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            Past Praise for A.B. Yehoshua

            The Tunnel

            “The Tunnel [is] one of [Yehoshua’s] finest achievements… sharp, carefully sculpted, fully controlled by the sure hand of an expert artist.”

            Dan Miron, Haaretz

            “A quirky, deeply affecting work by a master storyteller.”

            Kirkus

            “[Yehoshua’s] masterful use of language, expertly rendered in Stuart Schoffman’s translation, evokes both compassion and admiration. The Tunnel is a worthy addition to the long esteemed Yehoshua literary canon.”

            Jewish Book Council

            “Yehoshua’s distinctive gift as a novelist is demonstrated yet again in his ability to turn [dementia] into an occasion for absurd comedy as well as for fear.”

            Jewish Review of Books

            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 narrowerswatches 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 ofchange 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
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1
            The Continuing Silence of a Poet

         

         He was late again last night, and when he did come in he made no effort to enter quietly. As though my own sleep did not matter. His steps echoed through the empty apartment for a long time. He kept the lights in the hall on and fussed about endlessly with papers. At last he fell silent. I groped my way back towards the light, vague sleep of old age. And then, the rain. For three weeks now this persistent rain, sheets of water grinding down the panes.

         Where does he go at night? I do not know. I once managed to follow him through several streets, but an old acquaintance, an incorrigible prose writer, button-holed me at a street corner and meanwhile the boy disappeared.

         The rains are turning this plain into a morass of asphalt, sand and water. Tel Aviv in winter–town without drainage, no outlets, spawning lakes. And the sea beyond, murky and unclean, rumbling as though in retreat from the sprawling town, sea become back­ground.

         Not five yet but the windows are turning grey. What was it? He appeared in my dream, stood there in full view before me, not far from the seashore, I think, dark birds were in his lap, and he quelled their fluttering. His smile amazed me. He stood and faced me, looked hard at me and gave a feeble smile.

         Now the faint sound of snoring reaches me from his room and I know I shall sleep no more. Another boat sails tomorrow or the day after and I expect I shall board it at last. This anguish will dissolve, I know. I have only to preserve my dignity till the moment of parting. Another twenty hours or so, only.

         Though I do not see him now, I know he is asleep, hands over heart, eyes shut, mouth open, his breathing clear.

         
             

         

         I must describe him first. What he looks like. I can do that for, though not yet seventeen, his features appear to have settled. I have long regarded him as unchanging, as one who will never change.

         His slightly stooping figure, fierce frame craned forwards in 2submission. His flat skull. His face—coarse, thick, obtuse. The pimples sprouting on his cheeks and forehead. The black beginnings of a beard. His close-cropped hair. His spectacles.

         I know very well—will even proclaim in advance—that people think he is feeble-minded; it is the general opinion, and my daughters share it. As for myself, I am ready to concede the fact, for it contains nothing to betray me,  after all, nor to reflect upon the soundness of my senses. I have read scientific literature on the subject and I assure you: it is a mere accident. Moreover, he does not resemble me in the least, and barring a certain ferocity, we two have nothing in common. I am completely unafraid therefore, and yet for all that I insist he is a borderline case. He hovers on the border. The proof? His eyes. I am the only person to have frequent occasion for looking into his eyes and I say at times (though rarely, I admit), something lights up in them, a dark penetrating vitality.

         And not his eyes alone.

         And yet … 

         He was born late in my life. Born accidentally, by mistake, by some accursed miracle, for we were both, his mother and I, on the threshold of old age by then.

         I have a vivid recollection of that time, the time before he was born. A gentle spring, very long, very wonderful. And I, a poet with five published volumes of verse behind me, resolved to stop writing, resolved with absolute, irrevocable conviction, out of utter despair. For it was only during that spring that I had come to admit to myself that I ought to keep silent.

         I had lost the melody.

         My closest friends had already started to taunt and to discourage me, dismissing everything I wrote. The young poets and their new poetry bewildered, maddened me. I tried to imitate them secretly and managed to produce the worst I ever wrote. “Well then,” I said, “I shall keep silent from now on …” and what of it? As a result of this silence, however, our daily routine was disrupted. Sometimes we would go to bed in the early hours of the evening, at others spend half the night in crowded cafés, useless lectures or at gatherings of aged artists gasping for honours at death’s door.

         That long, wonderful spring, filled with gentle breezes, bursting with blossoms. And I, roaming the streets, up and down, swept by excitement and despair, feeling doomed. Vainly I tried to get drunk, proclaim my vow of silence to all, repudiating poetry, jesting about poems computed by machines, scornful, defiant, laughing a great 3deal, chattering, making confessions. And at night writing letters to the papers about trivial matters (public transportation, etc.), polish­ing my phrases, taking infinite pains with them.

         Then, suddenly, this unexpected pregnancy.

         This disgrace.

         We found out about it in early summer. At first we walked a great deal, then shut ourselves up at home, finally becoming apologetic. First we apologized to the girls, who watched the swelling figure of their elderly mother with horror, then to the relatives come to cast silent looks at the newborn infant.

         (The birth occurred one freezing day in midwinter. The tufts of grass in our garden were white with frost.)

         We were imprisoned with the baby now. (The girls would not lift a finger for him and deliberately went out more than ever.) We two wanted to speak, tell each other: What a wonderful thing, this birth. But our hearts were not in it, quite clearly. Those sleep-drunken night trips once more, the shadow of the tree streaking the walls, damp, heavy nappies hanging up through all the rooms, all of it depressing. We dragged our feet.

         Slowly, sluggishly it grew, the child, late in everything, sunk in a kind of stupor. Looking back now I see him as a grey fledgling, twitching his weak limbs in the cot by my bed.

         The first suspicion arose as late as the third year of his life. It was the girls who broached it, not I. He was retarded in his movements, he was stuttering badly, unprepossessing–hence the girls declared him feeble-minded. And friends would come and scan his face, looking for signs to confirm what we dared not utter.

         I do not remember that period in his life very well. His mother’s illness took up most of my time. She was fading fast. Nothing had remained of her after that late birth but her shell. We had to look on while she withdrew from us into the desert, forced to wander alone among barren, arid hills and vanish in the twilight.

         Each day marked its change in her.

         The child was six when his mother died. Heavy, awkward, not attached to anyone in the household, withdrawn into himself but never lost in dreams–anything but a dreamy child. Tense, always, and restless. He trembled if I ran my fingers through his hair.

         If I could say with pity: an orphan. But the word sticks in my throat. His mother’s dying left no impression, even though, due to my own distraction, he trailed behind us to her funeral. He never asked about her, as though he understood that her going was final. 4Some months after her death, moreover, every one of her photo­graphs disappeared, and when we discovered the loss a few days later it did not occur to us to question him. When we did, finally, it was too late. The light was fading when he led us to the burial place; in a far corner of the garden, beneath the poplar, among the traces of an old abandoned lime pit, wrapped in an old rag—the slashed pictures.

         He stood there in front of us a long time, stuttering fiercely, his small eyes scurrying.

         Yet nothing was explained … 

         For the first time our eyes opened and we saw before us a little human being.

         I could not restrain myself and I beat him, for the first time since he was born. I seized his wrist and slapped him hard in the face. Then the girls beat him. (Why did they beat him?)

         He did not understand … 

         He was startled by the beating. Afterwards he flung himself down and wept. We pulled him to his feet and dragged him home.

         I had never realized before how well he knew the house, how thoroughly he had possessed himself of every corner. He had collected his mother’s pictures out of obsolete albums, had invaded old envelopes. He had even found a secret spot in the garden that I did not know of. We had lived in this house for many years and I had spent many troubled nights pacing up and down this small garden, but I had never noticed the old extinguished lime—pale, tufted with grey lichen.

         Were these the first signs? I do not know. None of us, neither I nor the girls, were prepared to understand at the time. All we feared was the shame or scandal he might bring down on us. Hiding him was impossible, but we wanted at least to protect him.

         You see—the girls were single still… 

         In September I entered him in the first year of a school in the suburbs; and during his first week at school I left work early in order to wait for him at the school gate. I was afraid the children would make fun of him.

