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         The Continuing Silence of a Poet: The Collected Stories of A.B. Yehoshua

         
 

          
 

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

         Robert Nye, The Guardian

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Bryan Cheyette, TLS

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Susan Hill, New Statesman

         
 

          
 

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

         David Aberbach, The Jewish Quarterly

         
 

          
 

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

         Victoria Glendinning, The Sunday Times

         
 

          
 

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

         Nicci Gerrard, The Observer

         
 

          
 

         “…a considerable œuvre.”

         
 

         Andrew Sinclair, The Times

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Seamus Finnegan, The Jewish Chronicle

         
 

          
 

         The Lover

         
 

          
 

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

         Natasha Lehrer, TLS

         
 

          
 

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

         Francesca Segal, Jewish Chronicle

         
 

          
 

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

         The Daily Telegraph

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Christopher Wordsworth, The Guardian

         
 

          
 

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

         Paul Ableman, The Spectator

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Mira Bar-Hillel, The Jewish Quarterly

         
 

          
 

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

         Murray Baumgarten, The Jerusalem Post

         
 

          
 

         “…a work of genuine distinction.”
 

         Leon I. Yudkin, Modern Hebrew Literature

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Esther Safer Fisher, Middle East Focus

         
 

         

         
 

          
 

         A Late Divorce

         
 

          
 

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

         New Statesman

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         London Review of Books

         
 

          
 

         Five Seasons

         
 

          
 

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

         The New York Times Book Review

         
 

          
 

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

         Financial Times

         
 

          
 

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

         Washington Post Book World

         
 

          
 

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

         Kirkus

         
 

          
 

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

         Clive Sinclair, The Sunday Times

         
 

          
 

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

         Robert Alter, The New Republic

         
 

          
 

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

         The Minneapolis Star Tribune

         
 

          
 

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

         The Jerusalem Post

         
 

          
 

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

         Aram Saroyan, Los Angeles Times

         
 

         

         
 

          
 

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

         The Toronto Globe and Mail

         
 

          
 

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

         Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times

         
 

          
 

         “…a fiction that matters.”
 

         Sanford  Pinsker, The Philadelphia Inquirer

         
 

          
 

         Mr. Mani

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Stephen Brook, New Statesman and Society

         
 

          
 

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

         Peter Kemp, The Sunday Times

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         David Pryce-Jones, The Financial Times

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Cynthia Ozick
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Wendy Brandmark, The Independent 

         
 

          
 

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

         Nicci Gerrard, The Observer

         
 

          
 

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

         John Bayley, The New York Review of Books

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Alfred Kazin

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Herbert Mitgang, The New York Times

         
 

          
 

         Open Heart

         
 

          
 

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

         Ilan Stavans, TLS

         
 

          
 

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

         The Washington Post

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         The Seattle Times

         
 

          
 

         A Journey to the End of the Millennium

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         The Washington Post

         
 

          
 

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

         James E Young, New York Times

         
 

          
 

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

         Peter Vansittart, The Spectator

         
 

          
 

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

         Kirkus Reviews

         
 

          
 

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

         Jewish Chronicle

         
 

          
 

         The Liberated Bride

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Robert Rosenberg, The Sun (New York)

         
 

          
 

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

         Richard Eder, The New York Times

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         International Herald Tribune

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         International Jerusalem Post

         
 

          
 

         A Woman in Jerusalem

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Claire Messud, The New York Times

         
 

          
 

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

         Carole Angier, The Independent

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         The Economist

         
 

          
 

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

         The Washington Post

         
 

          
 

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

         Mary Whipple, Amazon.com
 

          
 

         Friendly Fire

         
 

          
 

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

         Ethan Bronner The New York Times Book Review

         
 

          
 

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

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

         
 

          
 

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

         
 

         Mary Whipple, Amazon.com
 

          
 

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

         David Herman, Jewish Chronicle 

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            A LATE DIVORCE
 

            A.B. YEHOSHUA
 

            Translated from the Hebrew by Hillel Halkin
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            SUNDAY


         
 

         

            Benjy knew it when Da Muddy died.
 

            He cried. He smell hit. He smell hit.
 

            William Faulkner


         
 

         Grandpa really has come I thought it’s raining outside it wasn’t a dream I remembered how they woke me and showed me to him because they promised me they would as soon as he came from the aeroplane even if I was sleeping that’s why I agreed to go to bed. At first I heard them argue in the dark because dad didn’t want them turning on the light but mum said I promised and dad said so what he’ll have plenty of time to see him. But mum insisted just for a second come see him father he’s done nothing but wait and ask about you for the last three days. Which wasn’t even so. And the light went on but I couldn’t open my eyes because it hurt and I heard a hoarse new voice it was grandpa’s I don’t believe that’s really Gaddi why I still think of him as a baby you’re raising a giant here. A giant he called me not fat but dad laughed time hasn’t stood still he’s not your tribe’s he’s ours big fat and solid the blanket’s hiding him now you’ll see him better later the kids in his class call him Boxer he’s really a sweetheart the pain shot through my heart again. How could he? Why?

         
 

         Shh Kedmi shh whispered mum the child’s up already she patted my head and tried sitting me up but she was too late she always is grandpa already had heard. Who told dad? He knows everything. If only mum had told grandpa now about my glands but she just propped me up in bed with her hand to keep me from falling get up Gaddi it’s grandpa he’s here open your eyes I opened them and saw Uncle Tsvi in a hat but all wrinkled and taller full of hair he was crying ma passed me to him he tried lifting me he staggered and almost dropped me he kissed me he got me wet with his tears. He doesn’t remember me. Do you remember me Gaddi? We told you he would come in the end laughed mum her eyes were wet too. You wanted us to wake you. So I put my lips on his rough dry cheeks for a kiss. That’s enough said dad he took me from grandpa and swung me back into bed they were already by the baby to look at her too they didn’t wake her though because once she’s up she never goes back to sleep. Enough said dad you’ll see so much of them you’ll be sick of them yet. He turned off the light I was almost asleep again when he came back and pulled off the blanket as long as you’re up why don’t you try to pee we don’t want any more little messes. I don’t have to I whispered. Try anyway there’s always something he helped me up and into my slippers he led me to the bathroom and pulled down my pyjamas I saw the whole house lit bags and suitcases and grandpa’s back he was drinking tea with his hat on. But there wasn’t any pee my head kept dropping to the little pool of clear water dad whistled standing guard by the door. Well? I made already I whispered and flushed right away. I didn’t hear you he said but I made I pulled up my pants and went back to bed what does he want he trails me like a policeman he covered me and said give me a kiss so I gave him one and he kissed me back hard and left then I felt if I waited some more I might have peed after all it was all because of that whistling and I fell asleep.

         
 

         And now it was warm and wet down there with that sweet like smell of the mess and the rain I could hear it dripping all the time even though it was nearly Passover it was the day of our class seder. There wasn’t a sound in the house not even the radio till dad stood in the doorway it’s seven o’clock aren’t you getting up he came to pull off the blanket but I held on to it tight. I’m getting up I said he didn’t smell a thing the minute he left I part-closed the door I pulled off my wet bottoms real quick and stuffed them into my schoolbag and covered them with books I took an old wool blanket and spread it on the stain to absorb it the baby opened her eyes. Then I went to the bathroom to wash. Grandpa’s bags were all gone only his hat was still on the kitchen table there was a smell of coffee dad sat behind his paper.

         
 

         “Where’s mum?”
 

