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            Seventh of June, 1967

         
 
         At daybreak on Wednesday, the seventh of June, 1967, As-Sayyed Antoine Salameh, senator of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, peered out of the window and saw a group of soldiers approaching slowly, wearily, as if scarcely able to walk. Their clothes were torn and dusty and no wonder, thought the senator, they’ve been fighting all through the night. He had heard the shells whistling overhead and glass shattering. When the shelling began he hurried to turn off the lights in the entrance to the villa and in the living room, and paced nervously through the rooms, searching in vain for a place of safety. Never before had he imagined that a time would come when he would need shelter under his own roof. His wife, too, wandered about the house, trailing him in silence like a ghost. The two pills he had given her, the ones he took when he couldn’t sleep, had not helped her. She was unable to relax and went on walking about in an old summer dressing-gown, her eyes wide open and her hair dishevelled. He could not help grimacing with distaste and pity at the sight of her.
 
         He too, of course, had not closed his eyes all night. How could he sleep when the fate of al-Quds hung in the balance? He waited impatiently for the night to pass, and now the sun, as though it too was anxious for the welfare of the Holy City, rose early and shed its bright light at exactly four thirty-four. The senator took another look at the soldiers down the street and felt relieved. This must be the vanguard of the Iraqi forces who had volunteered to come to the aid of the Arab Legion, as he had been informed by the court minister from the royal palace. Iraq, our sister state, land of the two rivers, was always the first to come to the aid of Palestine. These soldiers and the Legion troops were risking their lives to preserve the integrity of his city. They would wipe out the disgrace of ’48, they and the armies of Egypt’s Nasser and of the other Arab states.
         
 
         Clouds of dust hung over Sheikh Jarrah, the garden suburb north of the city. Taking advantage of a break in the firing, the senator urged his Sudanese maid to take bottles of cold water to the soldiers to revive them. Suddenly, strange black crows, with outstretched necks and huge wingspans, flew over his spacious house, heading towards al-Mudawara. Their flight startled him.
 
         The senator opened the doors to the wide terrace that overlooked the high road and was struck by the acrid smell of gun-powder and smoke. He went to the balustrade and saw the soldiers resting their heavy rucksacks and weapons on the ground. Some of them leaned against the garden wall, others crouched down for a moment’s rest. A few gazed at his well-tended garden, at the handsome villas in the vicinity and the luxurious Ambassador Hotel. As a representative of His Majesty King Hussein, he felt it his sacred duty to welcome the brave warriors and thank them on behalf of the entire Hashemite Kingdom. He raised both hands to greet them, and they turned to look at him with curiosity.
         
 
         “As-salaamu aleikum warahmatu’llah wabarakatuh – peace upon you and the blessing and mercy of Allah, ya guidan, O brave warriors, ya mujahdeen, O jihad fighters, O kinsmen of our glorious Arab family, O bold spirits and dear hearts. I, Antoine Salameh, member of the Senate of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, feel honoured to bring you the thanks and admiration of King Hussein bin Talal bin Abdullah bin Hussein al-Hashemi. Your glorious fight recalls the battle of Khalif Omar ibn al-Khatab, conqueror of al-Quds al-Sharif. With your sword you have repulsed the despicable Zionist enemy, the cruel, contemptible, miserable and cowardly infidel, and with Allah’s help you will throw them into the sea.”
         
 
         The soldiers stared at him in amazement. Perhaps they did not fully understand his speech since he addressed them in the Palestinian dialect, and Iraqis had a dialect of their own that he himself scarcely understood. He should address them in literary Arabic, which all Arabs understood, but let them first refresh themselves with cold water. He wanted to go down and clasp them to his breast and listen to their stories about the brave battle they had fought that night. But, as he turned, one soldier, his shirt torn and his left arm bandaged, stood up respectfully, took off his helmet, raised his reddish head and said:
 
         “Ihna yahud, min hon – we’re Jews, from here, from Israel…”
         
 
         “Yahud? Min Israil?” The senator was stunned. The blood drained from his face and for a moment his vision blurred and reeled. Abruptly he turned around and fled indoors, into his living room. For a long time he sat trembling on the edge of the sofa, like an unwelcome guest in his own house. What if the Jewish soldiers killed him, and his wife too? He should call someone. His knees trembled as he staggered to the telephone and for the fifth time since the shelling began phoned Abu George, his journalist friend and neighbour.
         