         Noon, and he would be trudging by my side under the searing September sky, his hand in mine. The new satchel lashed to his back, cap low over his forehead, lips slightly parted, the faint mutter of his breathing, his eyes looking at the world nakedly, without detachment, never shifting the angle of his inner vision.

         Acquaintances waved their hats at me, came over, shook my 5hand, bent over him, took his little hand, pressed it. They tried to smile. His dull upward glance froze them. Imbecile, utter imbecile.

         After a week I let him come home by himself. My fears had been uncalled for. The children did not need to take the trouble to isolate him—he was isolated to begin with.

         The girls were married that year. On the same day, hastily, as though urged on to it, as though they wished to flee the house. And they were so young still.

         A year of turmoil. Not a week went by without some sort of revelry in the house. With tears in their eyes the girls would demand that I hide him, and weakness made me comply. I would take him out and we would wander through streets, fields, along the beach.

         We did not talk. We watched sunsets, the first stars; rather, I watched and he would stand by my side, motionless, his eyes on the ground. But then the rains came and turned the fields into mud and we were forced to stay indoors. The two suitors had appeared on our horizon, followed by their friends and by their friends’ friends, and the whole house went up in smoke and laughter. We tried hiding him in the maid’s room, but when he could not sleep we would sneak him into the kitchen. There he would sit in his pyjamas and watch people coming and going, then get up and wipe the cutlery; just the spoons at first, then they let him do the knives as well.

         Gradually he gained access to the drawing room, the centre of commotion. Serving sweets or biscuits to begin with, then filling glasses and offering lighted matches. First, people would draw back at the sight of him. A brief hush would fall upon the room, a kind of sweet horror. One of the suitors would start up angrily from his seat to go and stand by the dark window, seeking refuge in the gloom. Nothing would be audible in the silent room but the child’s excited breathing as he moved from one to another with a hard, painful solemnity, his tray held out before him. No one ever refused to take a sweet or a biscuit.

         People became used to him in time. The girls softened towards him and tolerated his presence. His small services became indis­pensable. And when, late in the evening, everybody would be overcome with lassitude, his own face would assume a new light. One of the guests, flushed with drink, might show a sudden interest in him, pull him close and talk to him at length. The child would go rigid in his grip, his eyes dumb. Then he would go to empty ashtrays.

         6By the end of that summer we two were alone in the house.

         The girls were married one afternoon in mid-August. A large canopy was put up in our garden beneath a deep blue sky. Desiccated thorns rustled beneath the feet of dozens of friends who had gathered there. For some reason I was suffocating with emotion. Something had snapped within me. I was tearful, hugging, kissing everybody. The child was not present at the wedding. Someone, one of the bridegrooms perhaps, had seen to it that he be absent, and he was brought back late in the evening. The last of my friends were tearing themselves from my embrace when my eye suddenly caught sight of him. He was sitting by one of the long tables, dressed in his everyday clothes except for a red tie that someone had put around his neck. A huge slice of cake had been thrust into his hand, the soiled tablecloth had slipped down over his knees. He was chewing listlessly, his eyes on the yellow moon tangled in the branches of our tree.

         I went over and gently touched his head.

         Flustered, he dropped the cake.

         I said: “That moon … To be sure, a beautiful moon …” 

         He looked up at the moon as though he had not seen it before.

         Thus our life together began, side by side in the quiet house with flasks of perfume and torn handkerchiefs still strewn about. I—a poet fallen silent, he—a feeble-minded, lonely child.

         Because it was that, his loneliness, that he faced me with.

         I understand that now.

         The fact that he was lonely at school goes without saying. During his very first week at school he had retreated to the bench at the back of  the classroom, huddling in a corner, a place where he would stay for good, cut off from the rest of his class, the teachers already having considered him hopeless.

         All his report cards were inscribed “no evaluation possible”, with the hesitant scrawl of a teacher’s signature trailing at the bottom of the sheet. I still wonder how they let him graduate from one class to the next. For though occasionally he would be kept back in a class for a second or even a third year, he still crawled forwards, at the slow pace they set him. Perhaps they were indulging me. Perhaps there were some teachers there who liked my old poems.

         Mostly I tried to avoid them.

         They did their best to avoid me too.

         I do not blame them.

         If we were nevertheless forced to meet, on parents’ day, I always 7preferred to come late, to come last, with the school building wrapped in darkness and the weary teachers collapsing on their chairs in front of empty classrooms strewn like battlefields and illuminated by naked bulbs.

         Then I would appear stealthily at the door, my felt hat crumpled in my hand. My long white mane (for I had kept my mane) would cause any parent still there—a young father or mother—to rise from their seat and leave. The teachers would glance up at me, hold out a limp hand and offer a feeble smile.

         I would sit down and face them.

         What could they tell me that I did not know?

         Sometimes they forgot who I was.

         “Yes sir, whose father please?”

         And I would say the name, a sudden throb contracting my chest.

         They would leaf through their papers, pull out his blank card and, closing their eyes, head on hand, would demand severely: “How long?”

         Meaning, how long could they keep him since it was a hopeless case.

         I would say nothing.

         They would grow angry. Perhaps the darkness outside would increase their impatience. They insist I take him off their hands. Where to? They do not know. Somewhere else.

         An institution perhaps … 

         But gradually their indignation would subside. They admit he is not dangerous. Not disturbing in the least. No, on the contrary, he is always rapt, always listens with a singularly grave attention, his gaze fixed on the teacher’s eyes. Apparently, he even tries to do his homework.

         I crumple my hat to a pulp. I steal a look at the classroom, floor littered with peel, torn pages, pencil shavings. On the blackboard—madmen’s drawings. Minute tears prick my eyes. In plain words I promise to help the child, to work with him every evening. Because we must not give up hope. Because the child is a borderline case, after all.

         But in the evenings at home I yield to despair. I spend hours with him in front of the open book and get nowhere. He sits rigidly by my side, never stirring, but my words float like oil on the waves. When I let him go at last he returns to his room and spends about half an hour doing his homework by himself. Then he shuts his exercise books, places them in his schoolbag and locks it.

         8Sometimes of  a morning when he is still asleep I open the bag and pry into his exercise books. I look aghast at the answers he supplies—remote fantasies, am startled by his sums—outlandish marks traced with zeal and beyond all logic.

         But I say nothing. I do not complain about him. As long as he gets up each morning to go mutely to school, to sit on the bench at the back of the classroom.

         He would tell me nothing about his day at school. Nor would I ask. He comes and goes, unspeaking. There was a brief period, during his fifth or sixth year at school, I think, when the children bullied him. It was as though they had suddenly discovered him and promptly they began to torment him. All the children of his class, the girls not excepted, would gather around him during break and pinch his limbs as though wishing to satisfy themselves that he really existed, flesh and blood, no spectre. He continued going to school all the same, as indeed I insisted that he do.

         After a few weeks they gave it up and left him alone once more.

         One day he came home from school excited. His hands were dusted with chalk. I assumed he had been called to the blackboard but he said no. That evening he came to me on his own and told me he had been appointed class monitor.

         A few days went by. I inquired whether he was still monitor and he said yes. A fortnight later he was still holding the post. I asked whether he enjoyed his duties or whether he found them trouble­some. He was perfectly content. His eyes had lit up, his expression became more intent. In my morning searches of his bag I would discover, next to bizarre homework, bits of chalk and a rag or two.

         I have an idea that from then on he remained monitor till his last day at school, and a close relationship developed between him and the school’s caretaker. In later years they even struck up some sort of friendship. From time to time the caretaker would call him into his cubicle and favour him with a cup of tea left  by one of the teachers. It is unlikely that they ever held a real conversation, but a contact of sorts was established.

         One summer evening I happened to find myself in the neighbourhood of his school and I felt an impulse to go and get acquainted with this caretaker. The gate was shut and I wormed my way through a gap in the fence. I wandered along the dark empty corridors till I came at last upon the caretaker’s cubicle, tucked away under the stairs. I went down the few steps and saw him.

