.”

         “So you, personally, have nothing to worry about. For now. And our descendants, if the need arises, should make an effort to invent new cures. Anyway, genetics is an iffy business. And only because the neurologist insisted on finding some family clue, I remembered that relative of Mama’s who arrived after the Six-Day War, what was her name? Mimi?”

         “Phoebe, why mangle the name?” 20

         “Yes, Phoebe, who after one year in Israel sank into depression and moved to an institution in Kfar Saba …”

         “A nursing home.”

         “Exactly. And every month or two, you and I took turns driving Mama to visit her. But I never quite understood the family connection.”

         “She was a second or third cousin, but Mama felt a responsibility.”

         “If only a second or third cousin, there’s no great danger. I have only a vague memory of her, because on those visits I preferred to wait outside. When did she die? Before or after Mama?”

         “Who told you she died?”

         “Just a minute, if Mama died more than fifteen years ago, why should that one still be alive? Anyway, why am I going on about her? Only because the neurologist insisted on finding a thread, did I come up with her. But don’t worry, sister, I have lots of lucidity left in me, you won’t all be rid of me so easily. And forget the tomatoes. I’ll handle them on my own.”

         “Wait, don’t throw them out yet. There’s no need to feel ashamed of your confusion with me. Give me a second to look in a cookbook, and maybe I’ll find something for you that’s not too complicated.”

         A good bit of time passes before his sister phones back and dictates a complex recipe for roasted tomatoes that Luria quickly realizes is beyond his powers, but as he tries to end the call, his sister has surprising news: the distant relative who sank into depression after moving to Israel, whose name is, in fact, Mimi and not Phoebe, is still alive, at the same institution. She is now ninety-five, alone and peaceful. And whoever wants to visit her may do so with no problem, since she doesn’t recognize anyone anyway. “If she’s 21important to you, brother, so you can plan your future,” says his sister, “just hop over and see her.”

         “So I can what?” asks Luria, fearfully.

         let me also look at the scan

         For now, the tininess of Luria’s atrophy is reassuring only to his daughter, who hadn’t managed to find anyone else to pick up the grandson from kindergarten on Tuesdays. But his son Yoav is alarmed. Despite his faith in his mother, an experienced physician, this rational man of forty-seven thinks that the spirit, and not the brain, is the source of the confusion, and announces on a rainy morning that he is driving down from the North, to prod the spirit to do its job.

         “But Imma is at the hospital this morning, and she’ll be sorry to miss you.”

         “On the contrary, it’s best she not be involved. I’m coming to see you, only you.”

         And Luria, who knows his son well and can imagine his distress, is glad for the panicky visit, despite the inevitable reprimand, and tidies up the already tidy flat as an example to his son, whose home in the country is forever chaotic. And because the son always comes to his parents’ home hungry, no matter where he’s been and where he’s going, and upon arrival goes straight to the fridge and opens its doors like a holy ark, standing rapt before it, seeking food he cherished in childhood, his father pre-emptively sets a table of cheeses and spreads, bread and nuts and biscuits, and heats the big pot of shakshuka, the inexhaustible legacy of the tomato invasion, hoping for an active ally in demolishing the memento of his confusion. 22

         And here he is at the door, wet and energized, in his old army parka, and he hugs his father so hard it hurts, as if to revive him. After a few words about the grandchildren, and the expanding business that enslaves its owner, the guest says to his father: “Just a minute, before we talk about the future, let me see your brain scan.”

         Luria laughs. “And if you look, you’ll understand? I can’t see anything.”

         “And Imma understood?”

         “So she claims.”

         “But she could also be wrong.”

         “Don’t forget she’s a doctor.”

         “So what? One time in eighth grade she made me go to school when I was coming down with the measles.”

         “Because we always suspected you of faking. But in my case, habibi, we’re not just talking about interpreting a scan, but also evidence from real life.”

         “Meaning?”

         “I’ve already told you. Not just the first names of friends, or famous people, that suddenly vanish, but I’m also getting confused about time.”

         “Not from darkness in the mind, Abba, but dullness of the spirit.”

         “You came prepared with that line? Very clever.”

         “Which is why it’s good that Imma’s not here, she would dominate the conversation and steer it her way.”

         “But you know I have no secrets from her.”

         “Tell her later whatever you want, but now hear me out patiently.”

         “Not only patiently, but with love and gratitude. As you said, you came only for me, on such a stormy day.” 23

         “And despite Osnat’s warning me not to provoke you. You know me, I don’t give up. But first, please give me the brain scan.”

         “First you have to taste the shakshuka, before it gets cold.”

         “Shakshuka, in such a huge pot?”

         “Another example. You’ll soon see how shakshuka in a big pot is connected with why you came running down here. But don’t worry, the shakshuka is delicious, and every day when I reheat it, it just gets better.”

         The father ladles the thick red tomato sauce with floating yellow egg yolks into two deep, white dishes, and makes room on the table, next to the cheeses, for the brain scan. And as the storm rages outside, and daylight grows dim, he turns on a reading lamp so the son can study the convolutions of his father’s brain like the innards of a computer. Yoav is careful not to touch the image with his fingers, as if it were a living organ. He peers at it with a sigh and finally says: “I’m sorry, but in my humble opinion this brain of ours, I mean yours, as I read the image, is perfectly normal. It’s no accident that even you didn’t see anything wrong with it.”

         Luria nods with a smile. “Thanks, your generous opinion means a lot to me, but nonetheless, what can I say, the doctor, and Imma—”

         “Okay, sure, but even if we accept that mild atrophy is occurring here, what does this neurologist suggest you do?”

         Luria is tempted to raise the subject of sexual desire, but instead returns the scan to the envelope and removes it from the table.

         “The neurologist’s advice is simple, to fight for my memory. For example, not to give up on first names.”

         “Very nice. But how?”

