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Chapter One
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AND SUDDENLY,” said the elderly American man in the white shirt, “suddenly, a pigeon flew overhead, above that hell.”

Everyone fell silent. His unexpected Hebrew and the pigeon that had alighted from his mouth surprised all present, even those who could not understand what he was saying.

“A pigeon? What pigeon?”

The man— stout and suntanned as only Americans can be, with moccasins on his feet and a mane of white hair on his head—pointed to the turret of the monastery. Many years had passed, but there were a few things he still remembered about the terrible battle that had taken place here. “And forgetting them,” he declared, “is something I’ll never be able to do.” Not only the fatigue and the horror, not only the victory—“A victory that took both sides by surprise,” he noted—but also the minor details, the ones whose importance becomes apparent only later: for one, the stray bullets —or perhaps they were intentional—that struck the bell of the monastery on occasion—“Right here, this very bell”— and then the bell would ring sharply, an odd sound that sank, then abated, but continued to resound in the darkness for a long while.

“And the pigeon?”

“A strange sound. Sharp at first, and high-pitched, like even the bell was surprised; then it got weaker, in pain but not dead, until the next shot hit it. One of our wounded guys said, ‘Bells are used to getting hit from the inside, not the outside.’”

He smiled to himself as though he had only just understood. His teeth were bared, and even those were terribly white, as only elderly American teeth can be.

“But what about the pigeon? What kind of a pigeon was it?”

“I’m ninety-nine percent sure it was a homing pigeon, a Palmach carrier pigeon. We’d been fighting all night, and in the morning, two or three hours after sunrise, we saw it suddenly lifting off”

This Hebrew he had unleashed, without prior warning, was good— in spite of his accent—but his use of the term homing pigeon in English sounded more pleasant and proper than its Hebrew equivalent, even if the bird in question did belong to the Palmach.

“How could you be sure?”

“A pigeon handler was assigned to us, a pigeon expert with a little dovecote—that’s what it was called—on his back. Maybe he managed to dispatch the bird before he was killed, or maybe the dovecote busted and the bird flew away”

“He was killed? How?”

“How? There was no lack of how to get killed here—all you had to do was choose: by a bullet or shrapnel, in the head or the stomach or that major artery in your thigh. Sometimes it was right away and sometimes it was real slow, a few hours after you got hit.”

His yellow eyes pierced me. “Amazing, isn’t it?” he said, chuckling. “We went to battle with homing pigeons, like in ancient Greece.”
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AND SUDDENLY, above that hell, the fighters saw a pigeon. Born from bulbs of smoke, delivered from shrouds of dust, the pigeon rose, she soared. Above the grunts and the shouts, above the whisper of shrapnel in the chill of the air, above the invisible paths of bullets, above the exploding grenades and the barking rifles and the pounding cannons.

A plain-looking pigeon: bluish-gray with scarlet legs and two dark stripes like those of a prayer shawl adorning the wings. A pigeon like a thousand others, like any other pigeon. Only an expert’s ears could pick up on the power of those beating wings, double that of normal pigeons; only an expert’s eyes could discern the width and the depth of the bird’s breast, or the beak that carries forth the slant of the forehead in a straight line, or the characteristic light-colored swelling where it meets the head. Only the heart of a pigeon fancier could grasp and contain the longing that has collected inside such a bird and determined its course and forged its strength. But already his eyes had grown dim, his ears had fallen deaf, his heart had emptied and was still. Only she remained—the pigeon—her yearning for home, his final wish.

Up. First and foremost, up. Above the blood, above the fire and the columns of smoke. Above the wounded, their flesh riddled, torn, burnt, silent. Above those whose bodies will remain intact but whose souls have been extinguished. Above those who have died and who, with the passing of many days, will die once again with the deaths of those who remembered them.