         “She’s sleeping. They were up all night. C’mon, get a move on. It’s raining, I’ll drive you to school. Do you want an egg?”

         
 

         “Yes.” And I sat down at the table that was full of food while he went to fry me an egg. “Will grandpa live with us now?”

         
 

         “Of course not.”
 

         “Will he go live with grandma?”
 

         Dad laughed. “Where is that?”
 

         “Where she is.”
 

         But I was never in that place she doesn’t really live in just nearby.

         
 

         “No. He’s only come for a few days to take care of some business. He’ll stay with Tsvi too, and with Asa in Jerusalem. Then he’ll go back to America.”

         
 

         “For good?”
 

         “For the time being.”
 

         He gave me the egg and some cocoa and Rice Krispies and two slices of bread. He always gives me a lot and expects me to finish it all.

         
 

         “Why did grandpa cry?”
 

         “When?”
 

         “Last night.”
 

         “Did he? I didn’t notice. I guess he felt like it. Let’s go, enough questions. Hurry up, I don’t have time …”

         
 

         I began to eat listening to the quiet in the house watching the raindrops run down the windowpane. I said:

         
 

         “It was just one boy who called me Boxer once. It wasn’t everyone.”

         
 

         He put down his paper and looked at me and laughed.
 

         “All right, all right. It was just something I said. I didn’t mean anything by it. Even if they do call you Boxer why should you care? Tell them to go to hell. I’m on the chubby side myself, and you can see there’s nothing wrong with it, especially if you’re tall.”

         
 

         He stood up to show me his stomach letting it hang out on purpose beating it with his fist.

         
 

         “Don’t worry, you’ll be big and strong just like me.”
 

         But I didn’t want to be just like him not that I said so. It was already past seven-thirty. I finished eating and went back to my room to pack my schoolbag and to see if the stain was gone but it wasn’t so I sort of made the bed while the baby looked on it’s a good thing she can’t talk I stuck the dummy in her mouth and walked out past the shut door where grandpa was sleeping I looked around to see if he had left something for me but there wasn’t anything that looked like it. I went to mum and dad’s room and touched mum she opened her eyes right away she smiled but dad was right behind me leave her alone Gaddi hands off let her sleep what is it that you want?

         
 

         “I need matzos, lettuce and wine. We’re having a class seder this morning.”

         
 

         “Why didn’t you say so yesterday?”
 

         “I told mum.”
 

         “Maybe you can get along without it. Borrow some from another boy.”

         
 

         “I’m getting up,” said mum.
 

         “You don’t have to. I’ll take care of it. Come on, just get a move on.”

         
 

         He went to the kitchen and wrapped two matzos in a newspaper he looked in the closet and found a bottle of old wine he tasted it and made a face he looked at me and said what difference does it make you won’t drink it anyway it’s just symbolic and he poured some into an old jar that used to have olives in it. Forget about the lettuce he said you can borrow a leaf from someone. So I started back towards mum don’t be stubborn he said it’s getting late but I said I need lettuce so he searched in the vegetable bin and found some old leaves and gave them to me was he sore. Since when did you get so religious? I put it all in my schoolbag my watch already said ten to eight.

         
 

         “What else do you need?”
 

         “A snack for school.”
 

         “What about the matzo?”
 

         “It’s for the seder at the end.”
 

         “Okay, I won’t let you starve.” He cut two thick slices of bread in a hurry and put chocolate spread on them he jangled his keys then mum was there she told me to put on my boots I went to get them she combed my hair I’m counting to three and going dad shouted the baby cried I strapped on my schoolbag and started downstairs halfway down I remembered I ran back up mum opened the door the baby was already in her arms.

         
 

         “What’s wrong?”

         
 

         “Nothing.”
 

         I ran to the bathroom and opened my schoolbag and took out the wet pyjamas and stuffed them deep into the laundry bin on the way out I passed grandpa’s door I opened it quietly and saw him sleeping by a suitcase full of clothes but nothing in it seemed to be for me.

         
 

         I felt mum’s hand. “You’ll see him later when you come home from school.” I ran down the stairs. Dad’s car was running the wipers were on white smoke came out from the back.

         
 

         “What the hell’s the matter with you? What did you forget this time?”

         
 

         “Nothing.”
 

         “It’s enough to drive a person up the wall.”
 

         The cars whizzed down the hill without stopping for dad they honked their brakes squealed in the end though he swore and swung into the traffic and let me off by my school.

         
 

         It was raining harder the children were running someone ran by me and said look at Boxer in boots he was gone before I could grab him I was sure it was the boy from 3A who had called me that before. There wasn’t any lineup we went straight to our rooms the bell rang our teacher Galya talked about the rain which might be the last of the year she wrote last rain on the blackboard we opened our Bibles before she even began hands were up to answer questions that no one had asked we have kids like that in our class. We read about Jacob who thought Joseph was eaten alive because all his brothers lied I was thinking of grandpa was he up yet when Galya told me to read next read what I said the chapter’s finished then start the next one she said and I did. And the famine was sore in the land and it came to pass when they had eaten up the provender which they had brought out of Egypt. Galya stopped me to ask what provender was I said it was some kind of food I didn’t know which then Sigal raised her hand and said it was wheat because that’s what they ate in those days and Galya said wheat and other things too so we talked about making flour from wheat and about baking bread and I opened my schoolbag to see if the bread was still there. At last the bell rang and I took out my sandwich because I was hungry but Galya made me put it back because we don’t eat in first recess.

         
 

         During recess we stayed in the halls because it was muddy outside the janitor wouldn’t let us out the children were wild I went looking for the boy who called me Boxer just let him try again in the end I spotted him running around a small skinny kid I went up to him he just smiled with his big dark eyes I wanted to hear him say it again so I’d know for sure I could sock him but he didn’t say anything then the bell rang and he went back to his class it was really 3A.

         
 

         The next class was drawing. Right off I drew a sun and a fence and a house like where grandma lives a man by the fence held a boy’s hand but the boy came out very big almost bigger than the man so I gave him a beard and made a man of him too and gave the first man braids and made him a woman and drew a new boy a baby on the ground with big flowers all around. I showed it to the teacher that’s nice she said but why is the sun so low it’s almost touching the people so I went back to my desk and drew a black cloud over it with rain coming out and wrote last rain on it and gave the man and the woman an umbrella but not the baby he couldn’t hold one he’d have to get wet but by then I was bored so I wrote Gaddi underneath and took out my sandwich and ate it because the drawing teacher doesn’t care if we eat in her class and then I stripped to my gym shorts. The rain had stopped so I went out to the yard we shot marbles in the mud the boy from 3A who never seems to play with boys his own age just with smaller ones was there too he didn’t say a word to me it was like he never had or would he just took out two marbles and shot them sharp and fast. It was a weird game because the marbles kept sticking in the mud they got bigger and bigger like big slow brown balls we all laughed at the fatsos rolling in the puddles there was mud all over us too we really had a good time. But when the bell rang and we started picking up the marbles and putting them back in our pockets I do from my class thought that one of mine was his and wanted to know where it was and this little kid says just like that Boxer took it while sticking close to a teacher passing by I made believe I didn’t hear but something ached inside I went to look for a stick because once the others learn to call me Boxer there won’t be any stopping it.