         “With the help of spirit and will. What a surprise, habibi, the opinion of the neurologist you think so little of is so close to yours.” 24

         “The spirit, yes, exactly,” Yoav says, “and that’s why I’m here. People with dementia are not feeble-minded. Their spirit is exhausted. Don’t be offended by what I have to say. You are a senior engineer with broad technical experience, you built roads for many years with great expertise. I therefore reject the idea that all that skill, some of which you’ve handed down to me, will go to waste, dribbled away in housework and shopping and needless chores, and cooking enormous shakshukas.”

         “We’ll get to the shakshuka in a minute. Keep talking, I’m listening.”

         “It seems that after you fired the housekeeper, you decided to take her place and be Imma’s servant. And that’s how the spirit starts to shrink.”

         “Again that nonsense that we fired the housekeeper.”

         “But you did.”

         “No, we did not, drop it, we just reduced her hours.”

         “To how many?”

         “What is this?” objects Luria. “I’m under investigation?”

         “Exactly. Investigation by a son who cares about your future and all of ours. So please, the truth, tell me the truth, you cut her back to how many times a month?”

         “It’s not fixed. Say, once a week.”

         “That’s not enough. That’s nothing.” Yoav raises his voice. “Imma keeps working at the hospital, and even when she’s home she hates housework, and the whole burden is on you.”

         “First of all, it’s not a great burden, there’s only the two of us, and besides, it’s a nice burden.”

         “Of course, very nice … especially to justify your escape from reality, which makes you start—”

         “Why did you stop?” 25

         “No reason.”

         “Start what?”

         “Nothing. The escape from reality.”

         “Which reality?”

         “The reality of what you did your whole life with great success.”

         “How very odd, my dear boy. You’re talking just like my neurologist. In any case, he knows nothing about my line of work, so he can crank out absurd suggestions, but you know very well that private individuals don’t plan roads. Roads are official national projects. At the Roads Authority there’s a new generation of talented young people, who have no need or reason to employ an old fogey like me, even part-time.”

         “Even so,” objects his son, “there are private firms that provide engineering services for the State, or for local government, and they could use highly experienced engineers. On a part-time basis, with a modest salary and no benefits. Just so you won’t sit at home making shakshuka.”

         “Wait, I’ll explain about the shakshuka, which has everything to do with what’s bothering you. But the possibility of my finding work at a private firm is pure fantasy. Those firms are filled with pensioners who will block any new old man, for fear he would replace them. Not to mention the children and grandchildren, destined to inherit the company. Be honest, you think it would be dignified for me to sit next to some nobody and take orders from him?”

         “And all those friends who worked with you? They’re in the same situation, so why not stay in touch? With guys like that, you could come up with something original.”

         “All those friends, Yoavi? The people I worked with were usually not my friends, and if there were friends from other places, 26where would I find them now? Sometimes there are events or lectures at the office and they invite the retired too, to prove we are not forgotten. And of course, there are also the dead, and we go to their funerals, and pay condolence calls to their widows, but then, when I realized I had a problem with the first names of engineers I worked closely with for years, it made me anxious. I’d rather go to a film, or concert, or restaurant, where I can relax. And if I have to meet friends, I prefer doctors, in other words Imma’s colleagues, whose names I don’t need to remember.”

         “Only names of diseases.”

         “Not diseases, mainly co-workers who messed up diagnoses and treatments. But I owe these people nothing, so I can sit to the side and listen to stories about healthy people who died or half-dead ones who came back to life, without having to know their names.”

         “But wait,” his son insists, “why do you need the first name, the last name is enough, or better still, no name at all.”

         “I often get away with that, but it’s not always possible, there are situations where the first name is essential, it’s obligatory, and when you get it wrong, you get no mercy, only hostility. Why should you forget the name of a person you’ve worked with for years, not just in the office but out in the field? Why on earth, dammit, does this Zvi Luria want to erase me, a person demands to know. There are a few old-timers whose surname became their only name, swallowing their first name. Everyone, sometimes even their wives, called them only by their last names. But such people are rare, and if I happen to run into them, I have no problem, because I’m still doing fine with last names. But there are people in my generation whose surnames I never knew, only their first names, and if I run into them at a party, I get very tense and I’m afraid I’ll make a mistake.” 27

         “In which case,” counters the son, “you’ve decided never to go to any reception or lecture at the office? Not even the farewell party for Tzahi Divon, your deputy for so many years?”

         “How do you know about that party? From Imma, eh?”

         “Yes, from Imma. So what?”

         “And maybe Imma asked you to come down from the Galilee to speak with me?”

         “Let’s say she did. She’s not allowed to? You said you have no secrets from her.”

         “But apparently she has secrets from me.”

         “What’s the big secret? That she asked me to convince you not to avoid people? Not to avoid your friends?”

         “Divon has not been a friend for a long time.”

         “He was your close assistant, your partner in the tunnels you dug on Route 6.”

         “Oy, Yoavi, you’re still so excited about those pathetic tunnels, like Imma? Tunnels we were forced to dig not because of topographic requirements, but to enable animals who were confused by the motorway to cross safely from one side to the other.”

         Yoav smiles. “Why shouldn’t I be excited? Every time I drive through one of those tunnels I remember how you once asked me to go with you, under a full moon, to check if there were actual deer or wild boar who understood the tunnel was dug to help them.”

         “I seriously doubt that the animals up north have any idea what the Society for the Protection of Nature wants them to understand.”

         “In any case, on that night, while you dozed off, I saw a deer, or a huge wild boar, walk above the tunnel and cross from east to west, and after a few minutes, for some reason, it went back the other way.”

         “Yes, I remember your telling me, but even now I’m not sure you weren’t just imagining it.” 28

         “Excuse me, you think I’m also delusional?”

         “We have no choice, habibi, listen to the neurologist, there’s a genetic thread.”

         “Eventually we’ll see how long and strong a thread it is, but now explain to me why you’re skipping the farewell party for a guy who was your right-hand man for so many years?”

