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YAACOV MARKOVITCH WASN’T UGLY. Which is not to say he was handsome. Little girls didn’t burst into tears at the sight of him, but neither did they smile when they saw his face. He was, you might say, gloriously average. Moreover, Yaacov Markovitch’s face was remarkably free of distinguishing features. So much so that your eyes could not linger on him, but slipped onward to other objects. A tree on the street. A cat in the corner. It required an enormous effort to keep looking at the barrenness of Yaacov Markovitch’s face. People do not enjoy making enormous efforts, and so they only rarely looked at his face for any length of time. This had its advantages, and the unit commander was aware of them. He looked at Yaacov Markovitch’s face for exactly the amount of time he needed, then dropped his gaze. You will smuggle weapons, the unit commander said. With that face, no one will notice. And he was right. Yaacov Markovitch probably smuggled more weapons than any other member of the Irgun, and never came close to being caught. The British soldiers’ gaze slid over his face like oil on a gun. If the Irgun members valued Yaacov Markovitch for his daring, he didn’t know it. Few spoke to him.


When he wasn’t smuggling weapons, he worked in the field. In the evening, he sat in the yard and fed leftover bread to the pigeons. Very quickly, a flock took to gathering there regularly, eating from his hands and perching on his shoulder. The village children would have laughed if they had seen that, but no one passed by the stone fence. At night, he read from the writings of Jabotinsky. Once a month, he went to Haifa and paid a woman to sleep with him. Sometimes it was the same woman, sometimes a different one. He didn’t dwell on her face and she didn’t dwell on his.


Yaacov Markovitch had one friend. Zeev Feinberg was, first of all, a mustache. Not blue eyes, not bushy eyebrows, not sharp teeth. Zeev Feinberg’s mustache was famous in the entire area, and, some said, in the entire country. When an Irgun member returned from a trip to the south, he talked about “the blushing girl who asked whether the sultan with the mustache was still with us”. Everyone laughed, but Zeev Feinberg laughed harder than any of them. And when he laughed, his mustache shook above his upper lip, it jiggled and wobbled, as happy as its owner had been between that girl’s thighs. It was clear that Zeev Feinberg was not born to smuggle weapons; his mustache preceded him like a pair of marching black exclamation marks. You had to be blind and stupid not to see him. And while the British were indeed stupid, it would be too optimistic to assume they were blind as well. But though he could not smuggle weapons in, Zeev Feinberg knew quite well how to drive Arabs out, and he spent many nights patrolling the village.


Few were the nights that Zeev Feinberg spent alone. When it became known that it was his night to stand guard, a group would immediately gather. Some wanted to hear about the adventures of his mustache between women’s thighs, others wanted to talk about the political situation and the damn Germans, and still others simply wanted his advice on raising cattle, weeding fields and extracting wisdom teeth—some of the areas in which Zeev Feinberg considered himself an expert. Girls would come as well. Though Zeev Feinberg was a loyal guard, his finger always on the trigger, it was nonetheless important to remember that God gave men ten fingers, and not for nothing. The fragrance of fields after rain, a smidgen of danger—a rustling there, an Arab or a wild boar—and the moans could sometimes carry all the way to the walls of the houses. Sometimes Yaacov Markovitch would join them, carrying his worn copy of Jabotinsky’s writings under his armpit, the smell of sweat rising from its pages. Zeev Feinberg welcomed him happily, as he did everyone else. He was so used to the company of people that he didn’t know how to be unsociable, even if he had wanted to. He didn’t really even hate the British, and when he killed someone, he did so reluctantly, albeit with great efficiency. The first time they spoke was when Yaacov Markovitch returned in the middle of the night from a journey to Haifa.


“Halt,” Zeev Feinberg thundered at him in the darkness. “Who are you and where do you come from?”


Yaacov Markovitch felt his legs tremble but answered in a steady voice, “I am Yaacov Markovitch. I was with a woman.”


Zeev Feinberg’s laughter woke the chickens in the coop. When they sat down together he continued to ask questions, and Yaacov Markovitch replied eagerly. He talked about the woman’s nipples, which were extremely nice, and agreed to describe in detail her rear end and her legs without demanding even one lira from Zeev Feinberg for the information that had cost him half his weekly wage.


In the end, Zeev Feinberg leaned towards Yaacov Markovitch and asked, “Tell me, how wet was she down there?”


Zeev Feinberg’s mustache tickled Yaacov Markovitch’s cheek, but he didn’t dare move. No one had ever looked at his face for such a long period of time.


Finally, realizing that he could hesitate no longer, he replied, “What do you mean?”


“What do I mean?” Zeev Feinberg’s mustache whipped Yaacov Markovitch, pushing him backwards. His blue eyes gaped with such great shock that they almost swallowed up Yaacov Markovitch, together with the writings of Jabotinsky. “I mean her vagina, comrade. How wet was her vagina?” The very sound of the word made Yaacov Markovitch dizzy, and he sat down on a rock. Zeev Feinberg sat down beside him. “You do realize, I hope, that there can be different degrees of wetness? There are moist ones and there are wet ones, and there are the ones that—aie aie aie—you can drown in, like in the Black Sea. It depends, of course, on the woman’s nutrition and the weather, but mostly on the passion between the man and the woman.” Then Zeev Feinberg asked again how wet she was there, and Yaacov Markovitch had to admit that he hadn’t noticed even a tiny bit of dampness. “Nothing?”


“Nothing. Dry as the fields at the end of August.”


Now Zeev Feinberg was silent for a while, and then finally said, “In a case like that, comrade, I suggest that you find out whether she has other men. You’re probably familiar with the law of the preservation of matter. The body of a person contains a limited amount of liquid, and I suspect, my friend, that your woman there in Haifa is using hers up in the presence of another man.”


Yaacov Markovitch breathed a sigh of relief and declared that it was all clear to him now: the woman in Haifa had said that he was the fourth one that night, and, based on his knowledge of the law of the preservation of matter, it was indeed logical not to find water there. Zeev Feinberg burst out laughing and Yaacov Markovitch had to join in. He didn’t know what he was laughing about, nor did he wish to know. It was so pleasant to laugh beside that man whose mustache filled the valley and whose laughter reverberated throughout the entire country. If there had been any mockery in Zeev Feinberg’s laughter, it faded immediately, while the laughter went on for a long time. He laughed and laughed, until a small stain appeared at his crotch, and when he saw it he laughed even harder. From that night on, Yaacov Markovitch and Zeev Feinberg were friends.


Yaacov Markovitch saved Zeev Feinberg’s life twice, both times on the same night. Back from one of his trips to Haifa, he was hurrying to the guard post because for the first time in his life he had seen two breasts that were not the same size. Still wondering what Zeev Feinberg would say about that, he saw a young Arab crouched in the bushes, the barrel of his rifle aimed at a moving mass, apparently Zeev Feinberg astride a woman. It’s tempting to say that Yaacov Markovitch didn’t hesitate. But until that night he had only smuggled weapons and, except for having smashed the heads of rats that destroyed the crops, he had never killed a living creature. Nonetheless, he overcame the trembling in his legs, gingerly picked up a smooth white stone, and in one strong blow smashed the Arab’s head. A shot pierced the darkness and Yaacov Markovitch’s eardrum. He ran his hands over his body to see whether he’d been hit, and found that this time Zeev Feinberg’s pistol had missed. “It’s me,” he shouted, “don’t shoot!”