         He was sitting on a bunk, his legs gathered under him, darkness 9around. A very short, swarthy person deftly polishing the copper tray on his knees.

         I took off my hat, edged my way into the cubicle, mumbled the child’s name. He did not move, did not appear surprised, as though he had taken it for granted that I would come one night. He looked up at me and then, suddenly, without a word he began to smile. A quiet smile, spreading all over his face.

         I said: “You know my son.”

         He nodded, the smile still flickering over his face. His hands continued their work on the tray.

         I asked: “How is he? A good boy …” 

         His smile froze, his hands drooped. He muttered something and pointed at his head.

         “Poor kid … crazy …” 

         And resumed his calm scrutiny of my face.

         I stood before him in silence, my heart gone cold. Never before had I been so disappointed, never lost hope so. He returned to his polishing. I backed out without a word.

         None of this means to imply that I was already obsessed by the child as far back as that, already entangled with him. Rather the opposite, perhaps. I would be distant with him, absent-minded, thinking of other things.

         Thinking of myself.

         Never had I been so wrapped up in myself.

         In the first place, my silence. This, my ultimate silence. Well, I had maintained it. And it had been so easy. Not a line had I written. True, an obscure yearning might well up in me sometimes. A desire. I whispered to myself, for instance: autumn. And again, autumn.

         But that is all.

         Friends tackled me. Impossible, they said … You are hatching something in secret … You have a surprise up your sleeve. 

         And, strangely excited, I would smile and insist: “No, nothing of the kind. I have written all I want to.”

         First they doubted, at last they believed me. And my silence was accepted—in silence. It was mentioned only once. Somebody (a young person) published some sort of résumé in the paper. He mentioned me en  passant,  disparagingly, calling my silence sterility. Twice in the same paragraph he called me that—sterile.

         Then he let me off.

         But I did not care. I felt placid.

         10This wasteland around me … 

         Dry desert … 

         Rocks and refuse … 

         In the second place, old age was overtaking me. I never imagined that it would come to this. As long as I move about town I feel at ease. But in the evenings after supper I slump into my armchair, a book or paper clutched in my lap, and in a while I feel myself lying there as though paralyzed, half dead. I rise, torture myself out of my clothes, receive the recurring shock of my ageing legs, drag myself to bed and bundle up my body in the clothes, scattering the detective novels that I have begun to read avidly of late.

         The house breathes silence. A lost, exhausted tune drifts up from the radio. I read. Slowly, unwittingly, I turn into a large moss-covered rock. Midnight, the radio falls silent, and after midnight the books slip off my knees. I must switch the silent radio off and rid myself of the light burning in the room. It is then that my hour comes, my fearful hour. I drop off the bed like a lifeless body; bent over, racked by pain, staggering I reach for the switches with my last strength.

         One night, at midnight, I heard his steps in the hall. I must mention here that he was a restless sleeper. He used to be haunted by bad dreams that he was never able to relate. He had a night light by his bed, therefore, and when he woke he would go straight for the kitchen tap and gulp enormous quantities of water, which would calm his fears.

         That night, after he had finished drinking and was making his way back to bed, I called him to my room and told him to turn off the light and the radio. I still remember his shadow outlined at the darkened doorway. All of a sudden it seemed to me that he had grown a lot, gained flesh. The light behind him silhouetted his mouth, slightly agape.

         I thanked him.

         The following night he started prowling through the house again about midnight. I lay in wait for his steps and called him to put out the light once more.

         And every night thereafter … 

         Thus his services began to surround me. I became dependent upon them. It started with the light and sound that he would rid me of at midnight and was followed by other things. How old was he? Thirteen, I think … 

         Yes, I remember now. His thirteenth birthday occurred about 11that time and I made up my mind to celebrate it, for up till then I had passed over all his birthdays in silence. I had planned it to be a real party, generous, gay. I called up his class teacher myself and contacted the other teachers as well. I invited everybody. I sent invitations in his name to all his classmates.

         True, all the children in his class were younger than he. Hardly eleven yet.

         On the appointed Saturday, in the late morning, after a long and mortifying wait, a small band of ten sniggering boys showed up at our place waving small parcels wrapped in white paper. Not a single teacher had troubled himself to come. None of the girls had dared.

         They all shook hands with me, very much embarrassed, very much amazed at the sight of my white hair (one of them asked in a whisper: “That his grandfather?”), and entered timidly into the house which none of them had visited before. They scrutinized me with great thoroughness and were relieved when they found me apparently sane.

         The presents were unwrapped.

         It emerged that everyone had brought the same: a cheap pencil-case worth a few pennies at most. All except one curly-headed, rather pale boy, a poetic type, who came up brazenly with an old, rusted pocket-knife—albeit a big one with many blades—which for some reason excited general admiration.

         All the presents were accompanied by more or less uniform, conventional notes of congratulation. The little poet of the pocket-knife had added a few pleasing rhymes.

         He accepted his presents silently, terribly tense.

         It surprised me that no one had brought a book.

         As though they had feared he might not be able to read it … 

         I waited on them myself, taking great pains with each. I served sandwiches, cake, sweets and lemonade, then ice cream. They sat scattered around the drawing room, embedded in armchairs and couches, munching sweets, not speaking. Their eyes roved around the room incessantly, examining the place as though suspicious of it. Occasionally tittering among themselves for no good reason.

         My boy was sitting forlornly in a corner of the room, more like a visitor than the guest of honour at his own party. He was munching too, but his eyes were lowered.

         I thought my presence might be hampering the children and left them. And indeed, soon after I had gone, the tension relaxed. Laughter began to bubble up in the room. When I returned after a 12while I found them all with their shoes off, romping on the carpet, jumping up and down on the couch. He was not among them. I went to look for him and found him on the kitchen balcony, cleaning their shoes.

         He said: “I am the monitor.”

         Thus ended his birthday party. Their clothes in wild disarray, stifling their laughter, they put on their shoes, then rose to face me, shook my hand once more and were off, leaving nine pencil-cases behind them. As for the old pocket-knife that had aroused so much admiration, the little poet who had brought it asked there and then to borrow it for a week and apparently never returned it.

         It is in self-defence that I offer these details, since before a fortnight had passed he was polishing my shoes as well. I simply left them on the balcony and found them polished. He did it willingly, without demur. And it became a custom—his and mine. Other customs followed.

         Taking my shoes off, for instance. I come back from work late in the afternoon, sink down on the bench in the hall to open my mail. He appears from one of the rooms, squats at my feet, unties the laces, pulls off my shoes and replaces them with slippers.

         And that relieves me to some extent.

         I suddenly discover there is strength in his arms, compared with the ebbing strength in mine. Whenever I fumble with the lid of a jar, fail to extricate a nail from the wall, I call upon him. I tell him: “You are young and strong and I am growing weaker. Soon I’ll die.”

         But I must not joke with him. He does not digest banter. He stands aghast, his face blank.

         He is used to emptying the rubbish bin, has done it since he was eight. He runs my errands readily, fetches cigarettes, buys a paper. He has time at his disposal. He spends no more than half an hour on his homework. He has no friends, reads no books, slouches for hours in a chair gazing at the wall or at me. We live in a solid, quiet neighbourhood. All one sees through the window are trees and a fence. A peaceful street. What is there for him to do? Animals repel him. I brought him a puppy once and a week later he lost it. Just lost it and showed no regret. What is there for him to do? I teach him to tidy up the house, show him where everything belongs. He catches on slowly but eventually he learns to arrange my clothes in the cupboard, gather up the papers and books strewn over the floor. In the mornings I would leave my bedclothes rumpled and when I 13returned at night everything would be in order, strictly in order.

         Sometimes I fancy that everything is in readiness for a journey. That there is nothing to be done but open a suitcase, place the curiously folded clothes inside, and go forth. One day I had to go on a short trip up north, and within half an hour of informing him he had a packed suitcase standing by the door with my walking stick on top.

         Yes, I have got myself a stick lately. And I take it along with me wherever I go, even though I have no need of it yet. When I stop to talk with people in the street I insert it in the nearest available crack and put my whole weight on its handle. He sharpens the point from time to time to facilitate the process.