         
 

         Then we had gym it’s the class I hate most because the teacher always picks on me for not touching my toes or raising my arms high enough when my turn came to jump over the horse I went around it at the last second and ran my hand over it when they raised it higher I didn’t even try I just dragged along at the end of the line and let the other kids pass me. The gym teacher called me over try Gaddi he said I’ll help you I said I can’t. If you’d lose some weight you could jump he said so I said it’s not the food it’s my glands there’s something wrong with them. What glands he said who put that into your head? So I explained to him about the glands that make me fat the doctor said so he even gave me a note at the beginning of the year that I wasn’t supposed to jump. The gym teacher gave me such a hopeless look that it’s a wonder I didn’t cry I usually do when he starts up but today he was too tired to yell maybe because it was almost spring vacation. All he said was they’ll get you in the army then he blew his whistle and said now choose teams for dodge ball. I was chosen last and counted out first so I went looking for a stick again I found a short iron rod that I hid behind a fence I hoped it would rain some more so that gym might end early.

         
 

         At last the bell rang and we went inside to set our desks for the seder we spread them with sheets and took out the matzos and the wine and the lettuce from our schoolbags and put them on the sheets. The music teacher came with her accordion to play Passover songs and we sang and when she went to the next class for them to sing too we said The Four Questions and the blessing for the wine and some other stuff and picked up the matzos and put them down and wrapped them in the lettuce and picked them up again and ate them. I even drank the wine dad gave me at first I made a face but something made me drink it and I finished it all and suddenly felt a bit drunk. Honestly. I even ate Ido’s matzo and lettuce because he didn’t want them.

         
 

         Then we cleared our desks it was vacation by now because tomorrow we only get report cards. I was so drunk I nearly fell down the stairs I went to my hiding place and took the iron rod and walked slowly home by way of my old kindergarten I stood by the window and looked at the room with all the toys I knew so well and at the teacher who used to be mine sitting on a little chair and telling all the little kids a story it was dumb and for babies but I listened anyway because I remembered it except for the end the parents stood around me with raincoats for their children they kept pushing me ’cause they wanted to hear too so I walked up the street a bit and sat down on the fence to see what would happen just then the boy from 3A came out of the alleyway from school he said goodbye to some older kid who went into his house and started walking towards me. When he saw me on the fence he stopped to think for a second then he crossed to the other side of the street and smiled to himself as soon as he got close still watching me I jumped down and pulled the rod from my coat all at once he was running shouting you fat Boxer I chased him but he was too fast he kept gaining on me all of a sudden he tripped by the time he got up I had grabbed his schoolbag I tore the strap with one pull I knew then I was right he was weaker than me I knocked him back down and threw myself on him because my weight was my strong point he tried biting me but couldn’t I swung the rod because I meant to kill him maybe now. But a grownup standing by ran up and grabbed me that’s enough he said you should be ashamed of yourself hitting little children I started to cry let me go he’s older than me he had already squirmed free he was crying too he was really freaked out there was blood on his face he barked like a dog you fucking Boxer you he picked up a stone from the ground that’s enough you two the grownup said he took the rod away and tossed it into an empty lot he gave the kid a push go home he said he kept his grip on me let me go I said it was raining so the last rain wasn’t the last after all maybe this was. The boy from 3A walked up the street he was crying he was scared of his own blood he kept cursing me I sat down on the fence to dry my face and wait till he was gone the children came out of the kindergarten all the way home I walked close to a neighbour of ours who had come to get her child.

         
 

         Mum opened the door. Shh shh she said grandpa’s still sleeping what took you so long? I need you she said. I had forgotten all about grandpa she didn’t even see the mud and the tears. She was nervous not like herself the baby lay in the playpen in the middle of the living room and cried Di Di when she saw me that’s her name for me so I went to give her a dummy but mum said don’t touch her you’re filthy go wash and come quick to eat I need you today so I went to wash and saw my red eyes in the mirror and thought of the kid squirming under me how he cried I dried my hands and went to eat.

         
 

         Have you been crying mum asked. What made you think that I said. Did anything happen? No nothing. I had made up my mind not to tell her because she tells everything to dad.

         
 

         “Don’t eat so fast.”
 

         The house was quiet only the baby talking to a toy.
 

         “Has grandpa been asleep all the time?”
 

         “Yes. He’s very tired from the trip and from the difference in time. What happened in school today?”

         
 

         “Nothing.”
 

         “Don’t eat so fast. Did you have your seder?”
 

         “Yes.”
 

         “What did you do in it?”
 

         “Nothing.”
 

         “What do you mean, nothing? Didn’t you sing? Didn’t you say any prayers?”

         
 

         “Yes.”
 

         “Then why do you say nothing? Where are you going?”
 

         “Just to feed the worms.”
 

         “Leave them alone now. First finish eating.”
 

         “It’ll just take a minute.”
 

         I went to look at my silkworms a new one had spun a cocoon in the night so I put it aside and gave the others fresh mulberry leaves. Since I started second grade mum can’t handle me any more she lets me do what I want she isn’t strict with me like dad. I went back to the table it was really storming outside the telephone rang it must be dad he always checks up at this time of day to see if I’m home. The baby started crying go take care of her said mum I went to her there there I said but still she cried I blew out my cheeks and made a mouth-fart to get her to laugh she stopped crying at once and looked at me her blue eyes full of tears she even smiled a bit then changed her mind and cried some more so I made a mouth-fart again.

         
 

         Mum was arguing on the telephone lately they argue all the time she hung up she came and picked up the baby she took her to the bathroom to change her I followed her there. The baby had a little yellow crumb of BM.

         
 

         “Is that all you’ve got for us?” asked mum disappointed but the baby didn’t answer her. She just kicked her feet fast in the air.

         
 

         “The baby will be fat too.”
 

         “She isn’t fat. All babies are like that. And stop calling her the baby, she has a name …”

         
 

         “Dad calls her the baby too.”
 

         “You’re not your father and not everything your father does is right. Stop calling her the baby. She has such a sweet name.”

         
 

         I didn’t say anything. “Why do you keep putting your hand on your chest?”

         
 

         “My heart kind of hurts.”
 

         “Your heart? Show me where.”
 

         I opened my shirt and showed her.
 

         “That’s not where your heart is.”
 

         “Then where is it?”
 

         She showed me. I moved my hand there.
 

         “Right. That’s where it hurts.”
 

         “You’re being silly.”
 

         “No, I mean it.”
 

         “Since when?”
 

         “It kind of always has.”
 

         “It’s nothing. You had gym today.”
 

         “It’s not gym, that’s for sure.”
 

         “Do you want me to take you to the doctor?”
 

         “Okay.”
 

         “What are you doing this afternoon?”
 

         “Nothing.”
 

         “I have to go somewhere.”
 

         “Where?”
 

         “It’s not important. To do some shopping. You’ll look after Rakefet.”

         
 

         “But I have to go somewhere too.”
 

         “Where? What are you talking about?”
 

         “To pick mulberry leaves.”
 

         “You can pick them later. It’s raining now anyway. Rakefet will go to sleep soon, I kept her up purposely this morning so that she should have a long nap. She won’t bother you.”

         
 

         “What if she cries?”
 

         “She won’t. And if she does let her have a dummy, you can always quiet her down. Make one of those funny faces that she likes. Be a good boy, Gaddi, I know you can be.”

         
 

         I walked out of the bathroom.
 

         She nappieed the baby as fast as she could she put her in her cot she dressed quickly and put a bowl of clean dummies on the living room table and some crackers and a bottle of water and some old keys that Rakefet likes to chew on even three nappies though she told me not to lift her if I had to I should wake up grandpa.

         
 

         “Does he know how to take care of babies?”
 

         “Of course. He’s going to have one soon himself.”
 

         “Where?”
 