 
         Abu George listened impatiently. Was the elderly senator losing his mind? Had he not explained to him, repeatedly throughout the night, that there was nothing to worry about – on the contrary! Once more he described the interview that the sector commander had given the press the week before at the Legion camp in al-Mudawara.
         
 
         “Our forces are well prepared. The Jews know what they can expect here. They wouldn’t want to commit suicide, would they?” the commander of the fortified hilltop defending the north of the city had said. And it was precisely this restrained reply, spoken in his reserved British manner that had made the journalists smile. The commander also showed them the massive fortifications, the deep, concrete-lined trenches that twisted and wound around the whole of al-Mudawara, the forty bunkers with impenetrably thick walls, interspersed with observation posts, sniper nests, heavy mortars and cannons dominating every part of the hill. Underneath the bunkers was the vast command centre, carved out of the bedrock like an ancient cavern. The commander also showed them the stocks of ammunition. Who could possibly invade these hills? thought Abu George. The entire area was crisscrossed with landmines, and hundreds of trained Legion troops were only waiting to unleash a hail of fire on anyone who tried. “Who would dare to challenge us?” said the commander at the conclusion of the tour.
 
         “Yahud, min Israil, believe me!” the senator insisted.
         
 
         “Shu Israil, what are you talking about?” replied Abu George, pitying the delusional old man. He had been unable to sleep for several nights because of the war with the Zionists, and the past night had been the worst. The assault on al-Mudawara and the neighbourhood of Sheikh Jarrah had begun at midnight and continued uninterrupted. A barrage of fire, shells roaring, bullets whistling – the very ground shook. He realised it was not enough to utter reassuring words.
         
 
         “Senator, please come to us, you and your wife. We’ll be honoured to have you stay. You know my daughter Yasmine is in Paris, her suite is unoccupied – you can have the whole second floor to yourselves. I’m coming to fetch you.”
 
         “Thank you, Allah protect your Yasmine. I’m staying here, and if I’m fated to die, let it be in my own house,” he replied in a broken voice.
 
         After he replaced the receiver Abu George grabbed a pair of binoculars and climbed hurriedly to the roof of his house. He wanted to see for himself what was happening at the front, but a spreading shajarat al-yahud, a “Jews’ tree” – a eucalyptus – blocked his view of the hill. He went up to the edge of the roof and held the binoculars to his eyes. Looking north he saw, outlined against the grey sky, burnt-out vehicles with black smoke rising from them.
         
 
         Suddenly the noise stopped, but strangely it was the silence that made him choke. He threw away the burning cigarette and spat on the floor. Damned cigarettes, they were no use whatever. A fear awoke in him and forced into his mind sounds and sights he preferred to forget. Vividly the memory came back of the shots that had rained down on his house then, almost twenty years before, fired from Katamon towards his house in Talbieh. He recalled hurriedly packing some valuables and urging Um George and little Yasmine to grab whatever they could and flee.
 
         The firing began again, seeming to come from all around. Was history about to repeat itself? Would he have to flee again? No. Not this time. Never again would he abandon his house, flee, escape, get out, absent himself, desert, go missing, wander away… Sumood, he said to himself, hold out, stay put, cling to the ground. He choked and coughed and kept repeating, Sumood, sumood…
         
 
         What was wrong with him? Was he losing his mind too? And what was causing this strange cough? He took a deep breath, but instead of the crystal air of Sheikh Jarrah, his lungs filled with acrid smoke. Shaking himself out of a nightmare, he said to himself, Cheer up, they can’t break into the fortress of al-Mudawara. It isn’t the Jews who are firing but our people, the mortars and hand-grenades and machine-guns and rifles of the Hashemite forces. Maybe what the senator saw was some of their soldiers who had deserted out of fear, or a handful of them who had managed to sneak through the lines, or perhaps…But he didn’t want to finish this thought. He went downstairs and ran to the telephone. This time he phoned the senator.
 
         “Are the soldiers still there?” he asked anxiously.
 
         “No, al-hamdu lillah, thank God, as soon as the firing began they vanished.”
         