         To such lengths does he go in his care of me.

         At about that time he also learned to cook. The elderly cleaning woman who used to come in now and then taught him. At first he would cook for himself and eat alone before I came back from work, but in time he would prepare a meal for me too. A limited, monotonous menu, somewhat lacking in flavour, but properly served. He had unearthed a china service in the attic. It had been a wedding present, an elaborate set containing an assortment of golden-edged plates decorated with flowers, cherubs and butterflies. He put it into use. He would place five different-sized plates one on top of the other in front of me, add a quantity of knives and forks, and wait upon me with an air of blunt insistence.

         Where had he learned all that?

         It transpired that a story about a king’s banquet had been read in class.

         I am roused.

         “What king?”

         He does not remember the name.

         “Other heroes?”

         He doesn’t remember.

         I ask him to tell the story, at least.

         He starts, and stops again at once. It has become muddled in his head.

         His eyes cloud over. The first pimples have sprouted on his cheeks.

         A thought strikes me: viewed from a different angle he might fill one with terror.

         At night he assists me in my bath. I call him in to soap my back and he enters on tiptoe, awed by my nakedness in the water, picks 14up the sponge and passes it warily over my neck.

         When I wish to reciprocate and wait upon him in turn, nothing comes of it. Arriving home I announce: tonight I am going to prepare supper! It appears supper is served already. I wish to help him in his bath, and it appears he has bathed already.

         I therefore take him with me at night to meetings with friends, to artists’ conventions, for I still belong to all the societies and unions. I have accustomed people to his presence and they notice him no more, much as I do not notice their shadow.

         He always sits in the last row, opening doors for latecomers, helping them out of their coats, hanging them up. People take him for one of the attendants, and indeed, he is inclined to attach himself to these. I find him standing near a group of ushers, listening grim-eyed to their talk. At times I find him exchanging words with the charwoman who stands leaning on her broom.

         What does he say to her? I am never able to guess.

         Does he love me? How can one tell. Something in my behaviour seems to frighten him. Perhaps it is my age, perhaps my silence. Whatever it is, he carries himself in my presence as one expecting a blow.

         Strange, for there is peace between us. The days pass tranquilly, and I imagined this tranquillity would last out our life together, till the day I would have to part from him, that is. I thought, how fortunate that in this silence of mine I am confronted by a boy of such feeble brains, on the border, and far from me.

         True, I am sometimes overcome by restlessness, possessed by a desire to cling to somebody. Then I rush off to Jerusalem and surprise my daughters with a visit of an hour or two.

         They receive me affectionately, hang on to my neck and hug me hard. And while we stand there in a clinging embrace their husbands look on, a faint expression of contempt in their eyes. Afterwards we sit down and chat, bandying about the kind of word play and witticisms that irritate the husbands. Still, they utter no word of  complaint, knowing full well that I won’t stay, that if I come like a whirlwind—so I go. After an hour or two I rouse myself for a speedy departure, still harbouring the dregs of my passion. They all urge me to prolong my visit, stay, spend the night, but I never do. I must go home to the boy, I argue, as though his entire existence depended upon me. More kissing and hugging follows; then the husbands take me to the station. We rarely speak during the short ride. We have nothing to say to each other. Besides, I am 15still suspect in their eyes. This white mane flowing down my neck, the stick jiggling in my hand. I am still some sort of a poet to them. The volumes of my poetry, I know, have a place of honour in their drawing-room bookcase. I cannot prevent that.

         At such a time I prefer the child’s dumb look.

         In the winter there are times when I draw the bolts at six. What do I do in the hours left till bedtime? I read the papers, listen to the radio, thumb the pages of books. Time passes and I make my bargain with boredom in private.

         In the summer I often walk back and forth along the beach or aimlessly through the streets. I am likely to stand in front of a building under construction for hours on end, lost in thought.

         Trivial thoughts … 

         Years ago I would carry little notebooks with me wherever I went. Working myself up into a fever, fanning the flame of creation; rhyming, turning words over and over. Nowadays, not even a pang.

         Where is he?

         I look through the window and see him in the garden, under a bleak autumn sky. He is pruning the bushes and trees with a savage violence. Lopping off whole branches, tearing at leaves. He has it in for the old poplar in particular, cuts away with zeal the new shoots that have sprouted at its base, climbs up into the foliage and saws relentlessly. The tree bends and groans.

         Sometimes my eyes stay riveted upon him for hours and I cannot bring myself to look away. His intent gravity, his rage. Shadows play over his face, his face which has taken on an absurdly studious quality owing to the thick spectacles he has begun to wear. He was found to be short-sighted.

         I know he is trimming off more than is necessary, that he pulls up plants, roots and all, in his vehemence. Still, I do not interfere and go on standing mutely by the window. I would tell myself: what survives will flower in the spring and make up for the damage.

         
             

         

         When was the first time? That he found out about my being a poet, I mean. This madness that has taken a hold over us the past year, I mean.

         Towards the end of last winter I fell ill and kept him home to nurse me. For several days we were together the whole day long, and he did not move from my side. This was something that had never happened before, for as a rule not a day would pass when I did not go out, wandering, sitting in cafés, visiting people.

         16I was feverish and confined to bed, dozing fitfully, eyes fluttering. He moved about the house or sat by the door of my room, his head turned in my direction. Occasionally I would ask for tea, and he would rouse himself, go to the kitchen and return with a steaming cup.

         The light was dying slowly, grey sky flattening the windows. We did not turn on the lights for my illness had made my eyes sensitive.

         The silence lay large between us. Could I hold a conversation with him?

         I asked whether he had prepared his homework.

         He nodded his head from his corner of the room.

         What could I talk to him about?

         I asked about his monitorship. He replied with yes and no and with shakes of his head.

         At last I grew tired. I let my head drop back on the pillow and closed my eyes. The room grew darker. Outside it began to drizzle. During those days of illness my mind had started to wander with fantasies. Fantasies about the bed. I would imagine it to be a white, violent country of sweeping mountains and streaming rivers, and me exploring it.

         Then such utter calm. The warmth of the bed enveloping each cell in my body.

         I started at the sound of his harsh voice, sudden in the trickling silence.

         “What do you do?”

         I opened my eyes. He was sitting by the door, his eyes on my face.

         I raised myself a little, astonished.

         “What? What do you mean? Now? Well, what? I’m dozing …” 

         “No, in general …” and he turned away as though sorry he had asked. 

         In a while I understood. He was asking about my profession.

         Had they been discussing “professions” in class?

         He did not know … 

         I tell him what my profession is (I am employed by a newspaper-clipping bureau), but he finds it difficult to understand. I explain at length. Suddenly he has understood. There is no reaction. He seems a little disappointed. Hard to say why. He cannot have formed the idea in his feeble mind that I am a pilot or a sailor, can he? Did he think I was a pilot or a sailor?

         No.

         17What did he think?

         He didn’t think.

         Silence again. He sits forlorn in the corner, a sad, sombre figure. His spectacles gleam in the twilight. It rains harder now, the old poplar huddles in the garden, wet with tears. Suddenly I cannot bear his grief. I sit up in bed, eyes open in the dark, and tell him in a low voice that, as a matter of fact, I used to have another occupation. I wrote poetry. You see, father used to be a poet. They must have learned about poets in class. And I get out of bed in a fever of excitement, cross the dark room in my bare feet, light a small lamp, cross back to the bookcase, pluck my books one by one from the shelves.

         He watches me in silence, his spectacles slightly askew, hands limp on the arms of his chair.

         I grasp his wrist, pull him up and stand him before me.

         Dry-handed I open my books in their hard covers. The small, untouched pages move with a faint crackle. Black lines of print on pale paper flit before my eyes. Words like: autumn,  rain,  gourd.

         He remains unmoved, does not stir, his eyes are cast down, motionless. An absolute moron.

         I sent him out of the room. I gathered my books and took them with me to bed. The light stayed on in my room till dawn. All night I lay groping for the sweet pain passionately poured into ancient poems. Words like: bread,  path,  ignominy.