Up. Aloft and distant, to where the gunfire will become a faint ticking and the shouts will fall mute and the smell will dissipate and the smoke will clear, and the dead will appear one like the other as if cast from a single mold, and the living will take their leave of them, each man to his destiny, wondering what they did right to deserve to live, and what their comrades—lying now before them—did wrong that they deserved to die. And then a quick look to the sides, and homeward, in a straight line, as homing pigeons fly Homeward, her heart fluttering but courageous, golden eyes frightened but fully open, missing no helpful topographical detail, a transparent, auxiliary set of eyelids pulled taut over them against blinding light and dust. Another thin stripe embellishes the short, curved tail, a hint at the bird’s ancient Damascene pedigree. The small, rounded head, full of yearning and memories: the loft, the pigeonhole, the cooing of a mate, the warm scent of the nest and brooding. The hand of a young woman passing over the feeding trough, the tinkling of seeds in the young woman’s box calls her, the woman’s gaze scans the heavens awaiting her, and her words—“Come, come, come”—invite and comfort.

“Not only me. We all saw it,” the elderly American said. “They must have, too, because all the weapons fell silent for a moment. Ours and theirs. Not a single gun fired, no grenades exploded, and all the mouths stopped shouting. It was so quiet that we heard the bird’s wings beating the air. For a single moment every eye and every finger was following that bird as she did what we all wanted to do: make her way home.”

By now he was quite agitated; he paced to and fro, his fingers plunged deep into the snowy-white thickness of his leonine hair. “After all, that’s what she was: a homing pigeon. That’s all she wants and all she knows. She took off, didn’t make that big circle in the air you always read about in books, the one that homing pigeons make before they figure out the right direction to take. She just flew straight out of there, no delay like an arrow shot in that direction—northwest, if I’m not mistaken; yes, according to the time of day and the sun, I’m correct. Right in that direction. You wouldn’t believe how fast she disappeared.”

A matter of seconds. With the greatest of longing and speed. She was there, then she faded. The hand that dispatched her fell to the ground; the gaze still followed her, the bell still resounded, refusing to die out, a few final notes spilling forth, gathering toward that distant sea of silence, while the blue-gray of the pigeon was swallowed into its twin on the horizon, and was gone. And below, the fingers returned to their triggers and the eyes to their scopes, and the gun barrels resumed their thunder and the mouths their groaning and gaping and gulping of air, their bellowing, their gasping of last breaths.

Now the man turned to his friends, reverted to American English, explaining and describing and pointing: “Over there somewhere, behind the pine trees,” or “Right here.” He told of an Iraqi armored vehicle equipped with a machine gun and a cannon that “was running around here like it owned the place.” With the gestures of a generous host he motioned to “right there, that’s where I lay with my gun, at the corner of the roof But over on that building there was a sniper and he put a bullet in me.”

With dexterity uncommon in a man his age, he bent over and rolled up his trousers, exposing two pale scars between his knee and ankle. “See? Right there. The little one’s where the bullet went in, and the big one’s where it came out. Our sapper carried me down on his back, went back up to take my place, and got hit by a mortar shell.” He reverted to Hebrew, meant only for me. “A bigger and stronger guy even than me, poor sucker. Torn right in half, died in a split second.”

He talked and recounted, freeing memories that had been imprisoned inside him for so long. He let them breathe a little air, stretch their bones, see the place where they were formed; he let them argue, compare: Which had changed? Which hadn’t even been there in the first place? Which were worthy of being preserved, and which no longer?

“And the guy who brought the pigeons?” I asked, pursuing my own agenda. “The pigeon handler? You said he was killed. Did you see where exactly?”

Those eyes settled on me again, the yellow eyes of a lion. One large, tanned hand wrapped itself around my shoulders; another large, tanned hand rose in the air and pointed. Age spots on the back of it, its fingernails  buffed, a silver sailor’s watch beautifying its wrist, a white shirtsleeve pressed and rolled to the elbow It was a hand easy to imagine clutching a rifle, patting the head of a grandchild, pounding on a table, knowing waists and thighs.

“There.”

A good and pleasant vigor coursed through me suddenly, as if those were the eyes of a father gazing upon his son, as if this were the hand of a father slipping from head to shoulder—guiding, offering strength and support.