 
         “Allah be blessed,” sighed Abu George, his spirit restored. He sat down to listen to the radio. The Voice of Damascus broadcast yet again the song “Idbah, idbah, idbah” – “Slaughter, slaughter, slaughter”, while Radio Amman described the valiant fight of the Legion and its conquests in the Kingdom’s West Bank and in Jerusalem, including the UN headquarters occupying the old British High Commissioner’s mansion on the Hill of Evil Counsel. “The bodies of the Zionist soldiers are scattered on the battlefield, preyed on by black crows,” the announcer declared. Abu George wiped the sweat from his brow and, in spite of himself, could not resist turning the dial to the Arabic-language service of Israel Radio. The Zionist announcer calmly listed the positions the Israeli army had captured. The scene painted by his statements and the interviews from the front was utterly unlike the one broadcast from Amman. Doubts festered in Abu George’s mind. They’re all liars, he grunted. Psychological warfare, that’s what it is – who can tell what’s really happening?
         
 
         He felt trapped in his house, cut off from events. Should he again call his partner Abu Nabil, at the Al-Wattan office, ask him for the umpteenth time what was happening, and listen to another recitation of Nasser’s great victories over there and King Hussein’s over here? Shame on him for doubting his friend and the mighty Arab nation. These calls made him look faithless and cowardly. He should have spent the night at the newspaper’s office. He looked into the kitchen and saw his wife sitting there quietly, hunched, blowing her nose. Seeing him she tried to smile, and he knew that at this moment she was tormented by her longings for Yasmine. How could he leave her and go out? But he had to go into town.
 
         Abu George sat beside his wife and she got up to bring him a pot of coffee and a jug of water with mint leaves. Then she stroked his head and pressed it to her bosom, as she always did in bad times, to subdue his inner demons. But now he shook free impatiently, quickly drank the coffee and the water and stood up. The coffee had scalded his throat.
 
         “Why are you rushing off, my dear?”
 
         “I’ve got to be at the office.”
 
         “Ya Adhra! O Virgin Maryam, can’t you hear the shelling?” She stared at him in alarm.
         
 
         “I’ve got to get to the teleprinter, I must find out what the news agencies are saying, Reuters, United Press. See the headlines in the newspapers.”
 
         “Isn’t it enough that the radio is on all the time, and the phone keeps ringing? Bad news moves fast.” She stopped, wondering how to detain him. The previous night he had come home after midnight, at the height of the firing and the explosions. Several times she had called the Al-Wattan office to urge him to come home, and when he set out she counted the minutes, wondering what was keeping him, then went and waited by the gate, listening with one ear for the engine of the Dodge coming up the narrow lane, and with the other for a possible phone call from Yasmine. The firing and the falling shells terrified her. She did not remember such a barrage even when they fled their house in Talbieh in ’48.
         
 
         “Don’t go, behiyatek, on your life, I beg you,” she pleaded.
         
 
         “I must get some air,” he snapped and went out into the garden. The volleys of gunfire and the reek of burning buffeted his head. The walls of the house trembled. The fish in the small pond flitted and hid under the rocks at the margins. He went back inside and stopped to look at Yasmine’s portrait on the wall, his heart aching with longing. How was she, what was she doing now? He wished he could hug her, wished she were with them at this difficult time. The ringing of the telephone interrupted his thoughts.
 
         “Abu George, I need you here urgently.” Abu Nabil’s voice was uncharacteristically hesitant. “It’s to do with the Governor.”
 
         “I’m coming,” he replied and replaced the receiver.
 
         “But it’s harb wadarb, battles and war, out there!” Um George protested.
         
 
         “It is war, ya ruhi, my soul, and Abu Nabil doesn’t get on with the Governor. He needs me. What should I say, that I’m afraid? Shame!”
         
 
         “At least eat breakfast first.”
 
         “I couldn’t swallow a thing.” He kissed her on the cheek and turned to go. At the last moment he took his camera bag and added his binoculars.
         
 
         “Phone me when you get there,” she said behind him.
 
         He turned around. “Close the gate and make sure I locked the roof door. Don’t let anybody in!” he added and immediately regretted frightening her needlessly.
 
         When he started the Dodge and emerged from the parking lot his heart was melting as he reflected on his good fortune at having the love and support of such a woman.
 
         
             

         
 
         As he drove down Ragheb al-Nashashibi Lane, the sound of the firing grew louder, but Abu George couldn’t tell from which direction it was coming. It sounded as if it was coming from all around – but where were the soldiers?
 