         The next day my fever had abated somewhat and I sent him off to school. My books I thrust back among the others. I was convinced he had understood nothing. A few days later, though, discovering all five volumes ranged neatly side by side, I realized something had penetrated. But it was little as yet.

         That was his final school year, though the fact marked no change in his habits. He still spent about half an hour a day on his homework, wrote whatever it was he wrote, closed his exercise books, locked his bag and turned to his household chores. In class he kept to his remote corner, but his attendance at lessons had dwindled. The caretaker would call upon him time and again. To help store away stoves in the attic or repair damaged furniture in the cellar.

         When he was present in class he would sit there rapt as ever, his eyes, unwavering, on the teacher.

         The final days of the school year, their slack atmosphere … 

         Two or three weeks before the end of term a poem of mine was 18taught in class. The last pages of the textbook contained a collection of many different poems, some sort of anthology for every season, for a free period or such. An old poem of mine, written dozens of years ago, was among them. I had not aimed it at youth, but people mistook its intention.

         The teacher read it out to the class. Then she explained the difficult words and finally let one of the pupils read it. And that was all there was to it. My son might have paid no attention to the occurrence from his bench had the teacher not pointed him out to say: “But yes, that is his father …” 

         The remark did nothing to improve the child’s standing in class, let alone enhance the poem’s distinction. In any case, by the end of the lesson both poem and poet were no doubt forgotten.

         Apparently, however, the boy did not forget; he remained aglow. Possibly he wandered by himself through the empty classroom, picking up peel, wiping the blackboard, excited.

         Coming back from work that evening I found the house in darkness. I opened the front door and saw him waiting in the unlit hall. He could not contain his passion. He threw himself at me, bursting into a kind of  savage wail, nearly suffocating me. And without letting me take off my jacket, undo my tie, he dragged me by the hand into one of the rooms, switched on the light, opened the textbook and began reading my poem in a hoarse voice. Mis­pronouncing vowels, slurring words, bungling the stresses.

         I was stunned in the face of this turbulent emotion. Compassion welled up in me. I pulled him close and stroked his hair. It was evident that he had still not grasped what the poem was about, even though it was not rich in meaning.

         He held my sleeve in a hard grip and asked when had I written the poem.

         I told him.

         He asked to see other poems.

         I pointed at my volumes.

         He wanted to know whether that was all.

         Smiling I showed him a drawer of my bureau stuffed with a jumble of poems and fragments, little notebooks I used to carry on my person and have with me always.

         He asked whether I had written any new poems today. Now I burst out laughing. His blunt face raised up to me in adoration, this evening hour, and I still in my jacket and tie.

         I told him that I had stopped writing before he was born and 19that the contents of that drawer should have been thrown out long ago.

         I took off my jacket, loosened my tie, sat down to unlace my shoes.

         He fetched my slippers.

         His expression was despondent.

         As though he had received fearful tidings.

         I burst into laughter again.

         I made a grab for his clipped hair and jerked his head with a harsh affection.

         I, who would shrink from touching him.

         A few days later I found the drawer wrenched open, empty. Not one scrap of paper left. I caught him in the garden weeding the patch beneath the tree with a hoe. Why had he done it? He thought I did not need them. He was just cleaning out. And hadn’t I said myself I wasn’t writing any more.

         Where were all the papers?

         He had thrown out the written ones, and the little notebooks he had sold to a hawker.

         I beat him. For the second time in my life, and again in the garden, by the poplar. With all the force of my old hands I slapped his rough cheeks with their soft black down.

         He trembled all over … 

         His fists closed white-knuckled and desperate over the hoe. He could have hit back. He was strong enough to knock me down.

         But then, abruptly, my anger died. The entire affair ceased to be important. Relics of old poems, lost long ago. Why the trembling? Why, with my silence sealed?

         Once more I believed the affair ended. I never imagined it was but the beginning.

         Long summer days. Invariably blue. Once in a while a tiny cloud sails on its sleepy journey from one horizon to the other. All day flocks of birds flop down upon our poplar, screaming, beating the foliage.

         Evenings—a dark devouring red.

         The child’s last day at school.

         A day later: the graduation ceremony and presentation of diplomas.

         He did not receive one, of course. He ascended the platform with the other pupils nonetheless, dressed in a white shirt and khaki trousers (he was about seventeen years old). And sat in the full, 20heavy afternoon light listening gravely to the speeches. When it was the turn of the caretaker to be thanked he lifted his eyes and began a heavy, painstaking examination of the audience to search him out.

         I kept myself concealed at the back of the hall behind a pile of chairs, my hat on my knees. The speeches ended and a short artistic programme began.

         Two plump girls mounted the stage and announced in voices shrill with emotion that they would play a sonata by an anonymous composer who lived hundreds of years ago. They then seated themselves behind a creaking piano and beat out some melancholy chords with four hands.

         Stormy applause from enraptured parents.

         A small boy with pretty curls dragged an enormous cello on to the stage and he, too, played a piece by an anonymous composer (a different one, apparently).

         I closed my eyes.

         I liked the idea of all this anonymity.

         A storm of applause from enraptured parents.

         Suddenly I became aware of someone’s eyes upon me. Glancing around I saw, a few steps away, the caretaker, sprawled on a chair, dressed in his overalls. He made a gentle gesture with his head.

         Two girls and two boys came on stage and began reciting. A story, a humorous sketch, two or three poems.

         At the first sound of rhymes my boy rose suddenly from his place and began a frantic search for me. The audience did not understand what that spectacled, dumb-faced boy standing up at the back of the stage might possibly be looking for. His fellow pupils tried to pull him down, but in vain. He was seeking me, his eyes hunting through the hall. The rhymes rang in his ears, swaying him. He wanted to shout. But he could not find me. I had dug myself in too well behind the chairs, hunched low.

         As soon as the ceremony was over I fled. He arrived home in the evening. It turned out he had been helping the caretaker arrange the chairs in the hall.

         The time had come to decide his fate. I reiterate: he verges on the border. A borderline child. Haven’t I let the time slip by? Do I still possess my hold over him?

         For the time being he stayed at home with me, took care of his father and began to occupy himself with poems.

         Yes, he turned his hand to poetry.

         21It turned out that those poetry remnants of mine, the little notebooks, thin little pages, were still in his possession. Neither thrown out nor sold. He had lied to me there by the poplar.

         I did not find out all at once. At first he contrived to keep them hidden from me. But gradually I became aware of them. Scraps of paper began to flit about the house, edges sticking out of his trouser pockets, his bedclothes. He introduced a new habit. Whenever I sent him on an errand he took out a piece of paper and wrote down the nature of the errand in his slow, elaborate, childish script full of spelling mistakes.

         “Oblivion o’ercomes me,” he suddenly informed me one day.

         My walking stick had split and I had asked him to take it for repair. At once he extracted a little notebook, one of those old notebooks I used to cherish, used to carry in my pocket in order to scribble the first draft of a poem, a line, the scrap of an idea.

         I felt my throat contract, sweat break out. My hand reached for the notebook as of itself. He surrendered it instantly. I leafed through with a feeble hand. White pages, the ragged remains of many others torn out. Then a single, disjointed line in my hurried scrawl: “Oblivion  o’ercomes  me.”  And then more empty pages, their edges crumpled.

         Peace returned to me. He wished to leave the little notebook in my hands but I insisted that he take it back.

         He went off.

         Up in his room I rifled through his desk but found nothing. Then I took my mind off the whole thing. In the evening I found a yellowed piece of paper on my bureau and written on it in my indecipherable script: This  azure  sky’s  the  match  of  man.

         And the words “azure sky” crossed out with a faint line.

         I swept up to his room and there he sat, huddled in a corner, waiting for me in dull anticipation. I folded the paper in front of his eyes, placed it on his desk and left the room. The following evening, after supper, I once again found two forgotten lines on my bureau.

         Futile  again  before  thee.

         This  long  slow  winter.

         And this one I had already torn up.

         And the day after, a slanting line in tortuous script: My  lunacy  in my  pale  seed.

         And harsh, violent erasures around the words.

         And beside the torn-out page a red carnation from the garden in a small vase.

         22Here now, I must tell about the flowers.