         “Never mind.” She was already sorry she had told me.
 

         “But where?”
 

         “In America.”
 

         “How come?”
 

         “He’s going to have one.”
 

         “But why?”
 

         “He’s going to. What difference does it make?”
 

         She hugged me.
 

         “All right, Gaddi, I’m going. He’ll wake up soon but don’t bother him. Rakefet is sure to sleep. If she cries give her a dummy and she’ll fell asleep again. Just don’t touch her with dirty hands.”

         
 

         She seemed awfully nervous.
 

         “Will you bring me something?”
 

         “What?”
 

         “An aeroplane.”
 

         “All right.”
 

         “An aeroplane, not a helicopter, because I’ve already got one. You know the difference?”

         
 

         “Of course.”
 

         “Why did he cry last night?”
 

         “Grandpa? Because it’s been years since he’s seen us. Since he’s seen you.”
 

         “But why did he cry?”
 

         “From excitement. From joy. You can cry from joy too.”
 

         She was sad she always is but now she was sadder. She turned off the heater you’ll be warm enough without it she kissed me and left she said she’d be back in two or three hours. I went to the kitchen and opened the fridge to see what was in it I looked in the pantry not that I was hungry but just in case I found some nuts and chocolates that dad had bought to eat by the TV after supper and put them on the table. It was quiet in the house I turned on the TV there was nothing but lines I turned it off. I took my cars from the drawer and arranged them all in a row. Suddenly I stopped and went to look at grandpa I stood by the door and heard nothing so I opened it a crack and saw the darkness and the open suitcase just like in the morning and grandpa crumpled in bed as though his head wasn’t part of his body. On the table was the welcome sign with the flowers that I’d made him. I closed the door I went to my room the baby was sleeping just then she turned and sighed all funny like an old woman who’s had a tough life I took the box of silkworms and left. I took a worm and put it on the fire engine and gave it a piece of mulberry leaf for the ride and drove it around to see how it would feel. Suddenly the phone rang it was Uncle Asi from Jerusalem he wanted grandpa he couldn’t believe it when I said he was sleeping what he fell asleep again? He never woke up I said mum’s not home. Do you want me to wake him he thought for a minute no he said he’d call again tonight. I wrote Asi on the pad by the phone I picked up the worm it had dropped off the fire engine and put it back in the box I took out another and put it in the helicopter and gave it a piece of leaf too and flew it to the kitchen.

         
 

         There I drank some juice and ate some of dad’s nuts it was rainy and grey out a real winter day what kind of seder would it be. The worm wanted out of the helicopter I gave it a little bit of nut it didn’t eat so I pushed it back in and flew it to mum and dad’s room where I pulled down the blinds and took out a blanket and lay on the bed with the helicopter beside me. I pulled out the little ladder and that fat white worm that I call Sigal actually slid down it onto the white blanket and poked around there among the lumps it must have thought it had landed on the moon. The phone rang again I picked it up dad’s put a telephone in nearly every room. It was him he was really surprised to hear that grandpa was still sleeping he’s spaced out he said I said maybe he’s sick. Suddenly he asked where are you now what telephone are you talking from he can always sense where I am and what I’m doing even when he’s far away. So I said I’m talking from the phone in your room what are you doing there he asked I said nothing don’t turn the house upside down he said maybe you’ll lie down and rest. Maybe I said. And I tried dozing off because the house was so quiet the dark rainy outside made me want to sleep or maybe it was the queer wine I had drunk. All at once though the baby started crying at first she only whimpered dad’s calling and being upset must have waked her so I waited for her to stop because sometimes she does if it’s just a bad dream like that someone’s stolen her bottle or something like that. And she did but soon she started again even louder she cried and cried in the quiet house it was up to me to do something so I got off mum and dad’s bed and went to our room and stuck the dummy in her mouth.

         
 

         She didn’t want it though she wanted to cry she spat it out so I put it back in she shook her head and tried throwing it away so I grabbed her head gently and stuck it in her mouth and held it there until she got used to it like mum does she froze for a minute and looked at me wondering what to do next she really did begin to suck too she sucked more and more as though she had no choice but then she got tired and threw it down as soon as I took my hand away she started to cry again she wouldn’t take it any more she fought it all red with anger. There there I said stop that crying but she just cried even harder. So I left the room and shut the door behind me and let her cry I looked at my watch to make sure that she didn’t do it too long dad once explained to mum that when you think the baby’s been crying forever it’s only five minutes if you can bear to let her cry for five minutes more she’ll stop by herself. I turned on the radio and went to the kitchen I shut the door to keep from hearing but just then the telephone rang it was Uncle Tsvi from Tel Aviv he’s not so serious like Asi he chats with me and asks me things he asked me now too how I felt and what happened in school and what were my plans for the vacation and I answered everything because I know he really cares it’s a fact that he remembers even long after meanwhile I kept hearing the baby’s screams who’s screaming there he finally asked it’s little Rakefet I said. Is your mum with her? No mum isn’t home I’m all alone with grandpa. He thought it over all right he said let me talk to the old man he’s sleeping I said all right then he said don’t wake him go take care of Rakefet it breaks my heart even in Tel Aviv to hear her crying in Haifa you’re a terrific kid he said he’d call back at night.

         
 

         I went to the baby she was red screaming in her cage her blanket thrown off waving her hands in the air you’d think she was being murdered I tried talking to her but she wouldn’t even look at me I brought her a bottle of water she punched it so hard that it fell on the floor so I stood on a chair and turned her on her tummy she quieted down for a second then she began to groan and tried crawling forward as if she were going somewhere. I thought at least that will tire her out but she started choking on the sheet so I turned her back on her back she was really sobbing now I was so mad at mum for leaving me with her without permission even to lift her so I went and slowly opened the door of the room where grandpa was sleeping maybe he’d hear and come help.

         
 

         He didn’t move though he didn’t hear a thing he lay like a pile of rags by the wall covered by a white blanket with only his skinny feet sticking out. Grandpa I whispered to this man I didn’t know I almost cried but he was in an awfully deep sleep.

         
 

         The baby kept crying she didn’t mean to stop at all. I brought her a cracker she didn’t want it I crumbled it and sifted it into her open mouth she didn’t even know it was there she didn’t look at me she just screamed and bawled at the ceiling with her arms in the air. I tried pulling down the bars of her cot but I couldn’t I never did get the hang of it. So I ate the cracker I took off my shoes I stood on the chair and climbed over the bars into the cot that once was mine. What is it Rakefet? There there that’s enough but she was screaming too hard to hear me so I picked her up carefully so as not to crush her head in the place mum warns dad about because there’s an opening there where her brains are going to grow. She cried a little less and then she stopped. I sat in the cot feeling the rubber sheet under me with the baby on my knees I raised her head a bit and gave her the dummy she sucked it and gave me a worried look like I was the problem not her the tears stopped all at once mum once explained to me that crying is talking for babies that’s their language just then she shut her eyes and turned red again at first I didn’t realise then I smelled what she was doing. She kept straining harder and harder her forehead all creased like an old lady’s. So I slid my knees out from under her and eased her back into the cot she was happy now she put her fist in her mouth to eat I climbed back over the bars and left the room. It was quiet for maybe five minutes she even sang and talked out loud until I heard a little sob she was calling me again so I closed the door maybe she’d wear herself out and go to sleep mum said that she’d been up all morning. I went to mum and dad’s room to look for the silkworm I found it crawling in the dark beneath the bed I picked it up and put it in the helicopter to fly it back to earth. The telephone rang it was Grandma Rachel our other grandma never calls because she’s sick.