         He saw the first sign of the night’s devastation on the narrow road leading to the Sheikh Jarrah intersection, not more than a hundred yards from his house. A man dressed in a kumbaz and keffiyeh was lying dead on the road, one of his splayed legs blown off. Beside him lay a dead Legionnaire, and there were several more lifeless bodies nearby. For a moment he held his nose against the stench of blood and burnt flesh and felt a sharp pain in his chest. His throat began to burn again and he sneezed. He swung away from his usual route and turned towards the Ambassador Hotel. Suddenly a sheaf of fire spat out over the hotel roof. It’s our people firing, he thought hopefully. But the luxury hotel looked abandoned, its windows were shattered and a body was lying over a windowsill. How strange, just two days ago the Ambassador had been swarming with guests. Why was it abandoned? When? And why wasn’t he notified? After all, he headed the association of tourist and hotel enterprises.
 
         Powerful explosions detonated behind him, any moment now shells would be falling on his head. Abu George turned around and drove away from the scene in the opposite direction, against the traffic. He was trembling all over. Abuna el-Masih, Jesus Father, have the Jews got this far? He shouldn’t have left his house, and who’s to say they aren’t firing on civilians? If he’d thought rationally he’d have known that only a lunatic would venture outside at such a time and leave his wife alone. Oh shame, shame – what to do about the shame, and where does shame lead us? He confessed to himself that he’d been ashamed to stay at home and was now ashamed to return there. He stepped on the accelerator and drove at speed to Saladin Street, turned right and parked as he always did beside Al-Hurriyeh, the exclusive restaurant he owned. The gate was open and for a moment he thought of going in, but instead hurried to join Abu Nabil, who was waiting for him in the newspaper’s office across the street.
         
 
         “Sabah el khair, Abu George, good morning,” his partner greeted him and then came straight to the point. “There are reports, still unconfirmed, that the Jews, damn them, have broken into al-Mudawara and are pressing ahead. I can’t believe it’s true, it’s a fortified bastion, but…Maybe we should ask the Governor for information – what do you think?”
         
 
         “Well, yes, we should publish a special interview with him. It’s important to reassure the population.”
 
         “Right, that’s why I called you. You know the Governor hasn’t spoken to me since…”
 
         Abu George nodded, remembering the Governor’s fury about something Abu Nabil had written a few months earlier.
 
         “So, could you go to him…?” Abu Nabil asked hesitantly.
 
         “No, brother. First of all, your honour is as dear to me as my own. I couldn’t possibly interview him without you. Secondly, it’s an opportunity to bury that incident.”
         
 
         Quickly they crossed the street to the Governor’s residence, passed the gate-keeper and almost ran up to the second floor.
 
         “The Governor’s in the conference room,” his secretary said and led them into the familiar chamber. From the walls, portraits of the kings of the Hashemite dynasty stared down: al-Sharif Hussein, al-Emir Abdullah, Talal and Hussein. The Governor looked as though he hadn’t slept and seeing Abu Nabil his face froze momentarily, but he recovered and rose to greet them and shake their hands.
 
         “Pardon us, Governor,” Abu George began, “for barging in like this. We needed to speak to you on such a day. We’re going to print a special issue and wanted to interview you.”
 
         “You’re welcome.”
 
         “Please be so kind as to bring us up to date on the news,” Abu George went on, relieved to be where he was. Abu Nabil took a notebook and his favourite Parker-51 fountain pen from his jacket pocket.
 
         The Governor, speaking in his graceful high-flown style, reported that at this very moment, over in the Sinai desert, the Egyptian airforce was pounding the Zionist army, setting its tanks and armour ablaze. Then he read them a letter he had received from His Majesty, and added that the King had received a telegram from President Nasser, assuring him of a complete Arab victory.
 
         The telephone rang. The Governor picked up the receiver and seemed to move uneasily in his armchair as he listened. Then he rose, went up to the big map on the wall and marked something on it.
 
         “And what is happening here, on our front? War?” Abu George asked.
         
 
         The Governor compressed his lips. “Not war,” he replied quietly. “I’d say, border skirmishes, nothing more. Though they are serious. During the night enemy soldiers managed to penetrate our lines here and there, and at this moment our soldiers are finishing them off. Our men are firing from every roof and every position, and they won’t let the enemy raise its head,” he concluded and leaned back in his armchair.
 