Zeev Feinberg’s mumbled thank-yous were lost in the stream of vomit. One look at the Arab lying on the ground, and Yaacov Markovitch’s stomach overflowed. The Arab’s blood glistened in the moonlight and his exposed brain tissue horrified Yaacov Markovitch. The crickets, in any case, continued to chirp. Yaacov Markovitch closed his eyes in despair, slammed the doors of his mind before the images of the Arab and his spilt brain, and clung as tightly as he could to the breasts of the woman from Haifa. When he opened his eyes, he saw a different pair of breasts before him, remarkably symmetrical. Rachel Mandelbaum, half naked, stood shaking beside Zeev Feinberg. She had been so stunned that she forgot to cover herself, and now appeared before him in all her glory, weeping at the sight of the Arab’s corpse. When he looked at Rachel Mandelbaum’s breasts, Yaacov Markovitch’s penis stiffened. The stiffer it got, the weaker his mind became, until it completely let go of the image of the crushed Arab. The realization slowly penetrated his mind that he was staring at the breasts of Rachel Mandelbaum, even though he was absolutely not Avraham Mandelbaum. That realization caused Yaacov Markovitch to stop looking at Rachel Mandelbaum’s breasts and, turning to Zeev Feinberg, he said, “Avraham will kill you.”


Those in the know and the uninformed were divided on the question of how many people Avraham Mandelbaum had killed. Some said ten, others fifteen. Still others spoke dismissively about the exaggerations, stating firmly that it was no more than four. They finally compromised on a typological number: seven. Although everyone assumed that they were talking about Arabs, one Englishman at the most, none could swear to it. Flies thought twice before approaching Avraham Mandelbaum. Cats did not rub against his legs. If there had been a guillotine in the village, Avraham would have been chosen to operate it. Since there wasn’t, he was forced to settle for the job of ritual slaughterer. Only a few knew that at night he cried in his sleep, mumbling Polish words of longing, muttering mysterious phrases about a white lamb, a sugared apple, malicious children. Rachel Mandelbaum heard and understood, and got quietly out of bed. She had got off the ship quietly too, five years earlier. She had stood silently in the Haifa port, waiting for something to happen. She had exhausted all her resourcefulness in order to survive the journey to Palestine, and now that she had arrived, she no longer had the strength for anything else but to stand and wait. She didn’t wait long. After half an hour, Avraham Mandelbaum went up to her and introduced himself. He bought her a fruit drink at a kiosk and took her to his house. Rachel Mandelbaum followed him like a duckling newly hatched at the gates to the port, trailing after the first thing it sees.


Later, she asked herself what he had been doing at the port on the day the ship arrived. He hadn’t been carrying anything and hadn’t bought anything the entire time he was with her that day. He had no relatives, so Rachel Mandelbaum assumed that he hadn’t gone there to welcome anyone. That’s where she was wrong. Every few weeks, Avraham Mandelbaum went to the port to see the ships come in. When the hunger is great enough, anticipation alone can go a long way to filling the emptiness in your stomach. Avraham Mandelbaum would watch the people getting off the boat, their faces greenish, their limbs pale, and try to identify a familiar feature. After a while, they would disperse and Avraham Mandelbaum would return home. The day he saw Rachel, he knew right away, but waited thirty tormenting minutes to be sure. No one came. She didn’t take a step. In her green dress she looked to him like a bottle that had been thrown out to sea and washed up on the shore, and he, the lonely survivor, would pick it up and read what was inside it. He took her home and married her, but he never succeeded in deciphering the words that were in the bottle.


Rachel Mandelbaum, formerly Kenzelfuld, took off her green dress and made it into a curtain. From her red ball gown she made two tablecloths and a pillowcase. Five months from the day she’d got off the boat, almost nothing was left of the city girl. The whole house was full of memorials to her former life, and they faded, they unraveled, until it seemed as if those pieces of cloth had always been here, in Palestine. The other women observed her with a combination of admiration and puzzlement. On the one hand, it was definitely good to see how well she blended in, not like those pampered young women who came there thinking they were at a holiday resort near Zurich. On the other hand, they wondered at how serenely she turned the most fashionable items into curtains, God help us, how, in her hands, the crème de la crème of Vienna became a towel in her husband’s butcher’s shop. Rachel Kenzelfuld also abandoned the German language. The moment her foot trod the ground of the Haifa port, she swore to speak only Hebrew. When she didn’t know a word, she chose to be silent, even if the person she was talking to also spoke German. When officials from the leadership came to visit, one of them got wind of the fact that the beautiful woman in the butcher’s shop doorway had also been born in Austria. He immediately showered her with an emotional stream of words, to which she responded with a mute stare. Rachel entrenched herself in silence and the embarrassed entourage hurried away. The women, who had learned to like the serious young girl, were quick to praise her devotion to the Hebrew language. The story of the impudent new immigrant who had taught the official the “Jews speak Hebrew” lesson spread rapidly, and many people greeted Rachel in the street. She returned the greeting with a slight accent. Her true reasons remained hidden, perhaps even from her. With some profound inner sense, she knew that if she allowed even the smallest crack, the mourning for her previous life would rise up and flood the entire country. The dresses, the balls, the light reflecting off cobblestoned streets, the snowflakes—all those were locked securely behind bars. One look back and, like Eurydice, she would stumble all the way down to the sweet, the oh-so-sweet European Hades.


During the day Rachel Mandelbaum helped her husband in the butcher’s shop, the blood wafting around her like perfume. At night she sat in bed and knitted very tightly, to keep even one thought about the past from infiltrating into the present. But once a month she put down the knitting needles and slipped quietly out of bed. Avraham Mandelbaum muttered in sleepy Polish and Rachel stroked his head with a practiced hand and went outside. Outside: Palestine is asleep. The ground is breathing heavily, its breath fragrant with the scent of earth and hay and orchards. And waiting for her out there is Zeev Feinberg. She closes her eyes and he kisses her neck. His mustache scratches her delicate, translucent skin. But Rachel doesn’t move her neck away. Just the opposite: she rubs against the stiff hair again and again. And from beyond the orchards, the straw, the port, the great ocean, a memory comes to her of an Austrian soldier’s beard, Johann was his name, and the smell of wine that rose from his lips as they kissed her, and the blood in her veins as he spun her in a neverending Viennese waltz. At those moments, Rachel Mandelbaum’s eyes grow moist, and so does her vagina.
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ON THE NIGHT Yaacov Markovitch crushed the Arab’s head, Rachel Mandelbaum’s eyes hadn’t had time to grow moist. Several moments earlier, Zeev Feinberg had taken off her blouse and hurriedly thrust his face between her breasts. The Austrian soldier, Johann, had never managed to visit between her breasts, so the touch of Zeev Feinberg’s mustache there did not arouse any feeling in her except for, perhaps, a slight stinging. Rachel Mandelbaum wondered whether it was appropriate to move Zeev Feinberg’s head from her breasts to her neck, but before she had time to come to a decision she heard the sickening sound of a skull being crushed. Rachel knew that sound very well. Despite its infrequent occurrence, from the moment your ear absorbs it there can be no mistaking it ever again. One clear night in Vienna, as she walked from her home to the café in the square, Rachel Kenzelfuld saw three boys pushing an old Jew. They passed him from one to the other as if he were a ball, and Rachel was shocked to see the expression of innocent pleasure on their faces, an expression so typical of children at play. Then one of them pushed the old man clumsily, and he stumbled and fell on the sidewalk, smashing his head on the curbstone. The Jew was no longer a game, but only a broken toy, a ball emptied of air. The boys looked at him in alarm. Several moments later, one of the boys swallowed his saliva and said, “Let’s go. We’ll find another one.” They went on their way and she on hers. A week later, she boarded the ship. At night, when her stomach was on the verge of bursting from nausea and longing, she remembered the noise of the shattering skull.