         For the house became filled with flowers. Old, forgotten vases came down from shelves and storeroom and were filled with flowers. He would gather buttercups on his way, pick them between the houses, steal into parks for carnations and pilfer roses from private gardens. The apartment filled with a hot, heavy scent. Yellow stamens scattered over tables, crumbled on carpets.

         Sheets of paper were always lying on my bureau; sharpened pencils across.

         In this way, with the obstinacy of his feeble mind he tried to tempt me back to writing poems.

         At first I was amused. I would pick up the little pages, read, and tear them up; would smell the flowers. With the sharpened pencils I would draw dotted lines and sign my name a thousand times in the little notebooks.

         But soon this mania of his became overwhelming.

         Those pages uprooted from my notebooks would pursue me all over the house. I never knew there had been so much I had wanted to write. He placed them between the pages of books I read, in my briefcase, beneath my bedside lamp, beside the morning paper, between the cup and saucer, near the toothpaste. When I pulled out my wallet a scrap of paper would flutter down.

         I read and tore up and threw out.

         As yet I made no protest. I was intrigued, curious to read what went through my mind in those far-off days. And there was bound to be an end to those little pages. For this much I knew: there was an end to them.

         Late at night, when I had long been buried under my bedclothes, I would hear his bare feet paddling through the house. Planting pages filled with my personal untidy scrawl. Twisted, entangled letters, scattered words thickly underscored.

         We maintained our wonted silence. And day after day he collected the torn-up scraps from ashtrays and wastepaper baskets.

         Except that the flow of notes was ebbing. One morning I found a page on my desk with a line written in his handwriting striving to imitate mine. Next morning it was his hand again, stumbling awkwardly over the clean page.

         And the flowers filling every room … 

         And the sky filling with clouds … 

         My patience gave out. I rebelled. I burst into his room and found him sitting and copying the self-same line. I swept up the 23remains of all the little notebooks and tore them up before his eyes. I plucked the flowers out of all the vases, piled them up on the doorstep and ordered him to take them away.

         I told him: “These games are over.”

         He took the flowers, went to bury them in the nearby field and did not return. He stayed away three days. On the second I ransacked the town in a silent search. (The house filled with dust in the meantime. Dishes piled up in the sink.)

         In the afternoon of the third day he came back, sun-tanned, an outdoor smell in his clothes.

         I suppressed my anger, sat him down in front of me.

         Where had he been? What done? Why had he run away?

         He had slept in the nearby field, not far from home. Whenever I went out he would return and hide in his room. Once I had come in unexpectedly, but had not caught him. Why had he run away? He could not explain. He had thought I wished him out of the way. That I wished to write poetry in lonely seclusion. For that was what they had said at school about poets, about their loneliness … 

         Those accursed teachers.

         Or could it be some heavy, some new piece of cunning.

         I must decide his fate. He is beginning to waver on the border.

         I armed myself with patience, talked to him at length. Well, now what do you want, I said. For I, I have done with writing. I have written my fill. Then what do you want?

         He covered his eyes with his palms. Blurted out some hot, stuttering words again. It was hard to follow him. At last I gathered from his confused jumble of words that he believed me unhappy.

         You should have seen him.

         This feeble-brained boy, boy on the border, his spectacles slipping slowly down his nose. Big. Nearly eighteen.

         Late afternoon, an autumn sun roving leisurely about the rooms. Music is coming from the house next door. Someone is practising scales on a violin. The same exercise, many times over, and out of tune. Only in one key the melody goes off every time into some sort of melancholy whine.

         Suddenly I am certain of my death. I can conceive how the grass will go on rustling in this garden.

         I look at him and see him as he is. An unfinished piece of sculpture.

         Smiling, I whisper, “See, I am tired. Perhaps you could write for

         24He is dumbfounded. He takes off his spectacles, wipes them on his shirt, puts them back.

         “I can’t,” he in a whisper too.

         Such despair. Of course he can’t. I must cut loose. Ties, tangles. Long years of mortification. One could cry. They left me alone with him. And again that dissonant whine.

         “You’ll help me,” he whispers at me now, as though we were comrades.

         “I will not help you.”

         A great weariness came over me. I stood up, took my hat and went out, walked twice around the scales player’s house and went into town.

         In the evening I came back and found him gone. I was obliged to prepare my own supper again and when I was slicing bread the knife slipped. It has been many years since I bled so.

         I believed he had run off again, but he returned late at night, my room already dark. He began to prowl about the house, measure it with his steps, back and forth, much as I used to in former days when words would start to struggle up in me.

         I fell asleep to the sound of his tread.

         Next day he emptied out his room. All his schoolbooks, encyclopaedias received as presents, copybooks, everything went out. The sheets of paper and sharpened pencils he transferred to his own desk.

         The sky turned dim with autumn.

         I began to play with the idea of retirement. Something in the romantic fashion. To give up work, sell the house, collect the money and escape, far away. Settle in some remote, decaying port. From there to an attic in a big city. In short, plans, follies. I went to travel agencies and was deluged with colourful pamphlets. I affixed a notice to the fence: For Sale.

         A light rain fell.

         One Friday I went to Jerusalem to see my daughters and spend the Sabbath there.

         I received a great welcome. They even lighted candles in my honour and filled the house with flowers. My grandchildren played with the walking stick. I realized I had been neglecting everybody. At dinner they placed me at the head of the table.

         I talked all evening about him, obsessively. I did not change the subject, refused to drop it. I demanded a solution for him, insisted he be found some occupation, I announced my plans for going 25abroad, wandering about the world for a bit. Someone must take charge of him. He can be made use of, too. He may serve someone else. As long as he was taken off my hands. I want my release, at last. He was approaching manhood.

         I did not say a word about the poems.

         For once the husbands gave me their full attention. The girls were puzzled. What has passed between you two? We rose from the table and transferred to armchairs for coffee. The grandchildren came to say good-night in their pyjamas. Gesturing with their little hands they recited two verses by a poetess who had died not long ago. Thereupon they put their lips to my face, licked me and went to bed. I went on talking about him. Impossible to divert me. They were all tired by now, their heads nodding as they listened. From time to time they exchanged glances, as though it were I who had gone mad.

         Then they suddenly left me. Promising nothing, leading me gently to bed. They kissed me and went away.

         Only then did I discover that a storm had been rising outside all evening. A young tree beat against the window with its many boughs. Thumping on the glass, prodding around the frame. All night it tried to force an entry, to come into my bed. When I woke up in the morning all was calm. A sky of sun and clouds. The young tree stood still, facing the sun. Nothing but a few torn leaves, bright green leaves that trembled on my window-sill.

         I went home in the afternoon. My sons-in-law had promised to find him employment. My daughters talked about a semi-closed institution.

         Winter erupted from the soil. Puddles were forming between pavements and road. My reflection rippled and broke into a thousand fragments.

         He was not at home. His room was locked. I went out into the yard and peered through the window. The window stood wide open and the room appeared tidy beyond it. The sheets of paper glimmered white on his desk. Something was written on them, surely. I went back into the house and tried to force the door but it would not yield. Back in the yard again I rolled a stone to the wall beneath his window and tried to climb on top of it but failed. My legs began to tremble. I was no longer young. Suddenly I thought: What is he to me? I went in, changed my tie, and went out in search of friends in cafés.

         Saturday night. The streets loud. We are crowded in a corner of 26the café, old, embittered artists, burnt-out volcanoes wrapped in coats. Wheezing smoke, crumbling in our withered hands the world sprung up since last Saturday. Vapours rise from the ground and shroud the large glass front of the café. I sprawl inert on my chair, puffing at a cigarette butt, dancing my stick on the stone floor between my feet. I know. This town is built on sand, dumb and impervious. Under the flimsy layer of houses and pavements—a smothered desert of sand.

         Suddenly a crowd of unkempt, hairy bohemians swarm by. A crowd of young fools. We scowl, squint at them. And there is my boy trailing after them, a few paces behind the crowd, his cheeks flushed.