         “On my way here I heard Israel Radio’s Arabic service, claiming that they’d driven us out of the High Commissioner’s residence. Is there any truth in that?” Abu George asked.
 
         The Governor ignored the question. “You listen to the Zionists’ radio?” he asked.
 
         “I’m a journalist,” Abu George replied, his eyes meeting the Governor’s.
 
         The phone rang again. “Ahlan, Mr Mayor go ahead.” As he listened, the Governor fiddled with a pen on his desk. “You’re right, my friend. We must reassure the public. These incidents are mainly on the border. Make sure the stores open as usual. There’s plenty of everything, and the main roads to Amman are open.” After he replaced the receiver he cast a worried glance at the wall map.
         
 
         “Governor, many parts of the city are under fire,” Abu Nabil intervened. These were the first words he had addressed to him since the article that had caused them to fall out.
 
         “Naturally, they’re firing at us and we at them,” the Governor replied, restrained and authoritative. He wiped the sweat from his brow.
 
         Abu George gazed at the two proud men, as full of themselves as their bulging bellies, and suppressed a grin. “On my way here I didn’t see a single policeman on the street. Where are our security forces?”
         
 
         “Not to worry – they’re where they are needed. Orders were given to step up their presence.”
 
         The phone rang again. “Good morning to you, reverend Sheikh. Go ahead, yes, I understand…” He covered the mouthpiece and said to the journalists, “Excuse me, please. It’s the Sheikh of the Haram al-Sharif. Yes, reverend Sheikh, you can be absolutely sure that the army is defending the city as it would its own life and soul. We’re distributing weapons to the inhabitants. The Jews won’t dare approach the city walls.”

         When he turned back to them Abu Nabil asked if it was possible that the Soviet Union would intervene in the war.
 
         “There is no need!” the Governor declared. “This morning His Majesty informed me that their Prime Minister, Eshkol, had sent him urgent messages begging him not to open fire.”
 
         Abu Nabil quickly made a note of this fresh news item.
 
         “Eshkol didn’t understand that he was giving himself away. You remember how a few days ago he addressed his people on the radio, and stammered with fright? Miskeen, poor thing! Ha ha…” The Governor laughed nervously. “Our King, who is as wise as his grandfather Abdullah, immediately spotted this and decided that now is the time to attack them, when they are weakest.” He took a box of cigars from the drawer of his desk, chose one and trimmed it, then offered the box to the visitors.
         
 
         “How long do you think this war will last?” asked Abu Nabil, greedily inhaling the cigar smoke.
 
         “It depends. We have a manpower problem, though it’s not too serious. We expected most of the enemy forces to be sent south to the Sinai, but apparently a few reserve units were left here, more than we thought. At this moment armoured divisions, tanks and infantry are advancing from Amman to al-Quds. Iraqi troops have also raced here through the night, and our Syrian brothers are ready to ignite the fire on the northern front. So everything is proceeding as planned,” he concluded with satisfaction. “We have learned the lessons of al-Nakba, the catastrophe of 1948. Our new leaders, primarily Nasser and Hussein, God preserve them, are leading us to a splendid, speedy victory!”
         
 
         Abu Nabil’s eyes lit up at hearing the name of his hero Nasser. Abu George looked at him and at the Governor. Both were Muslim, born in East Jerusalem. He was the only one born in Talbieh, on the western side, the only one who became a refugee. In the 1948 war, too, the leaders had promised that a turning-point would soon be reached, that in a week or two they would return to their homes after throwing the Jews into the sea.
 
         “Governor,” he said, aware that he was spoiling their mood, “Your Honour, this morning Senator Antoine rang me to say that there were dozens of Israeli soldiers around his house. Do you know anything about it?”
  
         “As I said before,” the Governor replied sourly, “there have been minor incursions here and there. The sector commander told me this morning that at about four-thirty, at dawn, the Jews tried to climb up al-Mudawara hill, and were blinded by the rising sun. When they came too close our soldiers skewered and roasted them. The commander invited me to come and see the heap of bodies and dip my feet in their blood.”
 
         “As-senator khatyar, ayyan wata’ban – the senator is old, sick and weary,” Abu Nabil said firmly. “Can you give us a quote from the King’s letter?”
         