When Yaacov Markovitch said, “Avraham will kill you” to Zeev Feinberg, Rachel Mandelbaum understood that she was standing bare-breasted in front of Yaacov Markovitch. A quick glance at his face was enough to see that Yaacov Markovitch did not even have the shadow of a mustache, so Rachel Mandelbaum found nothing to justify her nakedness. She covered herself quickly, upset by the thought that now three men in the village knew the mole she had above her right breast. If she had understood Yaacov Markovitch’s train of thought, she might not have been upset. Compared to the asymmetrical breasts of the woman from Haifa, Rachel Mandelbaum’s breasts were a divine creation, and Yaacov Markovitch decided that they definitely merited the sacrifice of a slaughtered Arab. Nonetheless, he thought, a slaughtered Arab is more than enough, and there was no need for the additional sacrifice of Zeev Feinberg, who had finally stopped thanking Yaacov Markovitch and was now cursing like a Russian sailor.


“Idiot, imbecile, damn the bitch that gave birth to you.” At first Yaacov Markovitch thought that Zeev Feinberg was talking to the Arab, but when he began to tear out the hair of his mustache with his bear-sized hand, he realized that he was cursing himself. “Thirty men will be here within three minutes, and that still won’t be enough to pry Avraham Mandelbaum’s hands off my throat. Aaah, you suckling pig, today you go to the slaughter.” Zeev Feinberg resumed tearing out his mustache and Yaacov Markovitch felt as if a wonder of the world was being destroyed right before his eyes, as if he were watching the conflagration of the library in Alexandria.


“Leave your mustache alone,” he roared, frightened by the sound of his voice, “we’ll face him together.”


Zeev Feinberg finally let go of his mustache, to the relief of Yaacov Markovitch and Rachel Mandelbaum. The terror on his face was replaced by an expression that, from a certain angle, looked like scorn. He was a head taller than Yaacov Markovitch, and almost twice as wide. Yaacov Markovitch’s seventy-eight kilograms would not win that battle, which had actually ended before it began. Yaacov Markovitch saw that expression and bitterness filled his heart. In the distance, they heard the voices of men who had been startled from their sleep by the sound of the shot. Avraham Mandelbaum was undoubtedly leading the pack.


“Run,” Yaacov Markovitch roared. Zeev Feinberg remained where he was. “I’ll say that I came back from Haifa and saw the Arab attacking Rachel. You were patrolling the northern fields at the time, heard shouting and fired into the air. Now go, go!” Under his mustache, Zeev Feinberg’s lips opened in shock. It didn’t take long for him to leap onto his horse and gallop off. Rachel Mandelbaum looked at Yaacov Markovitch as if she were seeing him for the first time. Lofty words in German came into her mind, but she didn’t know their Hebrew form, so she remained silent. And perhaps that was a good thing. It was not for her that Yaacov Markovitch had dared to put himself in so much danger. Rachel Mandelbaum’s breasts might be round and lovely, but Zeev Feinberg’s mustache was one of a kind. It was the only mustache that rose in a welcoming smile whenever Yaacov Markovitch appeared.




 





The men surrounded Yaacov Markovitch in a semicircle. He had never been looked at by so many eyes at the same time. He repeated his story for the second time, glancing at Rachel every few sentences for confirmation. Her nods seemed excessive to him, and he was afraid they would be damaging to them. A man doesn’t shout in the streets that two and two are four when saying it quietly is enough, but Rachel’s head was going up and down with almost religious fervor. Avraham Mandelbaum noticed it too. He thought that the flush on his wife’s cheeks was too bright, and even though he couldn’t distinguish between cheeks colored pink by grievance and cheeks colored pink by pleasure, her lips were too swollen, the way they were during intercourse. When Zeev Feinberg finally arrived astride his horse, Avraham Mandelbaum’s eyebrows contracted like two black goats pressing together in the cold night air.


“You took a long time getting here,” one of the men noted.


“I circled the fields to see if there are others there.”


Murmurs of agreement rose from the crowd and Yaacov Markovitch finally allowed himself to exhale normally.


“And you,” Avraham Mandelbaum said to his wife, “what were you thinking when you went out wandering at this hour?”


Rachel Mandelbaum lowered her gaze to the ground and said, “Insomnia.”


The moon reappeared through the clouds, illuminating Rachel Mandelbaum like a spotlight on a stage. She was so fragile, with her downcast eyes and torn nightgown, that not a man there didn’t want to take her in his arms and protect her in his bed, and if it hadn’t been for Avraham Mandelbaum, they would most likely have done so. Avraham Mandelbaum was the only man who didn’t look at his wife, but kept his eyes on Zeev Feinberg’s fly, which was gaping like a mouth open in a scream. Zeev Feinberg, wiping away a tear of sympathy for Rachel Mandelbaum’s pain, saw her husband staring at his crotch and quickly zipped up.


“I’m a little embarrassed to say that when I heard the shot, I was about to pee for the sixth time tonight. That’s how it is, when there’s no one to talk to, you keep your mouth busy drinking. I spend whole nights like this, drinking and peeing, drinking and peeing.”


The men burst out laughing, Rachel Mandelbaum smiled politely. Avraham Mandelbaum was silent.


A day later, around 7:30, someone pounded on Yaacov Markovitch’s door. Zeev Feinberg stood in the doorway. “Pack quickly. He found out.” On their way to Tel Aviv, as the clattering of the train drowned out the growling of Yaacov Markovitch’s stomach (breakfast in his house was out of the question), Zeev Feinberg told him what had happened. “In the morning, Avraham Mandelbaum decided to have sex with his wife. He removed her nightgown and saw a terrible rash on her chest. An allergic reaction to the friction of the mustache rubbing against the delicate skin she had there. Aie aie aie, such beautiful skin! Pure milk. Except for the mole. You saw the mole?” Yaacov Markovitch said that he hadn’t seen a mole, but would be happy to learn how Zeev Feinberg had been saved from the slaughterer’s knife. “That’s just it, he couldn’t decide which knife to use. It took him five minutes to choose the right one, enough time for Rachel to run to my Sonya and tell her to warn us. Except that Sonya isn’t like Avraham Mandelbaum, she’s a lot less picky.” Zeev Feinberg lifted his shirt and showed Yaacov Markovitch five long, bloody scratches. “My God, that woman has the strength of ten men.” Yaacov Markovitch nodded appraisingly. Zeev Feinberg began to compare Sonya to a series of mammals, from wolf to hyena, but Yaacov Markovitch simply stared enviously at the five bleeding canals that had been dug in Zeev Feinberg’s chest. “For a woman to feel that much for you, that’s something I never thought was possible.” At that moment Zeev Feinberg stopped talking about the wild bitch that had given birth to Sonya and nodded. “She has a heart the size of a dove, and a vagina of sweet water.” Here Zeev Feinberg launched into a detailed description of Sonya’s vagina, its sweetness, its pinkness, and the warm, cheerful moistness with which it welcomed him. “And she may not have breasts like Rachel, but she can make you laugh until your balls twist themselves around each other.” At that point Zeev Feinberg burst into such roaring laughter that the train accelerated, and he finally sighed and said, “When we go back, I’ll marry her. Really and truly.”


Zeev Feinberg’s eyes were full of purpose, and Yaacov Markovitch almost believed him. Then he dropped his gaze from Zeev Feinberg’s eyes to his mustache, remembering how it curled when, from the corner of his eye, he saw a woman smile, how it quivered like a cat’s delicate whiskers did when a mouse drew near. And he also remembered the cat that waited at the butcher’s shop door for Rachel Mandelbaum’s generous handouts. It was sated and fat, but nonetheless tormented an injured bird that happened to cross its path, not for the sake of the hunt, but out of habit. Zeev Feinberg was a true revolutionary. A Communist in every sense of the word. He distributed his love equally, showing no preference for one woman over another. “I’ll marry her,” Zeev Feinberg repeated, and also slapped his thigh with his hand, as if declaring the matter closed, “This time I’ll marry her.”