         
 

         Gaddi darling she said do you know who this is. Yes I said. So she said this is grandma on the phone so I said yes. So she said it’s been ages since I’ve seen you Gaddi why don’t you come to visit me don’t you know it’s hard for grandma to come to you because of those stairs. So I said yes. So she said why don’t you ask your father and mother to bring you to me you have vacation now don’t you want to spend some time with me so I said yes. So she said your grandpa came last night from America aren’t you glad that your grandpa is here so I said yes. What did he bring you will you tell grandma so I said yes. It must be a new toy or something to wear will you show me so I said yes. Now darling tell me how Rakefet is. She’s fine I said. You love her don’t you do you help your mother with her so I said yes. I really hope you love her now please put your mother on the phone. So I said mum wasn’t home. So she asked for grandpa to say hello to him so I said that he was asleep. Sleeping now?  Yes I said it’s night-time for him now. What do you mean night-time? So I told her about the earth and the sun and the differences in time. I don’t think she believed me all she said was you’re just like your father you have an answer for everything. The silkworm had escaped from the helicopter again and was crossing the room fast so I whispered just a minute grandma it was already under the closet I couldn’t find it so I shut the door tight because the baby was crying in that awful way again and I went back to the telephone. Where were you grandma asked I didn’t want to tell her about the worm because she wouldn’t understand it would disgust her so I said I thought Rakefet was crying but she isn’t. I always lie to her the lies come all by themselves it’s like she wants to be lied to.

         
 

         “Rakefet’s there? Your mother didn’t take her with her?”
 

         “No, she’s asleep.”
 

         “And you’re all alone with her. They left you all alone with her.”

         
 

         “What’s wrong with that? Grandpa’s here too.”
 

         “But he’s sleeping.”
 

         “He’ll get up if I ask him to.”
 

         “Gaddi, darling, be careful. Where is she?”
 

         “In her cot.”
 

         “Whatever you do don’t lift her. You might drop her.”
 

         “I won’t.”
 

         “And when your father and mother come home tell them that I just called to say hello and that they shouldn’t leave you alone with the baby.”

         
 

         “I will.”
 

         “And be sure you don’t lift her. You might drop her and paralyse her for life. You wouldn’t want a paralysed sister, would you?”

         
 

         “No.”
 

         “So be careful, darling. Isn’t that her crying now?”
 

         I covered the receiver with my hand to keep her from hearing the awful screams.

         
 

         “No.”
 

         I waited for her to say something else but she didn’t so slowly I hung up.

         
 

         The baby really was crying again not just crying but one long loud wail. I didn’t know what to do I went back to her with a dummy and the bottle and the ring of keys but she just pushed them away so I left the room and turned on the TV to drown her out I watched an English lesson but Rakefet was louder than it she even started calling my name Di Di Di her troubles were making her smarter. I couldn’t take it any more. I went back to her she was purple tears ran down her face she stank from what she had done. I really felt sorry for her. And so then I made up my mind. I went to the wardrobe and found an old raincoat of mine and put it on I put on a woollen hat and dad’s leather gloves and tied a kerchief of mum’s over my mouth. Then I went to the kitchen and took the sugar tongs and pushed the chair against the cot again but this time I kept on my shoes I climbed over the bars and got back in with her. I opened her nappy without getting too near I turned her on her side with the tongs together with the full wet nappy I pulled it away from her without looking all at once she was half naked and kicking her legs in the air. I threw the tongs into a corner of the room I gave her the water bottle she grabbed it and drank almost all of it right away she was feeling fine now she started to sing. So I said you feel better now don’t you Di Di got rid of all that doody for you she listened and made a surprised sort of sound as though to get me to laugh she turned her head to look at the nappy lying beside her. I took the blanket and covered her to keep her warm and ran out of the room ahead of the smell. It was already five o’clock and still raining. I looked at myself in the mirror I was awfully funny-looking with those gloves and the hat and the coat though they hadn’t scared Rakefet maybe they’d go well with a rifle I thought so I took my gun and lay down behind the armchair in an ambush. Now and then I fired a shot it’s a game that once I liked better. The house was quiet. The baby didn’t make a sound. Suddenly I thought she might be naked and catch cold. So I tiptoed in and saw that the blanket had really fallen off she had moved to another part of the bed and dragged the nappy with her everything smelled pieces of BM were everywhere she was trying to grab one she was talking to it I was afraid that next she’d want to eat it.

         
 

         So I ran to grandpa’s room to wake him I touched him and said grandpa get up quick something’s happened to the baby. It was weird to be talking to him like I knew him when I’d never talked to him before. He turned towards me he opened his eyes you could see right away he didn’t know where he was he stared at me wondering who I was he put his hand on his forehead he must have thought he was dreaming. I’m Gaddi I said to give him a hint he smiled and held out his hand he pulled me to his warm bed what time is it he asked it’s five p.m. I said but what day is it he asked is it still Sunday. He looked at his watch it said ten o’clock that’s right he said it’s five I’ve been sleeping all this time.

         
 

         “The baby’s dirty. We have to clean her because mum’s not home and there’s a mess. You’ve got to help me. Mum said to wake you because I’m not allowed to lift her by myself.”

         
 

         He got up right away in his red pyjamas and went to have a look at her it made him smile. Look how she undressed herself he said she must be freezing never mind we’ll run her a bath right away and clean her up. She doesn’t need a bath I said you won’t be able to even dad can’t you just have to clean her with this lotion I showed him the white bottle. Don’t worry he said there’s no problem just show me where her bathtub is and give me a towel you’ll help me a bit and then you can go. Go where I said. Aren’t you on your way out he asked. My way out where I said. He said I thought you were dressed to go out so I took off the hat and the gloves and the coat they were just for some game I was playing I said and he patted me on the head.

         
 

         It really was strange how a minute ago he was fast asleep and now he was running around the house in pyjamas tall and queer with a big head of white hair and bright eyes not stooped or slow hardly old-looking at all. And the baby too who’d been quiet after maybe eating some of her own crap looked curiously at her new grandpa she was finished crying she just babbled on and on. Grandpa wrapped her in a sheet and lifted her out of the cot she kept watching me to see if it was all right.

         
 

         “It’s all right,” I said. “This is your new grandpa from America.”

         
 

         Grandpa laughed I’d better drink some coffee first to wake me up he said otherwise I’ll make a mess of it can you find where things are in the kitchen? He had this fast way of talking that reminded me of Tsvi’s I took out a cup and the sugar I brought him milk and instant coffee I even put the kettle on the stove and told him to light it he did with one hand I took some cake from the bread box he smiled I see you know your way around here I didn’t answer though I knew what he was getting at he cut a piece of cake for us both and gave me mine as though the guest was me and not him. The water boiled he poured it with one hand he held the baby with the other he sat down to drink. The rain was quiet outside it ran down the window what’s all this rain he said. It’s the last one I said so he said it doesn’t look like the last one to me it’s plain rain and there’s going to be plenty more he seemed sore at it so I asked have you had the last rain in America yet there’s no last rain there he said that’s an Israeli invention so now he was sore at all of Israel. The baby lay on his knees watching him put cake in his mouth and drink his coffee. Every now and then her eyes closed from sleepiness but she kept moving her mouth as though she were eating along with him. All at once she sat up with a whimper so he put some cake on his fork and stuck it in her mouth at first the fork scared her but then she started to suck on the cake because she has no teeth so he gave her some more and she ate that too she didn’t know what to make of it. I don’t know if mum would have allowed it but he was in charge now he was from the minute he got up.