 
         “I’m afraid not. I’d have to get His Majesty’s permission. But you can certainly mention his reassuring, optimistic message.” The Governor stood up. “Now, gentlemen, it remains for us to bless our brave, beloved King and, inshallah, victory will be ours.”
         
 
         Abu George raised his camera and took photos of the Governor standing beside the wall map, holding a long pointer.
 
         
             

         
 
         Emerging on to the street, Abu Nabil put his arm through Abu George’s. “The war has reconciled me and the Governor,” he chuckled.
 
         “With Allah’s help everything will come right,” Abu George sighed. He was feeling somewhat relieved, despite his lingering doubts. For all he knew Senator Antoine was imagining things, and, given his own history, perhaps he had caught the old man’s panic.
 
         Abu Nabil glanced at the colourful hoarding outside the al-Hamra cinema, displaying a scene from the old romantic film Al Wardah al Baidha – The White Rose – with Abdel Wahab.
         
 
         “I’ll book the four of us a box for next Sunday, inshallah!” he said expansively.
         
 
         “Ya reit, that would be nice,” replied Abu George.
         
 
         On the way back they talked about the special edition, the headline with the King’s message and the Governor’s statement. Reaching the editorial office Abu George stopped.
 
         “Abu Nabil, Um George is very worried. Our friend the senator phones every half hour and terrifies her. Perhaps I should return home, and you…”
 
         Abu Nabil raised his hand and said, “Ala ayni wala rasi, upon my eye and my head, Abu George. Leave it to me!”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Abu George started his car but instead of turning right towards his house in Sheikh Jarrah, he turned left, driving down Saladin Street to the intersection with Suleiman Street. There he stopped and parked. He could hear gunfire coming from the direction of the Rockefeller Museum, and from Musrara on the boundary-line. Who’s firing? he wondered, and walked faster to Bab el-Zahrah, Herod’s Gate, where he entered the Old City.
         
 
         There were few people in the alleys, perhaps only those who did not believe that war had broken out. For the past three weeks Nasser had been spitting in Israel’s face, every day more copiously, and Israel didn’t even wipe off the spittle. On the contrary, it seemed to be withdrawing into its shell, ashamed and scared. The Arab countries, Russia, France and half the world were against it – how could it hit back? Maybe the Governor is right and the Jews are being crushed under our soldiers’ boots, and perhaps the people here know instinctively that nothing bad can happen to them and neither they nor their city are in any danger.
 
         Someone recognised him and asked about the news. Two anxious elderly men stopped to listen.
 
         “If I tell you, who will buy the special edition of my newspaper?” he joked, then told them what the Governor had said. They broke into cheers for Nasser and for the King. He smiled faintly at these simple people’s naive enthusiasm.
 
         Suddenly he noticed that his legs had carried him to the Haram al-Sharif, the place that the Jews called the Temple Mount and which they longed to seize. If they managed to break into the city they would no doubt go there. But what was the best observation post from which to see it? Of course, in the Church of the Redeemer, or rather on its roof! He began to hurry towards the Bab el-Amoud, the Damascus Gate.
 
         Even this gateway to the Old City, which was usually lively and crowded, was all but empty. The stone carvings, the loopholes and observation posts built by Suleiman the Magnificent, normally obscured by the tumult of everyday life, could be seen in all their glory.
         
 
         Having descended the steps of the ancient Roman Cardo he stepped onto the Via Dolorosa. He stood for a moment on the worn paving-stones of the path followed by the Saviour, in the place where he stumbled under the weight of the cross. Are the Jews about to crush us under a new cross? he wondered. He felt the irritating cough starting again and hurried on. In a few moments he reached the church. Climbing its narrow, twisting stairs was increasingly difficult and he felt acutely short of breath. I’m no longer young, he said to himself, and mustered his remaining strength to reach the top. Once there, he clutched at the railing and tried to catch his breath.
 
         “Sabah al-khair, good morning, Abu George!” said a familiar voice.
         
 
         “Oh, good morning, Abu Shawkat!” he greeted the well-known photographer. “What are you doing here? You brought the child, too,” he added, stroking the little boy’s head.
         
 
         The three stood side by side in the narrow gallery beneath the roof of the Church of the Redeemer and gazed at the expansive view. Before their eyes the Dome of the Rock glittered brilliantly in the sunshine, spreading a golden glow all around. To its right, the dome of the mosque of al-Aqsa looked dull and shabby by comparison. Why don’t they polish it, Abu George wondered. Before him lay al-Balad, the city, to which they did not add “the Old”, as did the Jews. Such a small place, yet it was the foundation stone, the bedrock and source of countless Arab traditions passed down from generation to generation for thirteen hundred years.
 