“Where? Show me exactly”

He tilted his aged head downward to mine, just as all the tall people in my life do when speaking to short ones. “There. Between the edge of the grass and the children on the swings. You see? There was a small stone shack there, no more than six or seven feet on either side, a kind of gardener’s toolshed. We were all positioned in the courtyard and the rooms of the monastery while the guys who stayed on from the other company were holed up in that building, on the other side of this alley The armored vehicle blasted anybody who so much as stuck his nose outside one of the buildings. But the pigeon handler— God knows why or how—made it out and got himself over there, which is where we found him when it was all over.”
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I COULDN’T STAY there any longer. I shepherded them into Behemoth—that’s the name my wife gave the huge Chevy Suburban she bought for me—and we departed for the German Colony neighborhood of Jerusalem.

Now I felt the full force of my fatigue; a small group can be more demanding and bothersome than a whole busload of tourists. The day had risen on us in Tel Aviv, after which we’d continued to Kibbutz Hulda and the story of the convoy named for it, been detained for a light meal of sandwiches at the Harel observation point, and jounced about on the Burma Road on the way to Hamasrek and the stronghold at Sha’ar Hagai for more explanations and more lookouts.

From there I took them to the Palmach cemetery at Kiryat Anavim, then into Jerusalem, to the monastery and this surprise: that the eldest of the six Americans I was ferrying about and guiding—a senator, his aide, his adviser, and three businessmen, all of them guests of the Foreign Ministry—had once been a member of the Palmach and had fought in the battle that had taken place there, which I was attempting to describe for them. And from there to the even bigger surprise of the homing pigeon that had suddenly taken wing from the pigeonholes of his memory

“Did you know him?” I asked.

“Who?”

“The pigeon handler you told us about earlier.”

His face filled the rearview mirror of Behemoth. “Not really He wasn’t one of the fighting gang—he’d come to our brigade to set up an operational pigeon loft. They said he was a top-class professional, that he’d been handling pigeons since he was a boy”

His eyes did not let up their vigil; they continued to pin me down like the hooked spines of a caper bush. “I don’t even remember his name anymore. A lot of other friends of mine were killed, and it’s been so many years.”

At the stoplight facing the German Colony cemetery I turned left. I took advantage of the crowds of people and the cars that slowed us to a crawl to spread my wares: the Rephaim and the Philistines, the British and the Germans. “Gentlemen, please note the verses from the Bible inscribed on the portals. And over there is the old Jerusalem train station. It’s no longer in use, but when I was a child I would travel from here to Tel Aviv with my mother. In a steam engine, can you believe it?”

The train would rumble its way slowly, creaking along the metallic curves of the ravine. I remember the tiny, well-tended vegetable beds of the Arabs on the far side of the border, the soapy froth amassed by sewer water. The wind would set aloft bits of ash from the steam engine and you would brush them from your hair, happy: we were going home, to Tel Aviv …

I am revisited by the scent of bread, hard-boiled egg, and tomato, the provisions you always brought with us. My forehead would shudder—just as it is shuddering now, as I write these words —in anticipation of the egg you would rap on it, your favorite game. “Plaff!” you would shout, laughing. Each time I was taken by surprise; each time you laughed. And the rustling of your fingers in the wax paper as they pinched salt and sprinkled it. And that little song you would sing with a child’s inflections: The engine’s sounding, choo, choo, choo / Now take your seat, and that means you! And the smile that spread across your face the farther we got from Jerusalem, a smile of joy and contentment: home, to Tel Aviv

Yes, of course they believe it. Why wouldn’t they? The tour has been meticulously planned; the sandwiches, coffee, and juice have awaited them at the appointed hours and places, lending reliability and validity to the tour guide’s memories and explanations. At the café of the Cinemathèque, the reserved table appears as promised, as do the sunset and the view That’s Mount Zion, and over there is David’s Tomb, if anyone’s interested in those kinds of sites and stories; and down below, Sultan’s Pool, and the ancient spigot “that waters the parched and weary”

And over there—the hills of Moab turning gold in the last light of day “Yes, they’re so close you can reach out your hand and touch them. That’s where Moses stood on Mount Nebo and gazed at the Promised Land. He thought it was pretty close, too, but from the other side.”