         “Yeah, he was a loyal and dependable worker, but when I retired five years ago, instead of taking my place and running projects we both worked on, he bailed out to manage a project in Kenya that paid a big salary. And now that the job in Kenya is finished, or maybe he got kicked out, he’s throwing himself a goodbye party here, not in Africa where he got rich.”

         “What do you care? There’ll be other friends there, retirees like you. Maybe some ideas will come up. Go. It’s an opportunity to renew your contacts. You were popular, people loved you, nobody’s going to be crushed if you forget their name.”

         “Finish your shakshuka, it’s getting cold.”

         “I’ve eaten enough.”

         “Listen, Yoavi, you’re a good son and I respect and appreciate your concern. But both you and Imma refuse to understand that if this is early dementia, it’s not just about forgetting names. The big pot of shakshuka is connected to what’s happening inside me.”

         Luria returns to the shopping day. First the big order at the supermarket, then the flower stall at the shuk, and finally the six kilos of tomatoes, which turned into shakshuka, for lack of an alternative.

         “But why?” Yoav protests. “You could have dumped the surplus before Imma got home from the hospital.”

         “No, no, no!” cries the father. “I deliberately did not throw away even one tomato. The shakshuka that lasted for many days is 29evidence. It is here to warn me about myself, and warn all of you.”

         “Warn us?”

         “Yes, about my gaffes and blunders, and the disasters I might bring down upon this house, upon myself and you.”

         Yoav says nothing, crestfallen. When he finally looks up, his father sees the same fear he saw in his eyes while changing his nappy.

         “Don’t be sad,” Luria says brightly, “you haven’t come in vain. For you, I’ll go to Kobi Divon’s party.”

         “Tzahi,” his son says gently.

         “Right, Tzahi.” Luria smiles.

         “And Imma promised me she’d go with you.”

         “I don’t need her there. No reason that after a workday at the hospital she should stand around with a plastic cup of fruit juice, listening to boring road engineers. I’ll deal alone with the change in my brain, and maintain my dignity. I might even make a little farewell speech. You corrected me and said Tzahi, not Kobi, before the party I’ll jot his name down on the palm of my hand, not to embarrass anyone.”

         the genetic thread

         Since the death of their mother more than fifteen years ago, Luria and his sister have not gone to visit the distant cousin their mother persuaded not to emigrate from North Africa to France, but to make aliyah, ascend to the ancient Jewish homeland of Israel, where she promptly withdrew into deep depression.

         Luria’s mother, who felt guilty over the aliyah that failed, took upon herself the duty to visit the ailing immigrant every few weeks and try to lift her spirits, speaking in French, the cousin’s native 30tongue. At first Luria would accompany his mother to the ward, and not knowing French, he would attempt to make conversation in Hebrew with other elderly depressives who seemed amenable. But he soon tired of chatting up people who had lost one identity and were incapable of creating another, and so preferred to wait for his mother in the lobby, or in the car, where he would listen to good music interrupted by news bulletins. When he was curious afterwards if any improvement or decline was expected in the cousin’s condition, if there was even a glimmer of hope, his mother would hem and haw, then deliver a favourite line: “If either you or your sister feels that I’m beginning to lose my mind, please put some poison in my coffee.” To which Luria would respond: “What kind? Sweet or bitter? You have to decide, so we can get it ready now.”

         And here he is, en route to the institution, this time not as a chaperone but on a personal mission: to investigate the existence and nature of the thin genetic thread his neurologist insists on unveiling. After fifteen years, the roads to the institution are wider, with new junctions and fewer traffic lights, but Luria has no need for any app on his phone. His instinctive grasp of roads and motorways guides him precisely to his destination.

         Not only has traffic flow improved, the nursing home has grown two floors higher, its entrance redone in marble. The furnishings and equipment, originally standard government issue, have been upgraded thanks to a philanthropist whose wife was a patient here. Although Luria remains dubious about his sister’s claim that their distant relative is still alive, he has brought her, as their mother always did, a modest gift, a handsome box of plump Medjool dates, in the hope that they will sweeten her dementia. And if it turns out that she has passed away, at least the devoted staff, who cared for her till the end, can enjoy them. But where is that 31staff? In which department, on what floor? This time it’s the first name he’s sure of, but he has no inkling of the family name. So he walks up one floor at a time and looks around, hoping to remember someone who took care of her in the past. He is spared the arduous climb to the top, for on the third floor he recognizes a pretty nurse who caught his eye in the past, her plait now white with age.

         She greets the surprise guest warmly, and of course remembers his mother, and also his sister, who unlike him was not afraid to circulate among the patients.

         “I wasn’t afraid,” says Luria, miffed by the insinuation. “I just didn’t want to bother anyone. And because I didn’t know French, there was no point in staying in the room with my mother.”

         “Even without French you could have stayed.”

         “True,” admits the visitor, “and by the way, what’s her last name?”

         Now he learns that in the late 1960s something strange happened. Last names generally dominate, but in her case the first name absorbed the last without leaving a trace.

         “Mimi is all we have,” admits the nurse, now head of her department. “We can’t explain how her family name disappeared. When your mother brought her here, she was registered under her first name only, together with her ID number, and that was sufficient. Now too, she’s quiet and stable, with only a first name. I see you remembered to bring her some dates, as your mother used to do, yes, she’ll be happy to eat them, but there’s no chance they will help her recognize you.”

         “I don’t need her to recognize me,” counters Luria. “I just happened to remember her lately, I was sure she had passed away long ago, but my sister for some reason insisted she was still alive, and I decided to come and see why my sister insisted, and if her 32condition is still stable. Our mother saw herself as her guardian of sorts.”

         “There hasn’t been any significant decline in her condition, or improvement,” says the nurse with a radiant smile. “You’re welcome to visit her and give her the dates.” Luria is surprised that the whiteness of her elegant plait only enhances her beauty.