When the train entered Tel Aviv, Zeev Feinberg was regaling Yaacov Markovitch with a detailed description of the wedding banquet, where herring, sweet challah and pot roast had already been served. Yaacov Markovitch ate with his ears, but they apparently led to someone else’s stomach. His own stomach had been empty for several hours now. Finally, he dared to stop Zeev Feinberg and ask where they were going and if there was food there.


“We’re going to see Froike,” Zeev Feinberg said, “and if I know him, you won’t leave hungry.”


Yaacov Markovitch froze. “You mean the deputy commander of the Irgun?”


“The one and only.”


“How do you know him?”


Yaacov Markovitch’s squad commander had spoken about the deputy with awe, and he himself had never dared to even dream of a meeting with that man who, as far as he knew, was ready to swallow a grenade and eject it from his anus if it would help save the country.


“We came on the ship together,” Zeev Feinberg said, and kept walking.


But there was, of course, more to it. Four hundred other people had arrived on that ship, but none of them had formed the kind of relationship that Zeev Feinberg and the future deputy commander of Irgun had. They shared a love of women, jokes and chess, which, although common to many other people, was rarely as powerful. Since the ship was small—some fifty single women, close to thirty good jokes and one chess set—they decided to leave behind their European possessiveness and divide everything equally. They retained their previous fanaticism about only one thing: winning. When the ship reached the shores of the country, the two men were engrossed in a stormy game of chess. When Zeev Feinberg heard the captain’s cry, he put his bishop down on the board and stood up. The future deputy commander of the Irgun gave him a deadly look. A razor had not touched his face since he left Europe, and now he looked again like the yeshiva boy he had once been, except that his eyes said that he had already sampled the taste of sin and he was not sated. “He who begins a good deed must complete it,” he admonished Zeev Feinberg, “We’ve waited 2,000 years, we can wait another fifteen minutes.” Surrounded by the tumult of boats being lowered into the water, the two men continued to play. Neither looked at his watch. Those two men had already tasted so many sweet mouths that neither was especially anxious to run his tongue over the earth of the Holy Land. When twenty more minutes had passed, the captain burst into the room. “If the British catch you, you’ll be able to play chess all the way back to Europe!” The future deputy commander of the Irgun seemed to be seriously weighing the possibility. Finally, he relented and said, “I hope you can swim with one hand, Feinberg, because with the other, you’ll be holding your pieces.”


With bursting rucksacks on their backs and chess pieces in their hands, they hurried to the deck. Each held his own pieces, repeating to himself over and over again their positions on the board. Then the captain told them to help a pregnant woman and her two small daughters. They almost refused. In the end, it was decided: in a choice between the rucksack, the three illegal female immigrants and the chess game waiting to be finished, the rucksack lost. Zeev Feinberg took the pregnant woman and the black chess pieces. The future deputy commander of the Irgun maneuvered courageously between the pair of weeping girls and the white pieces, keeping all of them from vanishing in the waves. When they reached the beach, they parted from the grateful woman, brushed the wrinkled cheek of the Holy Land with a polite kiss, and were horrified to discover that they had forgotten where the pieces had stood on the board. They sat all night on the beach in their wet underpants, chests bare, arguing about the right placement. When the British arrived in the morning, the two men looked to them as if they had been on the beach forever. In the end, they left to explore the country, each in his underpants. Zeev Feinberg went north, and the future deputy commander of the Irgun headed for Tel Aviv, where he became the present deputy commander of the Irgun. At one of their meetings, when Zeev Feinberg asked how a person who had almost left behind a pregnant illegal immigrant in favor of a castle had become the co-ordinator of the Zionist project for smuggling illegal immigrants into the country, his friend replied that all he did was exchange one obsession for another. “In this too, there are black pawns and white pawns. And in this too, I hate to lose.”


Yaacov Markovitch and Zeev Feinberg sat in front of the desk of the deputy commander of the Irgun. The former—cowering in embarrassment, his body seeming to withdraw into itself. The latter—arrogant, legs stretched forward, limbs relaxed. Even though his gaze was constantly drawn to the deputy commander of the Irgun, Yaacov Markovitch could not help noticing the essential difference between the way he and Zeev Feinberg were sitting. Yaacov Markovitch thought: there are people who walk through the world as if they were there by mistake, as if at any moment someone would put a hand on their shoulder and shout in their ears, “What is this? Who let you in? Get out, fast.” And there are people who don’t walk through the world at all. Just the opposite, they sail through it, slicing the water in two wherever they pass, like a boat full of confidence. It wasn’t envy that Yaacov Markovitch felt towards Zeev Feinberg right then. It was a more complex emotion. Yaacov Markovitch sat in the office of the deputy commander of the Irgun looking at the extended legs of Zeev Feinberg, embarrassed by his own bent legs, and wondered how many other offices he would sit in with his legs withdrawn under him, and whether he would ever stretch his limbs with such liberty in the presence of other people. It was those questions that pushed him suddenly to straighten up, extend his hand to the deputy commander of the Irgun who, until that moment, hadn’t said a single word to him, and say, “Yaacov Markovitch, at your service.”


In the silence that ensued, he realized his mistake. The two men had apparently been engrossed in discussing several extremely important subjects: an audacious plan to defend the Holy Land, an especially complicated sexual position, a brilliant chess move they needed to practice—and Yaacov Markovitch’s declaration did not fit in with a single one of them. The deputy commander of the Irgun looked appraisingly at Yaacov Markovitch, like the village doctor examining feces, and then turned back to Zeev Feinberg. “So how big is her mole?” The deputy commander of the Irgun was a well-known mole aficionado. His rivals claimed that he preferred them to the actual body of a woman. When Zeev Feinberg told him about the incident that had begun with Rachel Mandelbaum’s breasts and ended with Avraham Mandelbaum’s knife, the deputy commander of the Irgun ignored the knife—he’d had more than enough of those—and focused on the breasts. Zeev Feinberg didn’t care. On the contrary—he admired his friend for knowing how to tell the wheat from the chaff, and returned happily to Rachel Mandelbaum’s breasts. But then something strange happened: the more he conjured up Rachel’s plump breasts, the more they looked to him like Sonya’s breasts. And even though Rachel’s breasts were more beautiful than Sonya’s—plump and sweet and very, very firm—the image of Sonya’s breasts made him so happy that he didn’t want to drive them away. So it happened that he described Rachel’s breast to the deputy commander of the Irgun while he was seeing Sonya’s breasts in his mind’s eye, until he was suddenly seized by the fear that he might get confused and begin describing Sonya’s breasts to his friend, not Rachel’s, and that was something he did not want to do.


Zeev Feinberg stopped speaking. For the first time since he met the deputy commander of the Irgun on the ship’s deck, he felt that he possessed something he had no intention of sharing. Yaacov Markovitch was also silent. He was still cursing himself for his earlier remark. Despite his agitation, he noticed the change that had taken place in Zeev Feinberg: until now, he had recreated his conquests like someone musing to himself, still savoring the previous night’s meal. But this time he spoke with genuine longing in his eyes: it is not a satiated man who praises his meal, but a hungry one, mad with yearning. The brightness that spread over Zeev Feinberg’s face as he was supposedly recalling Rachel Mandelbaum’s breasts was greater than the happiness he felt when he was actually with her. In light of his previous failure, Yaacov Markovitch needed all of his courage to open his mouth and say, “You will go back to Sonya someday.” Zeev Feinberg looked at him, stunned. Then he smiled. If he had been alarmed at first by the clarity with which Yaacov Markovitch read his most secret thoughts, his fear turned immediately into relief—his friend could read the mysteries of his mind, the hieroglyphs he had long ago lost hope that anyone but he could decipher.