         
 

         She kept eating and he fed her with a smile she really reeks he said we have to wash her. He pushed the plate away. Who baked this cake your mother? Your grandmother baked wonderful cakes.

         
 

         “My grandma in the hospital?”
 

         “Yes.”
 

         I didn’t say anything. He looked at me.
 

         “No one’s ever taken you to see her?”
 

         “No. They don’t want me to catch it from her.”
 

         “Catch it?!” he almost shouted. “Catch what?”
 

         “What she’s got.”
 

         “That’s ridiculous. Who told you that?”
 

         “My dad.”
 

         “What does your father know about such things!”
 

         I didn’t say anything. He looked at me.
 

         “I’ll tell your mother to take you to see your grandmother. She loved you so much when you were a baby.”

         
 

         I didn’t say anything.
 

         All of a sudden Rakefet fell asleep with her open mouth smeared with chocolate. She’s already asleep I said maybe you don’t have to bathe her.

         
 

         “Doesn’t she like baths?”
 

         “Sometimes. She likes it when mum sings to her.”
 

         It was awfully weird to be talking like that with a new grandpa I didn’t even know. The baby was really asleep all that chocolate cake must have pooped her out. Grandpa was thinking. I guess he was afraid to give her a bath too but when he smelled her he made up his mind we have to he said you’ll help me. All right I said but I hope you realise that she’ll start screaming again.

         
 

         “We’ll survive. When you were little your father and mother once left you with us in Tel Aviv and you screamed all night long. Your grandmother didn’t sleep a wink.”

         
 

         “Did she take care of me?”
 

         “You bet.”
 

         “Was she sick then too?”
 

         “Of course not.”
 

         “Why did mum and dad bring me to you?”
 

         “They just wanted a little rest from you.”
 

         He bent over again to smell the baby sleeping in her BM like the smell was supposed to tell him what to do all of a sudden I thought suppose I really caught what grandma has she must have had it then too. And just then something hurt near my heart it was even right in my heart. Why did mum and dad have to leave me with them? Grandpa stood up and put Rakefet in her cot I showed him where everything was and how to fill the bath he opened the closet and began taking out clothes and nappies and a towel it was weird how he poked around in there as though he needn’t even ask all the time he kept pulling out clothes and opening and smelling them and checking how the buttons and the zippers worked. So I gave him the soap and of course he smelled that too I helped him fill the tub he brought an electric heater to the bathroom and turned it on. We put the thermometer in the water but I didn’t know where the mercury should be he went to get his glasses when he put them on and looked at it he didn’t know either. So he told me to keep my hand in the bath and tell him how it felt I kept telling him hot until he checked it himself you call this hot he said it’s ice cold at last he told me to bring him a spoon so he could taste it. When he was finally ready he went to get the baby she was fast asleep wrapped in a sheet the telephone rang I wanted to get it don’t leave me now he said I need you too much. And he told me to close the bathroom door.

         
 

         He took the sheet off the baby who was really filthy he swabbed her with moist cotton wool I held the rubbish bin up so he could throw the dirty pieces in it. The baby slept her head drooping down the telephone kept ringing on and on. He took off her shirt and fumbled with her undershirt he couldn’t undo the knot it was making him nervous who tied this damn thing run bring some scissors he said the baby was still asleep. I ran to get them but couldn’t find them the telephone kept ringing as though it were chasing me it must be mum or dad and awfully mad that no one was answering so I picked up the receiver and left it off the hook at least let them think it was busy. I went back to grandpa he’d taken his pyjama tops off to keep them dry his chest was covered with white hair I can’t find the scissors I said so he said run get me a knife quick Gaddi. I raced to the kitchen and brought him a sharp knife he put his glasses back on and tried cutting the knot he flipped over the baby who was still asleep but he couldn’t see very well turn on the light he yelled quick Gaddi before there’s an accident I turned it on he slashed open the whole undershirt and peeled it off just then Rakefet woke up and started to cry. He picked her up he bent down to the water and licked it to make sure it wasn’t too hot he put her in but she was screaming she was fighting him something fierce. Here she had got used to being asleep and all of a sudden she was in the bathtub she really wriggled and squirmed maybe he was holding her too hard for fear of losing his grip for sheer panic sing to her Gaddi he said so I sang what mum sings blue are the waters of the sea sea sea while he hummed the melody he told me to hold her legs and pour soap into the water I tried grabbing them they kicked like crazy and got away Rakefet was battling the two of us like a lion she was shrieking suddenly there was blood in the water grandpa I said there’s blood in the water he turned pale quick take the towel he said and I’ll hand her to you I’m not allowed to lift her I said I’ll put the towel on the chest and you lay her on it that’s what we did he wrapped her up quick looking at his bloody hand it was his blood not Rakefet’s he’d cut himself with the knife without knowing it. Rakefet stopped crying and rubbed her eyes grandpa sucked his cut finger and said thank God he shut his eyes he dried her carefully and started to dress her you have to put powder on first I said that’s what mum always does. If I have to I have to he said I’ll do what you tell me where would I be without you. I gave him the box of powder and he poured it on her tush and on her weewee and rubbed it over them and over her fat thighs. Do you think she’ll always be fat I asked she’s not fat he laughed all babies are like that. Yours too I wanted to ask but I didn’t the baby looked grandpa in the eyes while he tried dressing her cocking her head to one side as though wondering why an old man like him was bathing her in the middle of the day. But grandpa was in a good mood from time to time he sang some song he stopped to suck more blood from his cut laughing at her talking baby talk even bending down to kiss her tummy.

         
 

         “She looks like grandma.”
 

         I didn’t ask it I said it. I was sure he knew. He stopped kissing her and straightened up.

         
 

         “What???”
 

         “Once when Tsvi was here he told mum that she looks just like grandma. I mean like their mother …”

         
 

         I said it quickly so he’d realise that that’s what Tsvi said that meant it was so.

         
 

         He smiled a funny smile and gave the baby a scared look.
 

         “Tsvi said that?”
 

         “Yes.”
 

         “And what did your mother say?”
 

         “Mum didn’t say anything but dad said it was nonsense.”
 

         He stood there sucking his cut like a boy smiling a dumb smile as though I’d said something bad. I handed him the undershirt he finally took it his, hands shaking a bit he put it on her inside out then took it off and tried it differently he put her shirt over it just how old is she he asked about six months I said. He took a sweater and put it on her too he rummaged in the medicine cabinet until he found a big bandage I thought it was for himself but he wrapped it round her tummy even though she wasn’t hurt there. I’d never seen mum do anything like it but he did it so quickly you’d think that he did it all the time.

         
 

         What’s the bandage for I asked. Mum doesn’t do that. It’s to strengthen her stomach he said.

         
 

         “To keep her from getting fat?”
 

         “No, that has nothing to do with it. Why do you think she’s so fat? She isn’t and neither are you.”

         
 

         “It’s because of my glands,” I whispered but he didn’t hear.
 

         The baby liked having the bandage on her tummy she was babbling for joy at the top of her voice. Grandpa was feeling good too.

         
 

         “Do you do that to your baby in America too?” He dropped what he was holding.

         
 

         “Is there anything you don’t know? They’ve told you everything!”

         
 

         “Not everything.”
 

         “Who told you that? Your Either? Your dad? He can’t keep his mouth shut.”

         
 

         He was mad at me for saying he had a baby maybe he was ashamed of it.