         “Medjool dates,” says Luria, tapping the label with his finger.

         He conceals the true reason for his visit, lest he tempt fate. The last thing he needs is for the thin genetic thread to turn out to be a steel wire, which will soon render him a candidate for this place. Still, he’s eager to see her.

         “I’ll give her the dates,” he says cheerfully, “and maybe she’ll at least remember my mother, who never abandoned her.”

         The head nurse leads him to a room, which is not large but clean and bright, with two wide beds separated by a curtain. As he enters, two stout elderly women sit down quickly, and he wonders which carries his genetic thread. One is wearing a red apron, and next to her is a strange-looking flute, long and black, open at both ends, and he thinks this woman dimly recognizes him, maybe because he resembles his mother, or because of the dates in his hand. “Here, please,” he says, offering the dates with compassion.

         She accepts the gift, but seems not to know she is supposed to open the box, so the nurse takes it from her and shows her the gleaming rows of mouth-watering dates. Before returning the box to her, the nurse selects three dates: the first for the roommate, who smiles as if she’s met an old acquaintance, the second one for the bearer of the gift, and the third she eats herself, daintily removing the pit from her mouth and extending her hand to collect the two others.

         “How old is she?” whispers Luria.33

         “Ninety-five.”

         “She looks marvellous for her age and condition. Apparently you have to lose your mind to survive this long.”

         “Not always,” says the nurse, a touch of annoyance in her pretty eyes.

         But Luria doesn’t give up. “Does she know she’s still in the State of Israel, or does she think she’s in the World to Come?”

         “That’s hard to know,” says the nurse, “but if she thinks she’s in the World to Come, she should be happy, since you brought proof of a nice life in the World to Come.”

         “Life …” Luria chuckles.

         “Don’t belittle it. Apart from the devoted care we give her, she also enjoys her music.”

         “Music?”

         “Yes, a year after your mother died, a relative of yours arrived from France to take care of Mimi’s financial affairs. Before he went back to France, he bought her this big flute, called a kaval. At first she ignored it, we begged her to try, she refused to even touch it. It’s not an easy instrument. I can’t get one note out of it. You have to hold your lips just so and blow. But one day she suddenly picked it up, and we were amazed to hear her playing, and now she plays it sometimes, usually before a meal, when she’s hungry. Maybe she’ll agree to play for you, to thank you for the dates.”

         And the head nurse picks up the flute and puts it in the old woman’s hands, placing the tip against her lips, and a simple melody floats through the room, possibly North African in origin, but its sadness is Israeli. 34

         a retirement party

         Most floors in the Roads Authority building are dark, but the lobby of the hall on the ground floor is brightly lit and packed with guests at the retirement party thrown by Divon for himself. Before turning off the engine in the red car, Luria undoes his seat belt and puts a loving hand on his wife’s shoulder.

         “There is really, really no reason for you to be here with me. Better you should be with the grandchildren at their bedtime. You haven’t seen them for five days, and they’ll be happy to hear a real story about a sick child cured at your clinic. You got Yoavi to convince me not to skip this party, I should navigate it under my own steam.”

         “But—”

         “But what? If you’re not concerned about my embarrassing blunders when I’m wandering alone at the shuk or the mall, you certainly don’t need to worry about me in an office where I worked for many years among friends. And you certainly mustn’t distract me.”

         “Distract you how?”

         “By your very presence, your being, because with you at my side I’m stuck, aware of you looking at me, and anxious. And when friends and acquaintances approach us, alone or with their spouses, they’re drawn to you and not to me. And because you’re afraid that if I speak I’ll make a mess of names and forget things, you grab hold of the conversation and steer it towards our children and theirs, so we can brag about the grandchildren, and then come the medical stories people drag you into—there’ll be old friends here who remember you are a doctor, and won’t miss a chance to milk you for advice or the name of a medicine. You and Yoavi didn’t send me 35here tonight for that. Oh, look, blacks, real blacks, I mean distinguished Africans from Divon’s staff in Kenya, and maybe from their embassy here, invited to upgrade the importance of the party. If one of them makes a speech about Divon, maybe I’ll also say a few words, talk a bit about his exploits. After all, he was my close assistant and deputy for almost seven years. Don’t worry, I have his first name on my palm, here, look …”

         “Just watch your tongue,” says his wife with a laugh, “his family will be there. And judging by the number of people and the music I can tell the food will be special.”

         “But you wouldn’t enjoy the food, because when there’s a crowd you don’t like pushing your way to the buffet.”

         “And instead of bringing me food,” she says, “you only look out for yourself and leave me hungry … Fine, fine, this time eat for me too, but in moderation, and remember to tell me what was most delicious. If you don’t find a road-building project, at least get some ideas to diversify your cooking.”

         “That’s not fair, you know how hard I try.”

         “You try but don’t always succeed, not that I am complaining, there’s really no need to attach such importance to food. Let’s just decide what time I should pick you up.”

         “Why pick me up? There’ll be plenty of friends happy to give me a lift. Stay at Avigail’s house, I’ll come there. Just be careful, don’t daydream on the road and don’t speed, because the rain that you think is harmless makes the asphalt as slick as butter.”

         The large hall is decorated in a manner unfamiliar to Luria from all his years at the Roads Authority. Sounds of drums and flute flow from some unknown source, and he sees that his wife was right, the food is lavish and abundant, with young and old gathering to partake. Instead of the lonely table commonly found at retirement 36parties with a few platters of bourekas and mini-pizzas, this evening there are three tables, with food arranged for easy access without crowding and pushing, and a stack of dinner plates augurs a full meal and not merely hors d’oeuvres. At the front of the hall, near a small stage, stands the honoree in suit and tie, who introduces his two African guests, attired in colourful robes, to the directors of the government institution he left more than a few years before. Amid the tumult he notices Luria, his old boss, and waves hello from a distance, and his wife, in an embroidered, figure-hugging trouser suit, does the same.