“Maybe that’s the real problem for you people,” observed one of the businessmen in the group. He was wearing a ridiculous safari vest full of pockets, the kind that tourists and foreign correspondents love to sport while in the Middle East. “Everything’s so small and close and crowded over here, so that from every place you see more and more places.”

The tour guide—that is I, Mother; make no mistake, do not forget— responded with an “Absolutely” and a compliment of “That’s right.” Indeed, small and close and crowded with people and events and memories. “In such a Jewish manner, I might add,” he said, and then he mixed in history and etymology truths and fables, and pointed out the Valley of Hinnom, or Hell, and he told about the film festival held there and the graves of the Karaites and the awful child sacrifices of Moloch, and who’d ordered iced coffee? The tiny victims cry out from the altars.

With nightfall I delivered my small and distinguished group to the King David Hotel, where an important member of Knesset—“From the opposition, in fact,” I was told by the Foreign Ministry staff member who had set up the visit—would be dining with them. Afterward he would make a speech and answer the delegation’s questions about current affairs, “because the foreign minister not only agrees they should hear differing opinions, he insists on it.”

I went up to the room assigned to me—not all groups are as generous as this one—and I showered and phoned home. Six rings and a sigh of relief: no answer; Liora is not at home. Or maybe she is at home and she knows it’s me and has decided not to pick up the phone. Or perhaps it’s the telephone itself, once again identifying the caller and once again choosing to ignore me and remain silent.

“Hello,” I said. “Hello …” and then: “Liora? It’s me. If you’re there, would you be kind enough to pick up?”

But it was my own voice—matter-of-fact and polite—that responded: “You have reached the home of Liora and Yair Mendelsohn. We can’t come to the phone right now,” and after my voice, hers — impatient and enthralling in its Americanness, its hoarseness: “Leave your message after the beep.”

I hung up and phoned Tirzah on her mobile. Tirzah never answers with “Hello.” Sometimes it’s “Yes,” and sometimes “Just a moment, please,” and then I can hear her giving instructions to people, and I listen with pleasure.

“All right,” she said, “I’m with you now”

“Why don’t you come up to Jerusalem, Tiraleh? They gave me a bed that’s too big and a full moon and a window overlooking the walls of the Old City”

“It’s you, luvey? I thought it was that pest of an engineer from the Public Works Department.”

Tirzah doesn’t use my name. Sometimes she calls me Iraleh, the way her father did when we were kids—“Here are Iraleh and Tiraleh,” he would proclaim whenever he saw us together—and sometimes, affectionately, she calls me “luvey”

“It’s me. A different pest.”

She laughed. Now she’s finally convinced: not that pest, but this pest. When Tirzah laughs, I’m happy I can take it as a compliment; she laughs because of me.

“Where are you?”

“At the King David. So, are you coming?”

She laughed again. Certainly a nice proposition, absolutely, she and I and the bed and the window with the moon and the walls of the Old City a very tempting proposition, but the next morning they would be pouring the concrete at a project in Haifa Bay and she had two meetings with people from the Defense Ministry—one with the jerk from the Building Department and one with the nice guy from Finance—“and I was hoping we’d have a chance to meet at our house, because there are a few decisions we have to make.”

I ignored the “our house” and asked what decisions she was talking about. “The usual: floor tiles, window frames, what colors to paint the walls. Don’t worry, I’ll decide; you just have to be there.”

“Tomorrow I finish up with these Americans and then I can come.”

“How are they?”

“You won’t believe it: one of them was in the Palmach.”

“You love me?” she asked playfully

“Yes. And yes,” I answered, preempting her next question, which would be, as always, “And you miss me?”

“Do you want to hear what else we’ve managed with the renovations?”

“I’ve got to tell you something this guy suddenly told me.”

“Stories are for bedtime.”

“I’m in bed.”

“For when we’re both in bed, not just you. Tomorrow night. We’ll inaugurate the full moon and you’ll tell me everything. And bring me one of those fried-egg “samwiches” from Glick’s kiosk—have them go heavy on the salt and tell them to sear the hot pepper on the grill. Tell them it’s for me. Don’t forget to tell them: It’s for Meshulam Fried’s daughter!”