At first, the deputy commander of the Irgun mistakenly thought it was an upset stomach. Only later did he understand that the sharp stab in his stomach was actually envy. Because there was something there, between those two men sitting in front of him, something he himself had no part in. And even though this Yaacov Markovitch was nothing more than a worm—Zeev Feinberg must certainly see that; how could he not?—this worm was spinning a web of thin silk, winding it around his friend and leaving him outside.


Even though he was not a great fan of pain, certainly not in his stomach, the deputy commander of the Irgun was happy about the pain his envy had caused, like a person who finds something he’s lost. It had been many years since he’d felt that kind of pain. While his job had made him well acquainted with all the pain a person could inflict on his fellow man—with a blow to the diaphragm, a nose-crunching punch, a ripped-out fingernail and a definitely unpleasant cut near the genitals—he had almost forgotten about the existence of other kinds of pain. The pain of fullness. Only someone who has been filled with something other than himself can feel the pain when it is gone. When he left the yeshiva in Poland and went to the big city, the pain of fullness almost killed him. He walked along the main street, and everything was empty of God. Cleansed of God. Filthy with secularity. A loaf of bread was nothing more than a loaf of bread. There was not a drop of the Divine Spirit in a glass of wine. The world stood before him as it was, stripped of angels, shaking with cold, offering no promise of warmth. On his first night in the big city, the deputy commander of the Irgun missed God with all his heart and soul, and the drumming in his head pounded and pounded, like the drums at a pagan festival. In his hostel room he shaved off his beard in the darkness of the night. He couldn’t see anything. The blood from the cuts clotted his hair and it fell to the floor, clump after clump. He should have waited for morning, but he knew that if he waited, the longing would drive him straight back to the morning prayer service. So he kept shaving his beard and, when he finished, he set to work on his scalp with shaking hands, Delilah hands, and then his eyebrows, and then his body hair. At dawn he found himself naked and alone before the void.


The years passed. The hair of the deputy commander of the Irgun grew back and his heart hardened. Sitting in his office across from the two men, he unconsciously ran his fingers over the tips of his dense, porcupine hair. When he became aware of this, he immediately dropped his hand. Such a gentle movement, so sentimental, was unbecoming to the deputy commander of the Irgun. To correct the distorted impression, he chose an utterly masculine movement, typical of deputy commanders of organizations whoever they may be, and pounded the desk. Zeev Feinberg and Yaacov Markovitch turned to look at him, the former curiously, the latter with awe. Since he had pounded the desk for no good reason, the deputy commander of the Irgun was now forced to think quickly of something to say. “Well then, you both seem to be in serious trouble.” Yaacov Markovitch and Zeev Feinberg nodded in agreement.


He, the deputy commander of the Irgun, had the rare ability to say obvious things in such a way that made them sound remarkably fresh. “That Mandelbaum, will he come all the way to Tel Aviv?”


“To Tel Aviv?” Zeev Feinberg said, raising his voice, “he’ll pursue us to the Red Sea if he has to!” The deputy commander of the Irgun and Zeev Feinberg burst out laughing. Yaacov Markovitch groaned faintly.


“Get me out of this, Froike,” Zeev Feinberg said, “I like what I have between my legs too much to give it up to the slaughterer’s knife.”


“Of course I’ll get you out of this, Feinberg. What are friends for if not to save each other’s balls? Even though I’m not so sure about this friend of yours here. As it is, he doesn’t seem to make much use of them.” The deputy commander of the Irgun burst into laughter. Zeev Feinberg joined him in what the deputy commander of the Irgun considered enthusiastic agreement, and what Yaacov Markovitch deemed a polite gesture. When they’d finished discussing the limited use Yaacov Markovitch made of his testicles, the deputy commander of the Irgun grew serious and leaned over the desk towards them. “Feinberg, I’m sending you to Europe.”


The expression on Zeev Feinberg’s face, had it appeared on anyone else’s face, would have been called “confused”. But Zeev Feinberg, 120 kilograms of daring and muscle, not including the mustache, was not a man accustomed to being confused. The confusion, finding nothing to hold on to, slid rapidly off his face. It dripped from his blue eyes, from the mouth now smiling as it had before, and from the thick eyebrows. Only in his mustache did it find a crack in which to nestle, and so the confusion hung on the edge of the right side of Zeev Feinberg’s mustache, which, upon hearing the word “Europe”, jutted up oddly.


“By God, Froike, if this is another one of your herring schemes, I’ll rip out your tongue.” The deputy commander of the Irgun and Zeev Feinberg burst into conspiratorial laughter. Yaacov Markovitch tried mentally to fill in what was missing, and the story he wove in his imagination was probably infinitely more impressive than the one that had actually occurred in reality.


“No, Feinberg, I swear, not another herring.” The deputy commander of the Irgun wiped away the moisture that the laughter had brought to the corners of his eyes, casually disproving the myth that deputy commanders of the Irgun do not shed tears. “This is the story: Europe has closed its gates, that you know, and the door isn’t really open here either. But we have found a breach: marriage. A Jewish girl in Poland or Germany who marries a young man from Palestine can leave Europe without any problems. A Jewish boy from Palestine who comes back with a new wife from Europe can enter the homeland without any arguments. Over the last few months, we have recruited young men to travel to Europe and marry a woman there. When they return, they’ll divorce the woman and that’s that—another new immigrant in the Holy Land, another young man blushing after a thank-you kiss. And who knows, maybe more than that. I personally am willing to bet that at least two of those couples will stay married. A sea voyage tends to bring people closer, which you know, and not everyone can overcome the boredom of the journey with a chess game. So congratulations, Feinberg, you’re about to get married.”


While the deputy commander of the Irgun was speaking, the confusion began another assault on Zeev Feinberg’s mustache. Upon hearing that last sentence, it no longer limited itself to the tip of the right side of the mustache, but spread across the length of the entire monument, causing many dozens of hairs to jut out in various directions and giving Zeev Feinberg the appearance of an out-of-control broom.


“Married?” Yaacov Markovitch could swear that he heard a quaver in Zeev Feinberg’s voice. “There’s no other way?”


“It’s just on paper, Feinberg, just on paper. But if I were in your place, I’d leave my signature on that piece of paper!”


Zeev Feinberg ignored the wink of the deputy commander of the Irgun. He’d only just finally decided to devote himself to Sonya—to only one woman, for God’s sake!—and the devil in the form of the deputy commander of the Irgun had come and whispered in his ear. The voyage from Europe to Palestine took eleven days. No man could resist the temptation. And even though he knew that the vaginas of European girls were as dry as the Siberian steppes, and even if they were filled with water, it would be as cold as the waters of the Rhine; he also knew that he would immerse himself in that snowy water and return to Sonya shivering with cold and guilt. Oh Sonya, the amber goddess of Palestine. Though she had also been a European iceberg once, the Mediterranean sun had warmed her spirit and imbued her skin with the scent of oranges (historical truth requires a note that Sonya’s skin was far from being amber-hued, and never tanned, but went directly from milky white to sickly red—but Zeev Feinberg never noticed that).