         Luria waves back, careful not to come closer before testing his memory. He balls his fist tightly and mumbles to himself the name of the celebrant, then opens his hand to confirm that the whispered name is the same name he wrote down.

         But Divon’s wife? He is suddenly seized by the question: what is her name? He closes his eyes and bows his head to pluck the name from his mind, but no name emerges through the fog. Has his atrophy swallowed the name of that “tragic” woman, or is the spirit to blame? He decides not to run possible names through his memory, hoping the right one will shine through. No, this time he must be careful. If some sneaky name impersonates the real one, which happens sometimes, this woman in particular would be very hurt.

         He secretly studies her from afar, hoping her face will give rise to her name. But even a first letter refuses to crop up. He’ll have no choice but to retrieve her name from an old friend. Here are his colleagues, some bald and slow-moving but loud and laughing, some sad and withered, some with wives and others alone, all crowding the food, plates in hand. A few nod hello to Luria, who was well liked as a talented and effective engineer, open to the ideas of 37others—but Luria keeps his distance, not even taking a plate, first inspecting what’s available at a nearby table, making plans to sample what looks best. To his surprise he discovers little dishes of gourmet shakshuka, each with a tiny yolk, perhaps a quail’s egg, floating like a setting sun in a red sea. Suddenly he misses his gigantic shakshuka at home, which was finished off just a few days ago, and the little dishes seem like its newborn offspring, so he picks one up lovingly and tastes it, and to his delight, its flavour and aroma could have come from the womb of the big mother pot. Ah, what a shame that he can’t bring home one little dish to prove to his wife that his cooking, despite its monotony, is of professional calibre.

         A waiter carrying a big tray urges Luria to try the canapés, which artfully combine clashing flavours, sweet and spicy, and competing textures, crispy and soft. Luria tries one canapé while already reaching for another, and the smiling waiter suggests a third one, a pity not to try that too, and Luria complies, and as it crumbles in his mouth he moans with pleasure and wipes his lips with a napkin and says, “Yes, they are marvellous, don’t tempt me any further, because others are hungry too,” but the waiter doesn’t relent and points to an hors d’oeuvre of red meat he must sample, and Luria sighs and eats it, protesting, “How come you’re spoiling me like this?” And only now does the waiter in a black waistcoat and bow tie reveal his identity—it’s Havilio, veteran driver of the big earthmover, a vehicle that was retired along with its operator. In honour of the good old days, Havilio recommends another treat, and Luria is happy to see the worker who years ago, under his guidance, bulldozed an entire hill of basalt between Route 85 and Route 866, and in the joy of running into the power-shovel operator turned waiter, he can even remember his first name, but resists the additional canapé, there’s a limit to snacks, more delicacies await at the table, to miss them would 38pain him greatly. True, agrees Havilio, and you have to leave room for the wonderful desserts with the burning sparklers.

         “Dessert with sparklers?” Luria marvels. “I see Divon wants his party to be unforgettable.”

         He makes his way to the table, hoping that amid the food and the diners a snippet of an engineering project may materialize, to help his spirit do battle with his dwindling brain, but he is intercepted by the incoming director general of the Roads Authority. The young man, promoted following a purge of corrupt managers, asks Luria to honour the retiree with a few words.

         “A speech?”

         But keep it short, as there will be many speeches. The two African engineers who worked with him in Nairobi will deliver a first-hand report, illustrated with slides, about the ideas and plans that the Israeli brought to their country. A representative of the Foreign Ministry is coming from Jerusalem to speak about the importance of Israeli aid for countries in distress. And he, the incoming director general, will also say a few words. And Divon will respond to his well-wishers. But he dropped a hint that it’s very important to him for someone from the inside, namely, the former director of the Northern Division, to reminisce about major initiatives that were realized before he left for Africa. After all, Divon insisted that his party be held here, at the institution where he spent most of his career.

         But Luria, who already figured he’d be asked to speak, remains hesitant.

         “True, the two of us worked as a team, and we had a few successful projects in the North where Tzahi Divon was the prime mover, and therefore I was not only disappointed but angry that after I retired he refused to take my place, and quit instead.” 39

         “Disappointed, okay, but why angry?”

         “Why?” Luria laughs and peeks at his palm, in case the new director’s name is miraculously inscribed there too. “I trained him to be my successor, and trusted him to take the lead after I retired, and then, for a fat salary, he defected to Africa and left the department in confusion, as if, I don’t know, some dullness or even dementia had come over it.”

         But since this young man is the one who approved Divon’s request to hold a farewell party at the institution he left five years ago, he tries to defend him. The departure for Africa was not a matter of greed, he explains, but because of his mentally disabled son, to provide him with a secure future after his parents’ death.

         “Wait a second,” interjects Luria, “do you by any chance know the mother’s first name?” He suddenly can’t recall it.

         Her first name? The new director met her this evening for the first time, but if Luria wants to include first names of family members in his remarks, he’ll find out for him.

         “No, no, no, don’t ask anybody. If I need her name or other names, they’ll surface on their own, provided I drench my atrophy with black coffee, so it won’t trip me up.”

         “Your what?”

         “Forget it, just a word that came to me.”