I got dressed, looked at myself in the mirror, and decided to skip the dinner and the important member of Knesset from the opposition and his differing opinions. I stripped off my clothes, climbed back into my large bed, and napped fitfully, annoyingly facing the full moon and the walls of the Old City, and awakened more tired than before, then got dressed and went down to the bar.
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THE OLD LION was lying in wait on an armchair in the corner of the lobby, alert and smelling of aftershave. His eyes and his watch glowed in the dim light, his white mane coiffed, his wrinkles deep, his silver eyebrows standing on end.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said as he rose to greet me, though it was not clear whether from politesse or to remind me of his advantage over me—in years, in height, in knowledge. His eyes had seen, while mine had not. His ears had heard, while mine had merely imagined. His mind was shelves of memory, while mine was rolls of conjectures.

“I was promised an important delegation from America,” I told him. “They never mentioned anything about a guy who served in the Palmach.”

“I wanted to thank you,” he said. “I hadn’t been back to most of those places since then, and I thought it was going to be tough for me.”

“Well, certainly not as tough as back then, during the war.”

“You’d be surprised, but in some ways it was easier then. I was a colt, really eager to see battle, ready to take on anything and quick to heal. I was just what a war wants its soldiers to be: a guy without a potbelly or a brain or kids or memories.”

“So where was it most difficult for you today? At the cemetery or the monastery?”

“The monastery At least at the cemetery there was one good thing: they’re dead but I’m still alive. Once upon a time I felt guilty about that, but not anymore.”

“He’s buried there too,” I said.

“Who is?”

“The guy you told me about today, the pigeon handler who went to battle with you guys and got killed.”

“The Baby!” he cried. “That’s the reason I’ve been waiting for you here. To tell you I remembered: we all called him the Baby”

And when you recall his name, can you picture him, too?”

“His face? Not really More the image—kind of blurry without all the features. But it’s him all right. He was called the Baby because he was short and chubby, and someone from the Jordan Valley told us that’s what he was called at school and on his kibbutz. He was always busy with his birds, and he never let anyone get near the loft because he didn’t want to frighten them. He explained to us that pigeons need to love their home; otherwise they won’t return to it. Will you look at this! When I talk to you, more and more memories come back, but I can’t for the life of me recall his real name.”

He leaned over me as he had at the monastery, and in spite of his eighty years the scent of a predator filled the air: a breath of chocolate and mint, a whiff of alcohol, faint aftershave, rare meat—bloody on the inside, seared on the outside—a nonsmoker. My nostrils informed me that his shirt had been laundered with Ivory, like my wife’s undies, and underneath it all was battle smoke, dust from roads that never settles, embers from a bonfire.

“It’s remarkable, you know: the older and denser I get, the more things rise to the surface. We never had a single night when we weren’t busy, and there was a division of labor: whoever didn’t go out to battle dug graves for the ones who didn’t return. I can still hear the sound of the pickaxes in the valley, metal on rock, even more than the sound of gunfire. You just dig and dig, you don’t even dare think about who exactly it’s going to be this time. Incidentally, he was one of the regular grave diggers.”

“Who was?”

“The Baby After all, until the battle at the monastery he didn’t fight with us. So he dug graves for the ones who did. The graves were supposed to be ready when the guys came back in the morning with the bodies. The dead hate to wait.”

How strange, I thought to myself: the man doesn’t seem the talkative type. But now he appears to be purging himself of everything that has piled up inside him and been waiting for release since then. I recalled a story you told me when I was a teenager. You said that words are born and multiply in lots of ways: some subdivide like amoebas; others send out shoots and branches. With this guy the letters were mating with memories.

“And what about you? Did you join the war as a volunteer from America?”

“What?! You’re insulting my Hebrew! I’m originally from Petah-Tikva; I still have family there. I’m a product of Mikveh Israel, agricultural training school, and the reserves and Haportzim, the fourth battalion of the Palmach. Judging by the tour you gave us today you know these places just as well as I do: the Castel, Colonia, Bab-el-Wad, and Katamon, of course. And then the war ended and I wasn’t accepted at the Technion, so I went to study engineering in America instead. I met a girl there, got a job with her father—”

“He really was called the Baby,” I said, putting a stop to his prattle. “And the pigeon you were talking about this afternoon really was one of his.”