         
 

         “No.” I whispered. “It was mum who told me.” I wanted to drop the subject. He finished nappying Rakefet and even put a little jacket on her and wrapped her in a blanket and put her in her cot which still was a mess so he told me to sit with her in my arms while he cleaned it out and arranged it. She began to cry again the afternoon had spoiled her completely what a brat she’d become she thought she could just cry and cry so I made my funny face with the crazy hands and grandpa turned around to watch me.

         
 

         “I used to be able to calm her like this when she was little,” I explained.

         
 

         He laughed. “If it was me it would just make me more nervous.”

         
 

         Suddenly she fell asleep all at once she just closed her eyes in the middle of one of my faces grandpa put her in her cot and covered her thank God I said and we tiptoed out and shut the door behind us. He went to his room and sat on the bed there to rest while I walked around the house I went back to the bathroom the kitchen wherever we had been until I came to the line of cars in the living room I took the worms from them and put them back in their box I noticed one was missing it was the one that escaped I looked for it everywhere in all the toys but I couldn’t find it instead I found a little old boat I had forgotten all about so I took it to the baby’s bathtub which still was full of water to see if it would float and it did. Grandpa was still in his room it was so quiet there that I went to see what he was up to he was lying down in bed again still thinking and sucking on his finger.

         
 

         “Is anything the matter, Gaddi?”
 

         “No.”
 

         “The baby’s asleep?”

         
 

         “Yes.”
 

         “Be careful you don’t wake her.”
 

         “I won’t.”
 

         “I’ll get up soon. I just need to rest a bit. I seem to have blown some sort of fuse inside.”

         
 

         “That’s okay.”
 

         I could feel he was angry with me for having mentioned his baby. So I went to the kitchen and finished off the cake I switched on the TV with the volume turned low to watch some programme then I went back to look at grandpa he’d fallen asleep again he was curled up in bed it was getting dark I went back to the bathroom to see if the boat was still afloat it had sunk I wanted to fish it out but there was blood grandpa’s blood in the water. So I left the bathroom and went to have a drink in the kitchen and walked quietly around the house until I saw that the telephone was still off the hook that’s why it was so quiet it rang the minute I replaced it as though that ring were waiting all along. It was dad. What happened? He began to shout. Have you gone crazy? Who’s been on the phone for so long? Grandpa? I’ve been trying to get you for the last hour.

         
 

         No one’s been on the phone I said so he said what are you talking about then you didn’t hang up right go get mum quick.

         
 

         “Mum’s not back yet.”
 

         “She isn’t? Where’s your grandpa?”
 

         “He’s sleeping.”
 

         “He’s still asleep?”
 

         I didn’t want to tell him about the bath and all that because it would just make him mad. Let him hear it all from mum.

         
 

         “Tell me, has he gone off his rocker completely?”
 

         I didn’t answer.
 

         “What are you doing now?”
 

         “Nothing.”
 

         “Then why did you take the phone off the hook?”
 

         “I just took it off for a minute. The baby was crying and I didn’t want it to wake her.”

         
 

         “Why on earth should it wake her? Don’t ever let me catch you doing that again. You’re driving me batty, do you hear?”

         
 

         “Yes.”
 

         “You better watch it, have you got that?”

         
 

         He hung up. As soon as I did too it rang again as though another ring were patiently waiting its turn it was mum she sounded like she was underground so far away shouting in a faint voice saying that she couldn’t hear me that she was on her way home then she hung up also.

         
 

         It was really dark in the house but I didn’t turn on the lights sometimes it’s nice to walk around in the dark I went to look at the baby she was in a deep sleep so peaceful a bomb wouldn’t wake her now. I passed grandpa’s door he was lying in bed on his back his hands behind his head still thinking smoking a cigarette.

         
 

         “Gaddi?” he called to me. “Who was that who called?”
 

         “First dad, then mum.”
 

         “What did your mother want?”
 

         “To say that she’s on her way home.”
 

         “Where has she gone to?”
 

         “She didn’t say.”
 

         I stood in the doorway maybe he had more questions.
 

         “Come here a minute.”
 

         I stepped into the room I went to his bed I thought maybe now he wants to give me my present. He grabbed hold of my hand and looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time.

         
 

         “Why are you so sad all the time?”
 

         “I’m not sad.”
 

         “Are you always sombre like this?”
 

         I knew what he meant but I didn’t know what to say. Mum once called me that too but couldn’t explain it exactly.

         
 

         “Is something bothering or worrying you?”
 

         I didn’t know what to say maybe about the boy who called me Boxer who I hit he might try getting even with me tomorrow though right after report cards was vacation I didn’t want to tell him he might think there were lots of kids like that it’s not my being fat that makes me sombre because it isn’t my fault there’s a reason for it maybe someday they’ll fix my glands. So I said:

         
 

         “It’s because of mum, she left me with the baby. She said Rakefet would sleep after lunch but she didn’t. It isn’t fair because I’m not allowed to lift her and I can’t quiet her if she’s lying down. No one can.”

         
 

         He listened he didn’t look old he was still wearing his pyjamas all at once he sat up and bent over his suitcase he looked there for something at last I thought he’s giving me what he brought because it can’t be that he didn’t dad said for sure he did but all he took out was a packet of cigarettes he tore off the wrapper and pulled out a cigarette and lit it he lay down again in bed with his hands behind his head and the cigarette in his mouth. He was looking at me but thinking of something else.

         
 

         And then he started asking me about mum and dad what they did and how they lived and what they were like and whether they fought with each other. I told him that sometimes they did that it was always dad who started but mum was to blame because she forgot to do things he told her I told him everything I told him too much he made me tell him things I didn’t know that I knew everything interested him he sat up in bed and listened bent over towards me he didn’t always understand what I said so I had to explain and repeat things he kept holding my hand and asking me to talk more slowly more clearly I guess it must have been important to him. Like that mum was getting fat and that made dad sore even though he was fat himself but mum didn’t care. And he asked me all these exact little questions as though he wanted to live over with me all the time he’d been away. I even told him things that happened more than a year ago like the car accident and the night that mum cried and things that maybe I shouldn’t have like the time mum lost her purse with over two thousand pounds in it and dad didn’t talk to her for a week until he did again when the baby was born. Grandpa was wound up he listened to every detail he kept asking me questions it was really dark outside in the house too except for the glow of his cigarette he flicked the ashes into his palm as though it were an ashtray doesn’t it hurt you I asked no he said old people don’t feel heat any more because they’re cold inside. But you’re not an old man I said because you have a baby. So he laughed and said I’ll be an old man with a baby but bring me an ashtray anyway I brought him one and he stubbed out the cigarette in it he turned on the light and got up and looked in his suitcase again I thought maybe now but he only took out some underpants and took off his pyjamas first the tops and then the bottoms he stood naked in front of me before I could look away I saw what I didn’t want to his long skinny body with the scary white hair and a wrinkled cock below I hardly saw it though I couldn’t understand how he wasn’t ashamed to let me see as though I was a baby I left the room feeling sick. I turned on all the lights I filled the house with light I even turned on the TV what had I been expecting I thought what was in it for me I wouldn’t even have cared if he’d brought me something cheap I watched the TV to forget that white hair down below after a while he came to the living room washed and dressed and shaved with a checked shirt and green pants he even smelled of perfume he sat in the armchair watching Mickey Mouse with me in silence. I got down on my knees to collect my cars aren’t you watching TV he asked no I said it’s for babies. That made him laugh so it’s true what they say he said that there’s a new generation that isn’t addicted to television any more you’re a member of that generation. I’m glad to see that. Suddenly I knew that he hadn’t brought me anything that he just yakety-yakked all the time. That he thought my generation didn’t need presents. He sat watching TV like a little boy there were sounds of people getting hit and of things being broken I wanted to get up now and watch too but I couldn’t after saying it was baby stuff. Finally it ended some Arabic programme came on so I asked if he knew Arabic and turned off the set. Then I sat watching him maybe he wanted to ask me something else.