         They fling themselves on the chairs of a next-door café. Most of them are drunk. My boy stays on their fringes, huddled in a chair. Some sort of blustering conversation goes on. I do not take my eyes off him. Someone rises, takes a piece of paper out of his pocket and begins reading a poem. No one is listening to him except my boy. The reader stops in the middle, moves from one to the other, finally hovers intently over the clipped head of my son. A few of them laugh. Someone leans over the boy, pats his cheek… 

         I am certain: nobody knows his name, nor that of his father.

         Some minutes later I sit up, take my stick and go to the beach to look at the dark sea. Then home. I lie on the couch, take the paper and begin turning its pages. I linger over the literary supplement, read a line or two of a poem, a paragraph in a story—and stop. Literature bores me to tears. Abruptly I fall asleep, as I am, in my clothes. Dream I am taken away for an operation. Being anaes­thetized and operated on, painlessly. Wakened, anaesthetized again, the still flesh dissected. At last I understand: it is the light shining in my face.

         I wake, rise, shivering with cold, clothes rumpled. A soft rain outside. I go to the kitchen, put a kettle on and wait for the water to boil. Piles of dirty dishes tower over me.

         A big dilapidated motor car, its headlights off, crawls into our little street at a remarkably slow pace. At last it brakes to a creaking stop in front of our house, beside the lamppost. Loud whooping and howling from inside. A long pause. A door opens and someone is discharged, pale, confused. It is my son. His features are petrified, no shadow of a smile. Another door opens. Someone else scrambles out, staggers into the middle of the road, dead-drunk. He goes over to the boy, grasps his hands and pumps them up and down 27affectionately. Then squeezes his way back into the car.

         More yells and screams from the imprisoned human mass. A long pause. Then a jerk and a roar, and the blind battered wreck reverses and like some black turtle inches its way backwards out of the street.

         My son is standing by the lamppost, at the precise spot where he has been unloaded. For a long time he stands there unmoving, his body slightly bowed. Suddenly he doubles up and vomits. He wipes his mouth with the palm of his hand and strides towards the house. Passes by the kitchen without noticing me, enters his room and shuts the door. A faint cloud of alcohol floats through the hall.

         Winter. With the first touch of rain these lowlands strive to revert to swamp.

         An old half-blind poet, who publishes a steady stream of naive, pitiful poems and woos young poets, meets me in the street, links his arm through mine and walks me round and round under a grey sky, through wet streets. Finally, he informs me with something like a wink that he has met my son in the company of young artists.

         “A fine young man. Does he write?”

         Rumours reach me from all sides. Some say they torment him. Others say that on the contrary, those degenerate creatures accept him gladly. It isn’t every day that they get hold of such a tongue-tied moron. Meanwhile he has become one young poet’s minion, and messenger boy to the editor of a literary magazine.

         I reproach him with harsh words but he does not listen. Abstract-minded, his eyes flitting over the cloud-hung world, he does not even see me. His face has paled a little over the past few weeks, his blunt features taken on an ascetic, somehow spiritual look. I know: one incautious word on my part, and he will break loose, roam about the streets and disgrace me. Already he has neglected the house completely. He takes his meals outside. The garden is running to seed. And I had imagined that he felt some tenderness towards the plants.

         When at home he shuts himself up in his room and throws himself into writing. We have not seen a single poem yet. But I know beyond question: he writes.

         I come up against him in the hall, catch him by the sleeve and ask mockingly: “Monsieur writes? Yes?”

         He wriggles under my hand. My language startles him. He does not understand and looks at me in horror, as though I were beyond hope.

         28He is capable of staying locked up in his room for hours on end, wonderfully concentrated. Occasionally he enters the drawing-room, goes to the bookcase, takes out a volume of poetry or some other book and stands a long time poring over it. As a rule he never turns over the page. Then he puts the book down quietly and goes out. Of late he has begun referring frequently to the dictionary, digging into it, turning its leaves incessantly like a blind man. I doubt whether he knows how to use it.

         I finally come over and ask him what he wants.

         He wants to know how to write the sky.

         “The sky?”

         “The word ‘sky’ …” 

         “How? What do you mean, how? Just the way it sounds.”

         That does not help him much. He stands in front of me, fearfully grave.

         “With an ‘e’ after the ‘y’ or without …” he whispers. 

         “With an ‘e’?” I say thunderstruck. “What on earth for?”

         He bites his lips.

         “With an ‘e’?” I repeat, my voice shrilling to a yell, “And, anyway, what do you want with the sky?”

         This one remains unanswered. The dictionary closes softly between his hands. He returns to his room. A while later he steals back to the bookcase, takes the dictionary and starts hunting through it. I jump up.

         “What now?”

         “Independence …” he stammers.

         “Independence? Well?”

         ‘… ance or … ence?”  

         Once again this inexplicable fury. The more so as all of a sudden I do not know myself how to spell independence. I pounce upon him, grab the dictionary out of his hands, search feverishly… 

         Meanwhile my retirement plans are taking shape. From time to time people come to inspect the house put up for sale. I show them over the rooms, let them intrude into every corner, take them down to the cellar, around the yard, into the garden and back to the balcony. In a low voice I recite its merits, this house that I have lived in for thirty years. Then, coolly, I state the price. Before they depart I take down their name and spell out mine in exchange. They bend over the piece of paper and write my name with complete equanimity. Not the faintest ripple of recognition. Haven’t they ever read poetry in their lives? I shall 29apparently leave these regions in complete anonymity.

         The garden, however, leaves a bad impression with the buyers. Weeds and mires. The boy refuses to touch a spade. I therefore take up the gardening tools myself and every day I weed out some of the boldest specimens and cover the puddles with them.

         A farewell party at the office in my honour. All the office employees assembled an hour before closing time. Cakes were served, glasses raised. I was eulogized at great length. I even saw tears in some eyes. No one mentioned my poetry, as though to avoid hurting my feelings. Finally, a parting gift: an oil painting, a murky sea.

         I start packing my bags. Much vacillation in front of the bookcase. What shall I take, what leave? I send off urgent letters to my sons-in-law regarding the boy’s fate. I engage them in telephone conversations, prevail upon them to act. Finally they make an appointment to meet me at a small café in town. Sitting round a small table they unfold their plans. They have made inquiries and finally have found an old artisan in a Jerusalem suburb, a book-binder who has consented to take on the boy as an apprentice. He will be provided with his meals and sleeping quarters. The man used to have just such a child himself, and it died of an illness. He has, however, laid down one condition: should the boy fall ill he will be returned at once. Like a seizure or some such case … On this point they were inexorable: they will not care for him in sickness. 

         The sons-in-law have therefore made further investigations and found a lone old woman, a few houses away from the bookbinder, who will be prepared to accept him when ill. Against a remunera­tion, of  course … Well, and that is all. I must put my signature to both. 

         And they come out with papers.

         I sign at once. Yet a rage flares up in me while I do.

         “As far as seizures and sickness are concerned, your trouble was unnecessary. You know he isn’t one of those … He is a borderline child … I have said as much a thousand times … But you won’t begin to understand … Oh well let it go.” 

         My sons-in-law collect the documents, barring one copy which they leave with me. They gulp the last of their coffee, give me a kindly smile.

         “See, and you thought we weren’t looking after you …” 

         The day after I sign again, this time to transfer the house to a buyer found at last. When all is said and done, I have received a 30reasonable sum for it, and that just for the land, since the house itself is going to be demolished.

         The furniture was included in the price. Three workmen appeared one day at dusk and began clearing the house. Everything was taken except two mattresses. They even pulled the desk from under him while he sat writing at it. He was outraged. He prowled about the house, his papers fluttering white in his arms. A few slipped to the floor and, by the time he noticed, one of the workmen was already picking them up to wrap the lamp shades in. He threw himself at the man with all the strength of his heavy bulk. Tried to get his teeth into him.

         It has struck me that dusk is a time when his senses are overcome by a heavy stupor.

         Banknotes fill my drawer. I obtain no more than a quarter of the things’ value, but even so the money piles up. I wish to sell everything, and what I can’t sell I give away. I have been forcing loads of books on my friends. Were the boy a little less occupied he would sell to his hawkers what I throw out.