“I see you’ve taken a great interest in that pigeon handler,” said the elderly American Palmachnik. “Did you know him?”

“How could I? I wasn’t even born then.”

“So what’s your connection to him?”

“I’m interested in homing pigeons,” I told him. “Maybe because I’ve taken visiting bird-watchers around the country in search of migrating birds.”

The gold in his eyes faded to blue, his wrinkles softened, his expression  grew friendlier, as if he wished to recount more and, without knowing it, to offer consolation as well—to explain and to heal.

“We won the battle at the monastery by a hair,” he said, “and with major casualties and wounded. Even a few poor nuns got killed. Among the living there was a kind of a joke about it: like us, the nuns died for Jerusalem; like us, they died virgins. We fought right through the night, and when the sun rose, instead of encouraging us it filled us with despair. In the light of day we could see they had more and more reinforcements, and an armored vehicle with a machine gun and a cannon, and worst of all, we could see the true color of our wounded and we knew who might live and who was sure to die. We had so many down that we’d already begun to wonder what would happen if the order was given to retreat: who would we take with us and what would we do with the ones we couldn’t. And then, like some heaven-sent miracle, the transmitter started working again and announced that the Arabs had started beating a hasty retreat from the whole area, with their commander at the lead, and we should just hold on a little longer. What can I tell you? In the end we won, but it was one of those victories where the winner is more surprised than the loser.”

“Well, at least you were happy about it, right?”

“We didn’t have the time or energy for rejoicing. We got up, started organizing the evacuation, and suddenly a little door opens up and three nuns step outside. Two of them dragged the bodies of their sister nuns inside, while the third— she was old and short, a dwarf almost, in a black habit that reached the ground—walked among us with a bottle of water and a few drinking glasses. What a picture that was: us, all those wounded and dead, and this nun wandering around like we’re at some cocktail party and she’s handing out drinks. The whole time she’s saying, “Nero, nero,” and we didn’t know what this nero was, but we knew we’d won because she’d come out to give water to the victors. You get it? If we’d lost, she’d have served water to the Arabs instead.”

“Nero is water,” I told him, “in Greek.”

“If you say so,” the man chuckled. “A tour guide has to know how to say ‘water’ in all kinds of languages. Maybe one day you’ll get some Greek bird-watchers and they’ll be thirsty”

“Bird-watchers don’t come here from Greece,” I said. “They come from England and Germany and Scandinavia and Holland, and sometimes as far away as the U.S.”

But the man flashed me a look of reproach and sent me back to the place and time to which I had led him and which I wished to avoid. “We left the monastery and went looking around; we thought we might find one of our own among all the bodies outside. First we found a dead platoon commander, his guts spilled out on the ground, and then we found him. Someone shouted, ‘Hey look, the Baby is dead.’ God, just saying ‘the Baby is dead’ makes me shake all over.”

“Did you see him, too?”

“Yes, I just told you that, and I told you that earlier, too, but you don’t want to hear it, or else you want to hear it again and again. I saw him lying in that shed near the monastery, between where the grass and the swings are today”

“Inside the shed?”

“Half in, half out.”

Apparently he saw the horror in my eyes and hastened to make himself clear. “I mean, don’t misunderstand me. His body was whole, not like that just sounded. The wall of the shed was half destroyed and he was lying with his legs inside it, but from the waist up he was outside. There was a machine gun lying next to him—a tommy gun—and lots of gardening tools, and if you’re interested, then I’ll tell you his face was whole and at peace, and his eyes were open and looking upward. That was the worst part of it: they were full of life, and they were watching. You know what I was thinking about then? Not what I’m thinking about now I thought, Where the hell did the Baby get a tommy gun! We were fighting with shitty old Stens that never stopped jamming, and he’d been given a tommy gun? Forty-five caliber—a bullet that no matter where it hits you, you’re dead! Now do you understand why it was easier for me back then than it is now? That’s the way it is when you’re young. I couldn’t figure out how it was that he’d been given a tommy gun and we hadn’t.”