“Find yourself someone else, Froike, I’m not going.” The deputy commander of the Irgun looked at Zeev Feinberg, who spoke quickly before he could change his mind. “You’ve made a very tempting offer here, and a rescue, there’s no doubt about that. But I’d rather stay here. You must have a well-hidden weapons cache somewhere, a camel in whose stomach you can smuggle explosive materials, fellahin that need to be driven away from their village in the Jerusalem hills where someone has to stay to guard their ruins. I’ll take one of those jobs. Mandelbaum won’t find me.”


“He will,” Yaacov Markovitch said, his eyes cast down. One night, when sleep evaded him, and his wages weren’t enough for a woman in Haifa, and Jabotinsky’s writings did not extinguish his loneliness, he went out for a walk around the village. On the way back, he passed the butcher’s shop. Through the curtain, he saw Rachel Mandelbaum walking around the living room of her house. Mending a blouse, patting the dust from an embroidered pillow, sipping tea, her eyes on the void. Rachel Mandelbaum walked around her house, but her shadow danced in the yard. As she walked the length of the living room, the shadow moved to the flower bed at the front door. When she patted the pillow to remove the dust, the shadow patted the walls of the house. When she sipped tea, the shadow froze in place and stretched. After a while, Yaacov Markovitch noticed that he wasn’t alone. On the stone fence that surrounded the yard sat Avraham Mandelbaum, looking at his house from the outside, guarding his wife’s shadow. As if the slaughterer was afraid that the shadow would do what its owner dared not do: get up, run all the way to the Haifa port and board a ship sailing to Europe. When Yaacov Markovitch recalled the expression on the butcher’s face as the wind made Rachel’s shadow dance on the flower bed, he knew that Mandelbaum would find them. “No concealed weapons cache, no hiding place in a camel’s stomach, and no trip to the Jerusalem hills. We’ll travel to Europe together. And as for the women, don’t worry: I’ll save you from yourself.”
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THEY BOARDED THE SHIP four days later. The sea was calm and the sunset banal. Yaacov Markovitch was slightly disappointed. He was a practical man, not a sentimental fool, and yet he harbored the hope that on the first day of their journey the forces of nature would rally to present an opening scene worth noting. A flock of storks would hover in the sky, a slippery dolphin would approach the shore, the dying sun would have a unique hue. Because, after all, this was not simply a voyage to Europe; this was the beginning of his life’s journey. From the day he was born, Yaacov Markovitch had felt he was nothing more than a minor character in other people’s stories, a sub-plot, a distant moon that received its light from a sun. He was the son of his parents and the subordinate of his squad commander and the friend of Zeev Feinberg. For the first time in his life Yaacov Markovitch felt that he, Yaacov Markovitch, was living a life worth telling about. Everything that had happened until now had been merely a sketch, the mindless scribbling of an artist a moment before he sits down purposefully at his easel. That was why he no longer thought about his house in the village and did not miss the people who lived there, sorry only that, in his headlong flight, he had left behind the writings of Jabotinsky, and he also felt sorry for the pigeons.


When he puked up his guts after half an hour of sailing, Yaacov Markovitch observed his reflection in the water. Among the floating bits of vomit he saw the average eyes, the run-of-the-mill nose, the tediously ordinary jawline. But on his forehead he saw something new, a firm line not previously there. When that line had appeared, he didn’t know. Had it been when he smashed the Arab’s head with a rock, or when he lied so brazenly to Avraham Mandelbaum, or perhaps when he insisted, actually argued, with the deputy commander of the Irgun, who refused at first to let him join the voyage? Whatever the reason, it was a clear sign. Yaacov Markovitch looked at the new line on his forehead, the crack through which the man he was meant to be would emerge at any moment. He wiped the remnants of vomit from the corners of his mouth and headed for the deck.


He quickly learned that he had been mistaken. Life on the ship was different from life in the village in almost every way, but when it came to Yaacov Markovitch, it was the same. The passengers’ glances slid off his face and continued onward, like the drops of urine the men peed every night from the deck into the sea. No one hated him, no one mocked him—nor did anyone seek the protection of Zeev Feinberg’s savior, Yaacov Markovitch, killer of Arabs, deceiver of slaughterers. If he had thought he would hatch from the shell of his cocoon-like youth, he now discovered that it had not been a shell, but his skin. When Yaacov Markovitch sought his friend’s advice on this subject, he discovered that it was a lost cause: Zeev Feinberg had been crowned uncontested king of the voyage even before the ship had left the shore. He had strolled along the pier surrounded by a group of young men, drooling puppies who wanted to lap up more and more stories from the person known as the best friend of the deputy commander of the Irgun. And Zeev Feinberg gave them what they wanted. He told stories until his throat was dry, sang lewd songs until his tongue grew blunt, and made his listeners laugh, drowning out their laughter with his own, driving flocks of migrating birds from their route. Even though he had not been appointed leader of the mission—the deputy commander of the Irgun had given that position to a young man by the name of Katz several months earlier—there could be no doubt about who the acting commander was. If Zeev Feinberg had given an order to take a three-day detour to the coast of Greece to watch the local girls swim in the nude, the captain would have obeyed, and Zeev Feinberg would most likely have done that if his heart had not been aching with yearning for Sonya. Instead, he continued to talk and sing and laugh, only occasionally feeling as if his voice had departed from his body, was sailing forward without him, and Zeev Feinberg himself was far, far away. At such moments Zeev Feinberg was tired of being Zeev Feinberg. Yaacov Markovitch had never seen this before; how could a person grow tired of being Zeev Feinberg?


They always met on the deck at sunrise. Yaacov Markovitch came up to make sure that the sun had indeed risen, Zeev Feinberg was on his way to his bed after a night of drinks and stories. They sat beside each other in the silence, Yaacov Markovitch mustering strength for the day to come, Zeev Feinberg gathering courage to face his nightmares. At such moments the atmosphere was so congenial that they never dared to speak in its presence.


The days were alike, but passed nevertheless. As they drew closer to Europe, a quiver of restlessness circulated among the passengers, intensifying so much that it seemed as if the entire ship were dancing on the surface of the water in excited anticipation. They talked about it at breakfast and dinner, while standing on deck and lying in bed. They talked about Europe so much that when they finally saw it they were all silent, as if they didn’t believe that there was an actual continent behind their words. Yaacov Markovitch stood on the deck and looked at the land. It seemed to him that the ship was moving faster than usual, drawn to the port by some sort of magnetic force. The third pole, the European pole, around which all the passengers had been circling, materialized before his eyes. Zeev Feinberg stood beside him, eyes closed, refusing to enjoy a view of that cradle of pleasure, the thought of which was enough to soften your heart and stiffen your penis. He rolled Sonya’s name around on his tongue again and again, holding on to it to assuage temptations and witches. But from a distance his tongue seemed to taste the butter and the cocoa, the tender venison and the hardening nipples of women, and Zeev Feinberg gave one final sigh, “Sonya,” and uttered her name no more.




 





At the same time, Sonya stood on the shore of Palestine and looked at the sea. Zeev Feinberg finally opened his eyes and saw the ground of Europe grow nearer. Sonya stood with open eyes, and saw nothing but water. Eleven days earlier, on exactly the same morning the ship left the Haifa port, Sonya was driven by a strong feeling to go and look at the sea. That fateful coincidence might have been considered evidence of the magical connection between a pair of lovers, if the same feeling hadn’t driven Sonya to the shore on the previous three days as well. That behavior of Sonya’s contained nothing of the highly praised women’s intuition that wakes a mother in the middle of the night with the knowledge that her son has been wounded in battle, or causes her to hurry and bake a cake, mysteriously certain that he would return that day. It wasn’t intuition, but devotion. When Zeev Feinberg scratched his nose, her nostril did not itch. When he had diarrhea from a gastroenteritis epidemic on the ship, Sonya slept soundly. She did not feel it when the ship reached Europe and did not prophesy the date on which she would leave the Haifa port; she only knew that she had to wait for him to return, and she knew that when he did—he would return from the water.