         Meanwhile, the honoree and his entourage approach. And as Tzahi Divon hugs his former boss, his wife also walks over, and pulls Luria away, facing him silently, unsmiling, studying him sternly as if to determine if he notices any change in her. Yes, she is thinner, the “tragic woman”, her wild hair is stylishly short now, with a splash of red, her wrinkles are smoothed, and the embroidered blue suit flatters her figure. Her husband’s ample salary, and the servants surrounding her in Africa, have apparently 40dispelled her gloom. Luria wonders if her first name will spring from her tiny, reptilian eyes, as the two adult sons introduce themselves to the engineer who mentored their father many years ago at the Roads Authority. And following his brothers, in a wheelchair, attended by an elderly, bearded African, is the third son, tall and bent, with the face of a fallen angel, and the young man suddenly seizes Luria’s hand and lifts it, as if intending to kiss or bite it, and as Luria nervously withdraws his hand, the lights go down and a bluish darkness envelops the hall.

         a short film

         The Africans did not bring slides from Kenya, but rather a film, twenty-five minutes long. Motorways, bridges, and tunnels appear on the screen, also a small junction, isolated and inexplicable, that pops up in a barren desert, and Luria’s professional eye notices similarities to a junction he and Divon designed for the Upper Galilee, but whose budget was not approved. It’s a film clearly made in haste, lacking sound or subtitles, and even Divon himself, enthusiastically posing beside a bridge or tunnel, is struck dumb in mid-enthusiasm. To fill in the blanks, one of the African engineers stands beside the screen, and in precise English provides explanations and expresses appreciation for the chief planner and leader, who invited him and his friends to his farewell party in Israel.

         At the end of the screening the lights remain dimmed in the hall, as the guests are invited to feast discreetly on scrumptious desserts that arrive from all sides, adorned with colourful sparklers. Luria, sitting nervously next to the new director general, not far from the honoured family, skips the desserts and listens intently for 41a chance mention of the first name of the “tragic woman”—a nickname her husband once mentioned, inadvertently.

         The man from the Foreign Ministry is asked to say a few words. He is young, thin, and balding, an intellectual type, unafraid to read out a page of bold reflections to an audience of strangers.

         “To my shame and sorrow as an Israeli citizen, and especially as an official of the Foreign Ministry, most Israeli aid and exports in recent years to developing and failed countries in Africa and Asia involve weapons systems and military know-how. Senior officers, retiring from the army at a relatively young age, are not satisfied with the handsome pension they receive from the Defence Ministry and are driven by the desire to make a lot of money quickly. They take advantage of the vast knowledge they acquired during their army service, typically not on the battlefield but by calmly operating computers and secret electronic equipment in fortified bunkers, to hook up with shady international arms dealers, who enable corrupt dictators to tighten control of their regimes and fight ruthlessly against their enemies via the expert experience of the Israeli army.

         “And so, dear friends, employees, and pensioners of the Israel Roads Authority, you know better than anyone else that in the 1950s and ’60s, a different tune was heard in our little country, and the State of Israel, poor but ethical, extended a different helping hand, civilian and not military, to young African countries, newly liberated from the yoke of colonialism. During those glorious years, it was not the art of warfare that came from Israel, but guidance in fields such as agriculture, transportation, water planning, and education, and people from the Water Authority and Public Works built roads and factories in Africa, and the Solel Boneh construction company founded an entire university in Ethiopia for the benefit of all its inhabitants. 42

         “And so, ladies and gentlemen, I’ve come down here from Jerusalem on this rainy day not on a mission from the Centre for International Cooperation, but on a mission of my own, to take part in the retirement party of Mr Yitzhak Divon and express appreciation for this accomplished engineer, who willingly left a top position at the Roads Authority to benefit the people of Kenya with his creative knowledge of engineering. He also took his entire family on this important mission, in the hope that they would ease his loneliness in a difficult country and provide vital moral support to ensure the best results of his work.

         “You see with your own eyes, ladies and gentlemen, that it is not only I who have come from afar to salute him, but also people from Kenya and its embassy in Tel Aviv are here to celebrate his retirement. Here is my wish: may it come to pass that young engineers and planners, serving at the Roads Authority or other agencies, will follow in the footsteps of Yitzhak. And although I am still a minor official at the Foreign Ministry, I promise that I will afford them all the practical and moral support I can.”

         “If this boychick keeps talking this way, he’ll be a minor player at the Foreign Ministry for a long time,” whispers the young new director general to Luria as the audience applauds. Luria gets up and approaches the minor official, to congratulate him on his candour and to ask if he can have the text, faintly hoping that the first names of Divon’s family are included there, but it turns out that what’s written is only what he read.

         Luria’s last resort is the new director, who in his remarks will surely mention the name of the woman who keeps staring at him. But the new director realizes that he knows little about the former employee, who left five years ago, never to return, and rather than stumble into vapid words of praise or inaccurate details, he now 43decides not to speak at all, and instead invites Luria to congratulate the heir apparent who declined his legacy.

         Meanwhile, the host has instructed the waiters to bring in another round of sparklers with the coffee and tea, and in order to maintain the dazzling ambience, the lights remain low in the hall, where Luria’s elderly friends sit half asleep, and these dim silhouettes of forgotten colleagues inspire him not to deliver a banal and superficial speech, but to dare to say something personal about a talented engineer who defected to a distant continent before reaching retirement age.

         First Luria looks at the palm of his hand to make sure that the first name, faded by now, is correct, and, maintaining the hope that the wife’s name will bubble up from the well of forgetfulness, he begins speaking to his friends.

         the speech

         Luria has delivered many a speech in this hall, or more precisely, routine salutations, usually at the launch of joint projects with government ministries, the Jewish National Fund, the settlement department of the World Zionist Organization, the traffic police, the road safety organization Or Yarok, and of course municipalities, mainly Arab and Druze towns in the North that benefitted, if only rarely, from new roads, or at least repairs. But sometimes Luria had been asked to say a few words of farewell upon the retirement of subordinates, either lower-level or senior employees. He would draft these in advance, to be polished by his wife, who would add, often without knowing the retiree, a few elegant turns of phrase to inject warmth and feeling into her husband’s dry prose. Once, to mark the 44expansion of a complex motorway junction, in partnership with the traffic police, she embellished her husband’s remarks with a few lines from the renowned poet Avraham Shlonsky, whom Luria had never heard of.

         But this evening Luria has nothing on paper, no heartwarming poetry. He had a hunch that if he came to the party he’d have to speak, but it didn’t occur to him to come equipped with the name of Divon’s wife.