I could no longer be sure what had brought this on, what had given birth to this outpouring: the words, the drink, me, the images in his mind. What had really happened there and what had been conceived in his memory?

“We’d been given green American battle dress, leftovers from World War II. Where the insignias and ranks had once been, the green was darker. Do you believe the bullshit I can still remember, and yet I can’t remember some of the important stuff? Anyway, he was lying there in battle dress that had once belonged to an American sergeant about twice his size, and when we picked him up his arms fell to the sides and the battle dress opened and we saw that his pants—excuse me for telling you this—his pants had been cut open from the belt to almost the knee and peeled back to both sides, and everything was bloody and wounded and hanging out.”

Suddenly the American thrust out his arm. “Here,” he said as his hand grasped my right hip, then slipped around to my lower back and remained there. “The bullet went in here and came out here …” His hand slid to the front and pressed lightly, and I did not know what to do with the strength of the repulsion, and the pleasantness, I was feeling.

“Maybe there was more than one bullet, maybe it was a whole round, because his, his … what do you call it, I’ve forgotten the word in Hebrew … his hip, yes, his hip was just gone, completely exposed, and there were such quantities of blood, and his thigh was shredded, all the bones jutting out. I think he managed to cut open his pants but didn’t get a chance to treat his wounds and so he wound up lying there like that until he died.”

“What about the pigeons?” I asked.

He removed his hand. Grief and relief mingled one with the other. “The little dovecote he carried on his back had been shattered to pieces, and there were two dead pigeons on the floor. The third one was gone; that was apparently the one I told you about when we were there today” To my great distress, he began to hum the tune to a song I had heard my mother sing many times: To silence the cannon yields / In abandoned killing fields. He said, “And it was a beautiful, special kind of a day; only later we realized it was the First of May, and there was this bird rising up above all that hell, that valley of death. She’d been lucky the dovecote got smashed—that’s how she managed to escape.”

“She didn’t escape,” I told him. “He dispatched her. He did manage to do something before he died.”

The man was astonished. “Who told you such a thing?”

“There’s no other possibility That’s the only way the facts fit together.”

“What do you mean he sent her? With a letter to headquarters?”

“He didn’t send her,” I corrected him. “He dispatched her. ‘Dispatch is the correct word for pigeons, and that is precisely what he did, like Noah in the ark: And he dispatched a dove, and the dove found no rest for the sole of her foot, and she returned to him into the ark.’”

“And what about that pigeon? What happened to her?”

“He sent it to his girlfriend in Tel Aviv”

All at once I felt that feeling I’d known from long ago: the wings beating inside my body, up and down, from the vibration in my knees to the emptiness in my loins to the ache in my breast to the spasms in my gullet. Home, Odysseus of the Feathered Creatures, in a straight line. The great magnetic forces of the earth are guiding her flight, longing pushes her from behind, love is signaling to her, switching on the landing lights: come, come, come, return from afar. That was the reason why the Baby had taken her, the purpose for her domestication, her training, her heredity “Strong muscles, featherweight body, hollow bones, the lungs and heart of an athlete, the ability to navigate, a sense of direction.”

And the three desires that become one: the desire of the Baby, who at that moment had died; the desire of his beloved, who at that moment already sensed what lay ahead; and the desire of the bird to reach home. Home. Home to Tel Aviv, to the gold of the sand, to the blue of the water, to the pink tiles of the roofs.

Home. To the upraised, joyful eyes awaiting her. To the heart beating on her behalf To the hand that will greet her with seeds of hashish, the traditional gift that pigeon handlers present to their birds returning from afar. To the other hand, which will remove the message capsule from her leg. And then the terrible scream of comprehension, his name spattered from mouth to heavens, the slamming of the door to the pigeon loft and the footsteps receding in great haste.

“God,” the elderly American Palmachnik from Petah-Tikva said. “What are you trying to tell me? That that’s what he managed to do with the last moments of his life? To send a pigeon to his girlfriend in Tel Aviv?”

I said nothing, and he grew agitated. “And what exactly did he write her from there: Hello, I’m dead?”
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