Sonya’s girlfriends scoffed at her for waiting. Zeev Feinberg is a good man, there’s no one like him for amusement, but no mustache is worth standing on the shore all day wearing an Anna Karenina face. Sonya shrugged and continued to stand there, hurling hot curses at Zeev Feinberg. Because even if she was doomed to wait, even if she was cursed with the humiliating tendency of women everywhere to find a piece of sand on which to stand and look at the sea, waiting for their man to return, at least she had the strength to be angry about it. And so she cursed Zeev Feinberg with all her heart and soul, loudly and resolutely. His illustrious mustache was, in her words, “a collection of black worms”, and his penis—famous throughout the valley—was dragged through the mud daily. Sometimes she called it “a scallion”, sometimes “a stunted squash”, sometimes she declared it “a hothouse for lice”, and one day she announced that such foul meat was unfit for human consumption. People quickly gathered to hear Sonya abuse Zeev Feinberg. She was no less passionate about it than she was about waiting for his return.


The young men from the village worshiped her. And not because she was beautiful. The distance between her eyes was a millimeter greater than the distance considered pleasing. The sun had scattered freckles across her face, and her aquiline nose would have reinforced the words of every German propagandist. Average height, reasonable breasts, a rear end there was nothing to say about except that it existed. Nonetheless, they came every day to watch her standing on the shore. The shy ones with yearning glances, the brave ones with clever remarks, urging her to forget Feinberg and give herself to one of them. While they might not have mustaches, and their laughter didn’t rustle the leaves of the fruit trees, they at least were here, and that was nothing to sneeze at. Sonya thanked them from the bottom of her heart, and went on cursing Zeev Feinberg. The women, for their part, began to curse Sonya. Questions like, “But what does she have?” filled the air like a swarm of wasps. Some said that her devotion cast a spell. Deep in his heart, every man, even if he isn’t a sailor, wants a woman to wait on the shore for his return. Cheap romanticism, nothing more. Devotion, in and of itself, does not cast a spell; its magic depends on who the devotee is. A charmless pumpkin standing on the shore would end up covered in hyssop or would be transformed into a lighthouse. Others talked about the orange scent. In truth, Sonya’s skin did give off the scent of oranges, a heavy, sweet fragrance that is unmistakable. Anyone who stood next to Sonya at work and took a deep breath would immediately feel as if he were in the Jaffa port surrounded by crates of oranges. The orange scent was intoxicating, but so was the fragrance of jasmine and figs. Many women whose skin was redolent with a unique scent were scattered throughout the country: everyone knew that one from Degania who had to wear gloves to keep the insects from being drawn to the honey of her hands; and there was a girl from Rishon LeZion who, according to the stories, gave off such a strong scent of myrtle that people with allergies began to sneeze. The orange scent is all well and good, but it’s a long way from that to mad love.


What the devotion and oranges did not explain, the fire might. The flame that blazed inside Sonya defrosted frozen limbs, warmed innards, made fingertips tingle. On rainy winter days, when water trickled down faces and filled shoes with mud and despair, people looked at Sonya and were warmed. And in summer, when the entire village was covered with a thin sheet of dust and the houses were glazed with a powdery confection of sand and suffocation, Sonya was the only one whose colors did not fade. She wasn’t beautiful, they knew that, and yet they turned their faces towards her the way sunflowers turn to the sun.


One day, when she was still standing on the beach, Avraham Mandelbaum came to visit her. She didn’t see him at first. She was fully engaged in a detailed description of the way she would pull out all of Zeev Feinberg’s nails when he returned. When she recognized the slaughterer, she was afraid that upon hearing her words he might adopt some of the ideas for himself. But she calmed herself with the knowledge that a skilled slaughterer like Avraham Mandelbaum did not need her advice on how to deal with flesh and nails, and asked him why he had come. Ever since the day that Yaacov Markovitch and Zeev Feinberg had fled, they had avoided each other on the street. Avraham Mandelbaum wrung his thick hands in embarrassment, and Sonya thought that if it hadn’t been for his height of almost two meters and his weight of more than 160 kilograms, you could see him as a child. With downcast eyes and a hesitant voice, he said that he had come to catch her anger.


“It’s not the flu, you know.”


“Yes, but even so.” Then he said that for many days he hadn’t felt any anger, not even a little, towards Zeev Feinberg. No matter how much he tried to blow on the fire of his rage to rekindle it, to make it burn by picturing in detail Zeev Feinberg lying with his wife, he did not have even an ember of anger in him.


“If that’s the case, what do you have there instead?”


“Sometimes, in the butcher’s shop, when I finish cutting up an animal, I sit among the pieces of meat and try to reassemble it in my mind. Sometimes it works, and then I see them become one again, like in a vision of the end of days, the meat on the table and the innards in the garbage pail and the skin tossed on the floor and the head that I always wrap in a rag so that Rachel won’t see it, because it makes her nauseous. And sometimes it doesn’t work, and I sit down on the stool surrounded by pieces and ask myself where the lamb is.”


Sonya thought that this was undoubtedly the longest conversation she had ever had with Avraham Mandelbaum. Perhaps she even guessed that this was the longest conversation Avraham Mandelbaum had ever had in his life.


“I don’t think I understand, Avraham. What’s the connection between the lamb and Zevik?”


“I can’t find it, Sonya. I can’t find the anger. When I went to Feinberg’s house that morning, I was ready to skin him alive. But when I went home, I didn’t want to kill anyone anymore. I was tired.”


For the first time since she had been standing on the shore, Sonya looked away from the sea. She turned to Avraham Mandelbaum and took his hands, a slaughterer’s hands. Her eyes were far enough away from each other to divide between them what she felt: her right eye was all sadness, her left eye was all compassion.


“It’s not my anger that you need, Avraham. Make your own. Make yourself something of your own.”


At night, the deputy commander of the Irgun visited Sonya. Before leaving for Europe, Zeev Feinberg had made him swear to go north and tell her that he had gone on a voyage, “and the most important thing”, Feinberg had stressed, “is to tell her that I’ll be back”. The deputy commander of the Irgun did not tell Sonya the purpose of his journey, but merely mentioned briefly that it was the only way “to save his ass, which I understand is quite precious to you”. Then he looked straight ahead through the window at the night, to which he could shortly return, his ears perked to gather the murmurs of her gratitude. When the murmurs were late in coming—what happened to “What would we do without you?”, where was “He owes you his life, and so do I”?—he narrowed his eyes and looked at her again. Much practice and childhood strabismus had made him an expert in this sort of slit-eyed detection. An outside observer might mistakenly think—here are a man and a woman sitting in the living room, the woman looking at the wall and the man at the window. With regard to the woman, that observer would be right, but with regard to the man, his observation would be far from the truth. The deputy commander of the Irgun looked at Sonya with the same concentration he applied to the study of a topographical map of the route of the next night’s raid. He memorized every inch of her face: the wide-set eyes, the number of equally and unequally spaced freckles, the wide chin. He also saw the furrow of the wrinkle between the nose and the lip, and discovered that when she smiled, she did it by slightly raising the left corner of her mouth, a movement that might be considered charming. The sum total of it was quite ordinary, definitely not a reason to bother making the long trip from Tel Aviv. The deputy commander of the Irgun felt sorry for Zeev Feinberg, a wasted breeding bull who had chosen to settle in such a godforsaken area, where not only did the land close its womb, but the women were definitely mediocre as well.