         And now, for the first time, he will speak knowing that the dementia diagnosed by the neurologist is a permanent component of his personality. He must navigate carefully between the new reality he’s stuck with and his original, sane existence. In the darkened room, with dessert sparklers flickering and coffee cups softly clinking, Luria decides to position himself somewhere between the family and the audience:

         “Dear Tzahi, my loyal and able deputy for ten years in the Northern Division, the natural candidate to replace me as director, I wish to congratulate you, and also your wife, a devoted and loyal partner, and your three children, whose names I have not forgotten, because I never knew them to begin with. And you, dear friends, may be asking yourselves: how can it be that a manager didn’t know or want to know the names of the children of a person he worked so closely with for many years, not any person, but his close deputy, destined to take his place when the time came? And my explanation may seem strange or repellent to the young people among you, but it is a valid reason, and I believe a basis for good working relations everywhere, especially in public institutions such as ours. Dear friends, I, today, am seventy-plus, but from the time I began working here as a young road engineer, I decided to draw clear boundaries in my relationships with other employees, those I 45worked for and especially those who worked for me. I decided to do all I could to avoid mixing personal, family, or political matters with work. And to do so, of course, while preserving openness and transparency in all things professional. Let’s be honest—there’s always a risk that intimate relationships among employees, or political opinions both left and right, or disputes between religious and secular, will interfere with clearheaded professional thinking, and lead to failures on the job, and even encourage corruption, such as fixed bids and nepotism. Millions of shekels, if not billions, flow through the Roads Authority, in numerous projects. So despite the close working connection between me and Tzahi Divon, in the office or during field trips we did not discuss personal or family matters, but only motorways and junctions, and the best angles for entering and exiting intersections, and the proper placement of road lighting, and the precise location of traffic signals. And we consulted with each other about how to get around budgetary restrictions, in a legal and ethical manner of course, to improve roads in remote places. And because my relationship with Tzahi Divon was purely professional, never involving personal matters, good or bad, do not be surprised, ladies and gentlemen, that it never occurred to me to invite him to the brit of my first grandson, nor did he invite me to his second son’s bar mitzvah, and we scrupulously avoided talking about family problems, or the illnesses of spouses, children, or relatives that sometimes kept us away from the office. Between me and him, and all my other subordinates, there was an atmosphere of trust, an assumption that whoever didn’t come to work was absent for a good reason, and there was no need to justify it with a doctor’s note. In all the years we worked together, Tzahi never visited my home, not even for a brief conversation about work. Whereas I was in his house but once, after he went off to Africa, 46when he asked me to take to his wife, dear Mrs Divon, who had remained for a while in Israel, a few obsolete plans and photographs from the archive.”

         Meanwhile, all the sparklers have fizzled out, but the person in charge of the lights refrains from turning them on, so as not to startle the speaker and his attentive audience, thus leaving the remainder of the speech in darkness.

         Still Luria feels that the heart of his speech is yet to come. He peers at the Divon family, a murky block in the dusky hall, and walks a few steps towards them, hoping that Divon’s wife’s name will flare up like a final sparkler. The sound of rain, the soothing darkness, inspire Luria to address the man directly:

         “Yes, Tzahi Divon, despite the personal freedom we gave each other, and absolute nonintervention in personal matters, I must admit I was angry when you announced, upon my retirement, that you had undertaken a mission to Africa instead of taking over my position. I was angry because I knew that after my retirement and your departure, a number of bold and beautiful plans we had prepared together for Route 754 would go down the drain, and there would be no one to insist on repairs and an additional lane for Route 879. I also knew that whoever was appointed to replace me would be unable to understand the ideas you and I shared regarding the junction of 96 and 989, where so many accidents had taken place. It was obvious to me that both of us leaving would bring about confusion and paralysis, and although I said nothing to you, my anger did not subside during the many years you were absent from Israel, so much so, I confess, that I hesitated to come to this impressive party you organized in your own honour.

         “But, but, but—when I heard just now this young man, a brave representative of our Foreign Ministry, praising the human 47contribution, civilian and not military, that you and other Israelis have bestowed on poor, confused countries, and when I saw that engineers who worked with you in Kenya came from far away to demonstrate to us concrete examples of how important your work was to them, and when I understood it was not easy for your family, especially your wife, dear lady, to leave Israel and live in a distant African land, the anger I brought with me into this hall abated, even disappeared. And I am pleased, Kobi—excuse me, Tzahi-Tzahi-Tzahi—that not only did I come, but that I agreed to the request of the young, dynamic new director general, whose name I haven’t yet learned or written down, to congratulate you in my name and in the name of all the pensioners whose ranks you join today. And because I am sure that with your talent, and with the increased experience you bring from the Dark Continent, you will not remain unemployed in our little homeland, I permit myself to reach out and inform you that if you invite me, a veteran pensioner, to be your assistant or adviser in a new project, private or public, I think I would not refuse.”

         And he considers stopping here, or improvising another idea, for he feels that the darkness in the hall corresponds nicely with the darkness that grips his mind. But applause and a quick hug from Tzahi Divon dictate that he yield the floor.

         tell me my name and i’ll leave you alone

         The lights have yet to come back on, as the master of ceremonies continues to surprise his guests. Instead of one more tedious speech, he screens another video for the well-wishers, not further evidence of his engineering feats but rather a nature film, replete with 48breathtaking landscapes and exotic animals, documenting a family trip to neighbouring Uganda which, at the dawn of the twentieth century, unbeknownst to the Ugandans, was proposed by bold if naïve Jews as an alternative to their ancestral homeland. It is obvious to the assembled that the newly minted pensioner is doing all he can to upgrade the party he threw for himself, to ensure it will be remembered not only as a worthy farewell, but also as atonement for his premature desertion. Accordingly, he shows the Israelis what they lost, but also what they gained, by dismissing the notion of a different homeland.