         We have even been making incursions into the cellar and have dredged up old clothes, brooms, more books, manuscripts—my own and others’—trivia, simulacrums and crumbs and fables. A cloud of dust hovered on the cellar steps for three whole days.

         I told my café friends: “Here, this is how a man cuts his bonds.”

         In addition I still pay regular visits to the tiny harbour of this big town in order to whip up a wanderlust. Wrapped in my overcoat, umbrella in hand, I wander among the cranes, sniffing salt and rust, trying to strike up a conversation with the sailors. I am still deliberating where to go. At first I had considered Europe as my destination, then thought of the Greek islands. I had already entered into negotiations with a Turkish ship captain regarding the Bosphorus when I went and bought, for a ridiculous price, a round-trip ticket on a freighter sailing the sea between this country and Cyprus. I went on board the ship myself and rapped my stick against the door of my prospective cabin.

         This journey will be something of a prelude. Afterwards we shall sail away again, further away.

         My son writes on throughout, writes standing as though in prayer. His papers are scattered on the window-sill which serves him as a desk. Beside them lies a small dictionary which he has rescued from the debacle. When I look at his form the thought strikes me: Why thus, just as he is, he may go and sleep with a 31woman. And who knows? Perhaps he already has. He has not yet taken in the fact of my retirement, my impending departure. He is intent on his own. It was difficult enough to tear him away, one afternoon, and make him accompany me to Jerusalem to see the old book-binder.

         It was a gentle winter day, cloudy but no real rain. In Jerusalem we found the old book-binder waiting for us at the bus station with a run-down commercial van, unbound books slithering about in the back. He took us to a suburb of the town, to the slope of a narrow, tree-tangled wadi very close to the border. He motioned us into the house in silence, and in silence his wife received us. Tea and cakes were served and we were made to sit by the table.

         I was very pleased with them. They scrutinized the boy carefully. Hard to say that he pleased them, but they were visibly relieved, having expected worse. Slowly, hesitantly, conversation began to flow between us. I learned to my surprise that the book-binder had heard of my name and was, moreover, certain that he had read something by me (for some reason he thought I wrote prose). But that had been so long ago, nearly twenty years.

         Truth to tell, I was gratified.

         Wind rustled outside. A samovar murmured on the table (such quaint habits). There was a large tree in the book-binder’s garden too, older even than ours, its trunk gnarled. Winter twilight was fading beyond the window, grey tinged by a flaming sunset. Intimations of borderland. He was sitting frozen by my side, an oversized adolescent, the cup of tea full in front of him, the cake beside it untouched. Sitting there hunched, his eyes on the darkening window. Not listening to our talk. Suddenly he pulls out of his pocket a sheet of paper, black with lines of lettering, smooths it out in front of him, slowly writes a single word, and folds it up again.

         Our conversation breaks off. The book-binder and his wife look at him in amazement.

         With half a smile I say, “He writes …” 

         They do not understand.

         “He is a poet.”

         “A poet …” they whisper. 

         Just then it began to rain and the sunset kindled the room. He was sitting near the window, his hair aflame.

         They stare at me with growing disbelief. And he, pen dropping between his fingers, passes his eyes over us in a pensive glance.

         32I say to the book-binder: “He’ll publish a book of poetry. You can bind it for him.”

         The book-binder is completely at a loss. Am I making fun of him? At last a doubtful smile appears on his face.

         “Sure. He’ll publish a book. We’ll bind it here, together we will.”

         “For nothing?” I continue the joke.

         “For nothing.”

         I stand up.

         “All right, it’s a bargain. D’you hear?”

         But he hasn’t.

         (On our way out the book-binder and his wife pulled me into a corner of the hall and reminded me in a whisper of that part about sickness, or seizures … reminded me of their non-responsibility in such case. I put their minds at rest.) 

         We went out. The book-binder could not take us back to the station because the headlights of his old car did not function. We therefore took our leave of him and of his wife and started walking along the road under a soundlessly dripping sky. He was in a state of complete torpor, almost insensible. Dragging his feet over the asphalt. We arrived at the bus stop, stood between the iron railings, the iron roof over us. Housing projects all about, bare rocks, russet soil. A hybrid of town and wasteland. Jerusalem at its saddest, forever destroyed. However much it is built, Jerusalem will always be marked by the memory of its destruction.

         I turned to him and the words came out of my mouth pure and clear.

         “The book-binder and his wife are very good people. But you will have to behave yourself.”

         He kept silent. Someone rode past on a bicycle, caught sight of the boy’s face and turned his head back at once.

         Full darkness now. Lights went on in the building projects. We were standing under the awning, the two of us utterly alone. Suddenly I said: “I had a glimpse of that page and saw—there’s a poem there. See, you were able to write by yourself. You did not need me.” 

         He raised his eyes to me, and remained silent.

         I drew nearer to him, very near.

         “Show me the poem.”

         “No.”

         “Why?”

         33“You’ll tear it up …” 

         “No, no, of course I won’t …”

         And I stretched out my hand to take the page. But he shrank back. I meant to use force but he raised his arms to defend himself. This time he would have hit me.

         Again someone passed on a bicycle. From the distance came the rumble of the bus.

         It had been the last word of his poem.

         I did not know.

         That was three days ago.

         
             

         

         So terrible this season. The windows are covered with mist or frost. I cannot recall such a hard winter before. This lasting leaden grey, day and night, deepening yet towards dawn. Who’s that in the mirror? Still I. A furrowed stone. Only the eyes stand out, glittering, amazingly alive.

         I am about to leave. I have missed one boat, another is awaiting me. I have only to stuff the last things into the cases, fold the towels, pick up the money and be off. We have been living here on mattresses a full fortnight now; and the new owner comes and looks at us every day. The man is reaching the end of his patience. He hovers about me in despair, waiting for me to be gone. Yesterday he even threatened me with a lawsuit. He has bought the house with his last pennies. He has his dreams.

         Indeed, I must linger no more. I must send the boy to Jerusalem, to the old book-binder waiting for him by the border. There must be no more lingering. For the boy is forever roaming about these nights. He has stopped writing. Yesterday I waited up for him till after midnight and still he had not come. He returned shortly before the break of dawn. His steps woke me.

         The balcony door creaks under my fingers. The floor is wet, strewn with broken leaves and branches, the aftermath of the storm. A cold hopeless sky. A silent drizzle and the first light. This large and so familiar universe silently dripping here before me. The leaves in the tree rustling.

         Was there no wish in me to write? Did I not long to write? But what is there left to write about? What more is there to say? I tell you: it is all a fraud. Look, even our poplar is crumbling. Its bark is coming off in strips. The colours of the garden have faded, the stones are gathering moss.

         To be driven like a slow arrow to the sky. To sprawl on the 34cotton clouds, supine, back to earth, face turned to the unchanging blue.

         Pensioned-off poet that I am. It is pouring now. Drops splash over me. I dislodge myself and retrace my steps. A bleak silence over the house, the faint wheeze of a snore drifts through it. I go up to his room, night-clothes trailing behind me. My shadow heavy on shut doors.

         He is sleeping on a mattress too. His night light is on the floor by his head. He still cannot fall asleep without his eternal light. The slats of his  shutter are slicing constant wafers of dawn light.

         I look down silently upon the sleeper at my feet. When I turn to leave the room I suddenly notice some newspaper sheets strewn on the floor by his mattress. Terror grips me. I bend down at once, gather them up. The pages are still damp, the fresh ink comes off on my fingers. I go over to the window, to the faint first light.

         A supplement of one of the light, impudent tabloids. And the date—today’s, this day about to break. I turn the pages with dead hands. Near the margin of one I discover the poem: crazy, without metre, twisted, lines needlessly cut off, baffling repetitions, arbitrary punctuation.

         Suddenly the silence deepens. The sound of breathing has died. He opens his eyes, heavy and red with sleep. His hand fumbles for the spectacles by his mattress. He puts them on looks at me—me by the window. And a soft, appealing smile, a little sad, lights up his face.

         Only now I notice. It is my name plastered across the top of the poem, in battered print.
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