He turned back to the window. In another moment, he would part from her. In another moment, he would walk out of the door. The way to Tel Aviv would be dark and cold, and all sorts of sights would dance in his mind, the kind a person sees only when he is out alone in the night. He had already begun to stand up when he heard Sonya’s voice:


“You know him from the ship, right?”


The deputy commander of the Irgun said yes, he knew Zeev Feinberg from the ship, and now, if she would forgive him, it was late and he had to be going.


Sonya gave him an amused, tough look, an exact copy of the look he wore when speaking to his men, and said, “If you put him on a ship, the least you can do is tell me about what he did on the previous one.”


“Why?”


“If I can’t see him in the present, at least I’ll hear something about his past.”


The deputy commander of the Irgun sat down again, his expression angry. He had never liked rehashing past escapades. What was the point of chewing on the cud of the past when you could be chewing on the meat of the future? Talking about memories wears them away, like a shirt that is washed over and over again until its color is gone. But he soon discovered that when he told Sonya stories about being on the ship with Zeev Feinberg, they became infused with a life of their own, appearing before his eyes in colors brighter than ever before. At first he attributed this to his rare storytelling skills, but was quickly forced to admit that it was not his doing. It was Sonya. Every pore of her body seemed to absorb his words. When he told her how he left his family and went to the city, and from there to the ship, her eyes filled with compassion. When he described how he almost drowned in a storm, her nostrils quivered in a small spasm of fear. When he told the jokes he had taught Feinberg, she shook with laughter. And something in the deputy commander of the Irgun shook as well. The past was no longer the past when he recounted it to Sonya. Her attentiveness was so total, her participation so sincere, that what he had previously considered cold, bland leftovers of memories became warm and spiced again, filling his stomach with joy. They sat there until late into the night. He regaled her with the jokes they’d told on the deck, even the crudest ones, and was shocked to see that she did not blush with shame, but smiled broadly with pleasure. He described in detail Feinberg’s brilliant chess moves, and his own sophisticated counter-attacks, and even though she didn’t understand a thing, she clapped her hands happily at every crucial moment. So as not to hurt her, he avoided talking about their peccadillos with the women, but when she gave him a knowing look he broke down and related the details to her. There was the woman they tried to dupe into thinking they were brothers, and when she didn’t believe it they claimed that they both had the same birthmark on their penises, and persuaded her to check. And there was the one who filled her corset with socks at the beginning of the voyage, and when it was so cold that she had to wear them at night, her breasts smelled like feet. And the one who said she wouldn’t give herself to Feinberg until he shaved off his mustache, and in response the deputy commander of the Irgun said he wouldn’t stay with her until she grew a mustache. Finally, he told Sonya about the night they reached Palestine. Her wide-set eyes moved closer together with shock, and he could barely finish a sentence without an interruption from her: “With the girls in one hand and the chess pieces in the other?” And “What did the British say when they saw you?” And in the end, the words that brought joy to the heart of the deputy commander of the Irgun: “But how were the pieces really arranged on the chess board?”


He left her house at dawn. After so many hours of talking about Zeev Feinberg he longed to see his friend, who was now an ocean away. He spent the entire trip back to Tel Aviv reminiscing about their sea voyage. And the deputy commander of the Irgun was so busy missing Zeev Feinberg that it took him another two whole days to realize that he missed Sonya too.




 





In the days that followed, the deputy commander of the Irgun smelled citrus fruit wherever he went. Again and again his legs took him to the Jaffa port, where the vendors were taken aback to see him sniffing the crates of oranges with a yearning look. He occasionally thought that he must be wrong, that it was impossible for a woman’s body to give off such a scent, maybe there had been a bowl of clementines in the room. But in his heart he knew—there had been no clementines or grapefruit. In the end, desire got the better of him: he bought a crate of oranges, put them in his office at headquarters, and did not allow anyone to eat any of them.


While the oranges rotted away in the office of the deputy commander of the Irgun, Sonya blossomed at her post on the beach. The sea air did her good. The sun shone between her breasts. The stream of curses she hurled at Zeev Feinberg brought a constant blush to her cheeks. But more than anything, it was the futility of what she was doing, the arbitrariness of her expectations, the magnificent illogic that stirred her blood and filled her body with vitality.


At the end of a week, when the deputy commander of the Irgun returned and knocked at her door, he felt like a man lost in an orchard. He mustered all his verbal prowess in an effort to deny it, to persuade himself that he was in no way sinning against his best friend Feinberg. They had always shared everything that crossed their path—women, stories, bottles of liquor—why should this woman be any different from the previous ones? But he knew, he knew despite himself, that different she was. Finally, when the scent of oranges threatened to drive him mad, he decided that the entire matter had blown up beyond all proportion. Sonya was just another lady friend for Zeev Feinberg (who was undoubtedly on his way to Palestine now, sharing the beds of the women on the ship), and he would be only too happy for the deputy commander of the Irgun to visit her in his absence. Clearly Zeev Feinberg would appreciate the devotion of his friend, who had traveled all the way to the north to spend a bit of time with the woman whose eyes were set a millimeter too far apart to be considered pleasing.


When he reached the door to her house, he almost changed his mind. He spent close to an hour in the shadows, watching the oil lamp in the living room. Then he decided to move from darkness into light and knocked on the door. Sonya’s voice asked, “Who’s there?” The deputy commander of the Irgun hesitated for a moment, wondering how to reply to that question, and then said, “Ephraim”.


When Sonya opened the door, she didn’t recognize him. Nothing remained of the man she had met a week earlier. The confidence and the arrogance had vanished completely, replaced by a stumbling awkwardness that reminded her of a lamb’s first steps moments after birth. She gave herself to him unhesitatingly, although his gratitude embarrassed her. He was too handsome to beg for any woman’s kindness, and the fact that, of all of them, she was the only one whose kindness he did beg for aroused discomfort more than pleasure in her. In any case, her conscience did not torment her. She felt neither the joy of revenge nor the guilt of betrayal. Only the physical calm of sexual release. Three weeks had passed since Zeev Feinberg had fled from the terror of Avraham Mandelbaum, and while Sonya’s body left no great impression on those who saw it, it was no small source of pleasure for Sonya herself. There was no reason to let it gather dust. Since Zeev Feinberg’s departure, she had spent her evenings sitting on the armchair, sipping tea to moisten her throat, dry from the day’s invectives, and dipping a pink finger into a jar of honey. That very same finger would wander along the lower part of Feinberg’s stomach, skipping over to her own thighs. Now, in his absence, her body was orphaned and bored. True, Feinberg had come to her a number of times in her sleep, and she took her turn coming to him as she lay in bed at dawn, but the musings of imagination are nothing like the caresses of reality. However wild the lovemaking was in her mind, it left no marks on her body. And Sonya loved the marks almost as much as the act of love itself. Standing in the field at noon, she would steal a glance at a scratch that Feinberg had left on her breast, at a bite mark that adorned her stomach. Thus, as the sun blazed down on her head, she would take comfort in the reminders of the previous night, regards from the moon. Now her nights were silent and her body free of marks. That was why the presence of Zeev Feinberg’s best friend in her bed seemed right to her: one had left and the other had come to fulfill his obligations. Before they went to sleep, the deputy commander of the Irgun even put up the shelf that Zevik had promised to put up.


Like Zeev Feinberg before him, the deputy commander of the Irgun discovered that Sonya’s body was a well of sweet water. He drank from it and was not sated. But when he woke up the next morning, the bed was empty. He searched for Sonya between the four walls of the house and on the paths of the village to no avail—she had already taken her place on the shore and was cursing and abusing Zeev Feinberg with renewed strength, vociferously, passionately and resolutely.
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