         
 

         Just then the door opened and mum walked in with her arms full of packages she was wet from the rain. She smiled at us both. I see you’re up father. I went to her I could see from the shape of the bags that she hadn’t bought me my aeroplane just flat things like clothes grandpa went to kiss her she took off her coat and wanted to kiss me too.

         
 

         “How’s Rakefet?”
 

         “She didn’t sleep. You were wrong again. We had terrible problems with her, grandpa too, and it’s all your fault. Where did you disappear to? We had to give her a bath and grandpa cut himself.”

         
 

         “It’s nothing.” Grandpa laughed. Mum was all confused.
 

         “You gave her a bath?” She laughed. I left them I went to the kitchen I took a knife I put on my coat I opened the front door.

         
 

         “Where are you going?”
 

         “I have to pick mulberry leaves,” I said. “Do you want all my worms to die?”

         
 

         “Now? In the dark? In the rain?” She tried stopping me but I slipped past her down the stairs to the street. It wasn’t raining I crossed to the other side I walked towards the bus stop I reached the mulberry tree and tried shinnying up it but it was too slippery a man with a hat on was standing at the bus stop he saw me and helped me grab a branch it was an old man who limped a little I took out my knife and quickly cut the fresh wet leaves.

         
 

         I gathered a bunch of them and stuck them inside my coat.
 

         “Do you raise silkworms?”
 

         “That’s right.”
 

         He approached me now in the light I could see he was a dirty miserable old man. I started home he turned around and came with me kind of limping.

         
 

         “Do you have cocoons yet?”
 

         “Yes, five.”
 

         “Soon you’ll have butterflies.”
 

         “I guess so.”
 

         I couldn’t figure out what he wanted.
 

         “Do you know how a cocoon turns into a butterfly?”
 

         “Yes.”
 

         “How?”
 

         But I didn’t. So he began explaining to me what happens inside the sealed white cocoon. He wouldn’t leave me alone he limped along beside me he even offered me sweets. Just then the lights of dad’s car shone on us he had driven up quickly. He flung open the door and stepped out with his briefcase.

         
 

         “Gaddi, what are you doing here?”
 

         The old man stepped to the side.
 

         “Yes? Can I help you?” dad asked.
 

         The man started to mumble something.
 

         “What does he want from you?”
 

         “Nothing.”
 

         “Where do you live?” dad asked him harshly.
 

         The old man didn’t answer he turned to go.
 

         “Beat it! This isn’t the place for you … get a move on, mister! … What did he want from you? How could you have let him accost you like that? Be more careful, Gaddi, don’t you realise whom you’re dealing with? What’s come over you lately?”

         
 

         “He helped me pick mulberry leaves. He held the branch for me.”

         
 

         “All right, come on home. Is grandpa up?”
 

         “Yes.”
 

         “It’s about time.”
 

         I followed him up the stairs how could I have told grandpa all about them now he must be telling mum. I saw her face in the doorway looking at me seriously I went to my room.

         
 

         It was dark the baby was sleeping you couldn’t even tell she was there I put the new leaves in the box and took out the old ones suddenly I remembered the worm that was lost I went to look for it dad was talking to grandpa by the door of grandpa’s room he gave him some papers the radio was on in the kitchen mum was setting the table in the dining nook. I went to look for the worm in the kitchen.

         
 

         “What’s the matter, Gaddi?” Her voice was gentle. “Grandpa says you were a wonderful helper.”

         
 

         I didn’t answer I was looking for that worm maybe it had spun a cocoon. Finally I said:

         
 

         “You promised the baby would sleep. She cried all the time and even made in her cot.”

         
 

         “I thought she would sleep. She was up all morning. How was I to know?”

         
 

         “But you promised.”
 

         “What do you mean, I promised? Don’t be idiotic. How can I promise what she’ll do?”

         
 

         “Then don’t. But you did.”
 

         She looked tired. Why did I say bad things about her to grandpa? I went to the toy basket I turned it over the worm wasn’t there. I took all my cars and went back to the kitchen and started to throw them in the rubbish bin.

         
 

         “What’s going on there?”
 

         “I’m throwing out some old toys I don’t need.”
 

         “Must you do it now?”
 

         “Yes.”
 

         Dad came to butt in to check up to take over.
 

         “What are you throwing out there? Are you out of your mind?”

         
 

         “I don’t need them any more.”
 

         He stood watching the rubbish bin fill up.

         
 

         “Now go and empty it downstairs.”
 

         I went down with the plastic bag. Cars sped along the wet street but the rain had stopped the sky was clear. I opened the rubbish bin a cat jumped out I dumped the plastic bag in a can the cat stood meowing as soon as I moved away it jumped back into the can I covered it with the lid. Suddenly I didn’t want to go home. What made me tell grandpa everything he didn’t bring me anything he didn’t give me a thing. The old man saw me he came out from the doorway of another house he’d been poking around in the rubbish there. I ran up the stairs I felt sorry now about some of those toys.

         
 

         Dad was eating already grandpa was sitting beside him at the table with an empty plate. I sat down to eat but they made me wash my hands when I returned dad was making some joke about the government grandpa smiled then he talked about America. I didn’t listen I ate as fast as I could. Then I was sent to wash. When I came back in my pyjamas they were sitting in the living room. Dad was saying something nasty to grandpa they were talking about grandma grandpa was hunched in the armchair looking at the floor I wanted to hear but mum put her hand on me.

         
 

         “Go to bed.”
 

         “I want to watch TV.”
 

         “Absolutely not tonight.”
 

         I went to bed. Rakefet was sleeping like a log she’d sleep on and on like grandpa now like she’d come from America too. Mum took off the bedspread she took a pillow from the closet she pulled back the blanket I crawled quickly into bed before she could see the faint stains from the morning. She covered me all at once she put her lips on my forehead.

         
 

         “Are you warm? I have a feeling that you’re coming down with something.”

         
 

         But I wasn’t.
 

         “There are report cards tomorrow,” I reminded her.
 

         She didn’t hear me though she was sad. Had grandpa told her what I told him?

         
 

         “Grandpa thinks the world of you. He says that you know so much, that you understand so much …”

         
 

         I didn’t say anything. She turned off the light and went out. I lay there in the dark. Then I got up and went barefoot to pee. In the hallway I saw them dad was showing grandpa some more papers and grandpa was reading them. Mum stood off to one side. They were talking about grandma I understood it right away. She wasn’t in a hospital she was in a prison I knew it I knew it all along. Grandpa had come to get her out. Suddenly dad felt me standing in the dark.

         
 

         “Scram! Back to bed,” he said.
 

         I ran to my room. I felt sorry for grandpa. I looked at the worms they had nibbled the fresh leaves. One of them was loose in the house it would turn into a cocoon and then into a butterfly if dad didn’t squash it on purpose.

         
 

         I covered myself with the blanket. The baby sighed. All at once her breath came in jerks. She must want to wake up and cry again. If I’m quick enough I’ll fall asleep before it starts.
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