         But Zvi Luria has no interest in assessing delusional profit and loss, and quietly slips away from the family to try to find among the pensioners a friend or acquaintance to drive him home to his wife. But a female hand, soft but strong, grabs the nape of his neck and pulls him to the drinks table. “Thank you for agreeing to speak,” the woman whispers intimately, “and thanks too for letting go of your anger, because Tzahi was sorry you weren’t there with us in Africa to see the scope of his important work and understand why he turned down the chance to replace you.”

         “Yes,” he says, slightly aroused. “I decided to let go of stubborn and superfluous anger.”

         “But the anger you abandoned landed on me.”

         “On you? How?”

         “Because instead of simply mentioning not just his name in your speech but mine too, you got all tangled up in formality. What’s with the ‘devoted partner’, ‘Mrs Divon’, ‘dear lady’, instead of simply my name?”

         She fixes a serious look on him. And Luria asks himself whether in her remodelled appearance, the result of the good life in Africa, she still qualifies as a “tragic woman”.49

         With a cautious smile he tries to defend himself. Why would he need to add the first name of a woman unknown to most of the audience, having stressed in his speech that the professional success of his long partnership with her husband was based on avoidance of private and family matters?

         But she is adamant: he didn’t just happen to omit her name, he did so on purpose.

         “On purpose? Why?”

         “To prove you had erased me from within you.”

         “Why would I erase you?”

         “If you have no reason, then let’s have it, Zvi Luria, say my name.”

         “Say it to whom?”

         “To me!”

         He looks at her with fearful curiosity, hoping that the lost name will miraculously float to the surface from within her pain.

         “Why tell you something you know so well?” he jokes.

         “Because it’s the only way you can prove you haven’t erased my name, because, let’s say—”

         “Because what?”

         “Because you lusted after me.”

         Luria is shaken. “If there was lust, it was nipped in the bud. I immediately blocked it.”

         “But who asked you to?” she whispers in a strange tone. “Who wanted you to block it?”

         Luria’s glance wanders to the family: will her husband notice that they are engaged in conversation and come and join it? He takes her arm gently and steers her towards the exit. “Not block the lust? In what sense?” he whispers.

         Now she is angry. “What is sense and what is nonsense, Luria, 50we’ll postpone for another time. Give me back my name and I’ll leave you alone.”

         Give her back her name? He is shocked. What’s going on? Did Africa add madness to the “tragedy” of the Israeli woman? How to give her back a name that’s vanished? In order to appease her, he may be forced to confess that the mild atrophy is eating away at first names, but if he confesses, will she believe him? And if she believes him, she’ll end up taking revenge for the unrequited lust and warn her husband and others not to get mixed up with an old fool looking for work.

         He looks around to find someone or something to distract her, but everyone is watching the family journey to Uganda, and wow, it’s magic, she herself is on the screen at this very moment, attractive in a safari suit and pith helmet, feeding an ear of corn to an animal, maybe a deer or an antelope or some new sort of camel with a crown of golden horns.

         “Look, look,” he points at the screen, “it’s you! Look! But what is that amazing animal called? You weren’t afraid to feed it?”

         Before she can answer, he gently touches her hair and mumbles, “Wait, wait here a second, I’ll bring you back your name right away.” He turns around, hurries down the corridor, escapes up the stairs, and goes to the second floor. From his working years he remembers a magnificent men’s room, intended for foreign visitors or members of the board of directors. And though the second floor is dark, he needs no light to find the door, which alas is locked from the inside, probably by an elderly pensioner who also knows his way around. But he can’t wait for the door to open, so he rushes to the elevator, which takes him to the top floor, to the offices of the Northern Division, where everybody worked for him. Here too it is dark, but not dark enough to deter a person who, thanks to many 51years on the job, can identify every door he passes. From far off he sees a thin ribbon of light licking the last doorway, his old office. What’s this?

         shelved plans

         A few years prior to his retirement from the Roads Authority, Luria was asked by the Ministry of Defence to plan a bypass road in northern Samaria, to buttress the security and peace of mind of a small West Bank settlement that was accessible only by a road adjacent to a Palestinian village. He assigned the planning to Divon, and it soon became clear that owing to topographical conditions, the cost of the bypass road would exceed the cost of moving the whole settlement to a different place. So Divon went out into the field to find a way to “bypass the bypass”—in other words, not to build a new road, but to upgrade an old dirt road that, according to the archaeologist of the Roads Authority, dated from the Second Temple period. This road was also not far from the Palestinian village, but its hillside location made it less vulnerable to rock throwing or Molotov cocktails. Divon worked hard, took photographs, drew maps, calculated costs, and submitted an inventive, inexpensive plan to the Defence Ministry. But then it turned out that this old road ran over an ancient graveyard, possibly from the First Temple period, and rather than fight with the ultra-Orthodox burial authorities over every bone, it was decided to shelve the plan, and instead build a stone wall alongside the Arab homes nearest the access road, thereby hiding the Palestinians from the Jews, and the Jews from the Palestinians, so that each side could indulge its own identity without fearing the gaze of the other. 52Divon’s creative plan, with its photographs, maps, and diagrams, was buried in the archive, but Divon himself did not forget it, and a few weeks after he went to Africa, he surprised Luria, then preparing for retirement, by asking him to locate the abandoned plan and send it to him, for reasons unknown. And since Divon’s wife had been delayed in Israel to deal with renting out their house, Divon decided the safest and quickest way would be for the Roads Authority to deliver the plan to her by messenger.

         In fact, as the settlement expanded and the stone wall grew so high as to erase the name of the Palestinian village from Jewish memory, there was no need to preserve, even in the archive, an audacious plan to resurrect an ancient dirt road. But to forestall gossip about a public plan falling into private hands, Luria decided that he, and not some blabbermouth messenger, should personally fulfil the final request of a man he worked with for so many years. “Just confirm your home address for me,” he had asked. “And if possible, remind me of your wife’s first name.”
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