         It was ten o’clock in the morning, and a light breeze dried the sweat on his face. The sight of the snipers’ nests of the Legion and their civilian auxiliaries was reassuring. He set down the camera bag and took out a notebook. Both men looked towards the hilltop. They could hear gunfire, both near and distant, apparently aimed at the city and from it.
         
 
         Then all at once the barrage intensified all around. They pressed their backs to the wall. Abu George thought a nearby minaret was being targeted, but before he could ask Abu Shawkat for its name, the little boy shrilled: “Daddy, look look, they’re shooting at Bab al-Asbat!”
 
         Abu George held the binoculars to his eyes.
 
         “Look left, something’s moving, a thin metal stick, probably a car antenna, with a small flag on it,” said Abu Shawkat and he began clicking away with his camera.
 
         “I think it’s one of their armoured vehicles. But which way did it get in – through Bab al-Asbat? Impossible, it’s too narrow…” Abu George said quietly and bit his lip. Had he really seen a military vehicle there, or was he imagining things?
 
         The firing intensified and fell like hail on the swaying antenna. What could one armoured vehicle achieve in these alleys – it was sure to be destroyed with the men inside it. How could it advance as if on an open highway?
 
         “There! There it is!” the little boy shrieked. The imagined armoured vehicle became real as it emerged from an alley and moved towards the Haram al-Sharif. The men looked at each other speechlessly. Abu Shawkat stopped snapping pictures.
 
         “Baba, are these the Jews?” the child asked. “Baba, why don’t you answer?”
 
         “It seems so,” said the father in a low voice.
 
         “Where are our soldiers?”
 
         “They’re firing from all sides,” the father said.
         
 
         “Then why don’t the Jews stop?”
 
         The half-track turned left to the entrance gate of the Haram al-Sharif. A black motorcycle lay in its path. Maybe it’s a booby-trap, inshallah, that will blow up in front of them and stop their advance, Abu George thought. But the vehicle did not stop, it rolled over the motorbike and moved on.
         
 
         Now Abu George saw a Jewish officer, tall and broadshouldered, rise from the armoured turret to look at the golden dome in front. “Allah, where are you?” Abu George cried silently, looking at the sky. He prayed that the snipers placed on every roof would destroy the intruder. Why don’t they hit the arrogant officer standing so upright in the turret? But nothing deterred him or the vehicles which followed him up the path to the holy shrines.
 
         “Baba, why don’t our soldiers kill them?” the little boy asked. “What will happen now?”
 
         Abu George looked at the child and thought he should have been spared the sight, just as he should have spared his daughter Yasmine, who was about the same age at the time, the flight from Talbieh. Thanks be to Allah that Yasmine could not see what was happening before his eyes at this moment. For the past five years he had urged her to return, but fortunately she had not. What would she see here now – the army of the Jews? What a horror!
 
         “Allah will break their necks,” Abu Shawkat whispered. “Is there no force that can stop them?”
 
         “Stop, baba, stop! Let’s go back!”
 
         When the third of the Jews’ vehicles drove past, one of its soldiers was shot dead by the King’s snipers. “Die, dog! You and all your army!” the photographer shouted.
 
         “Yallah, yallah! Go on! Bang bang bang!” the child shouted, clapping his hands. The shooting continued, bringing down more Jewish soldiers.
         
 
         “Yallah, idbah al-yahud, slaughter the Jews! Idbah, idbah!” Abu Shawkat screamed, but the convoy went on.
         

         Abu George lowered the binoculars. Who were these Jews? – dog’s spawn, owlad iblis, sons of devils, afareet, demons! They know no pity and nothing can stop them. His father said once that the Jews were like stinging ants, no exterminator can stop them spreading. Donkeys’ sons, how dare they enter Islam’s holy of holies! What nerve! Don’t they know the entire Muslim world will fight back? Monsters, there’s no God in their hearts. That was how they raided our villages in ’48, drove us out of Talbieh and brought the Nakba, the catastrophe, upon us, and how they joined the French and the English and attacked Egypt in ’56. All our troubles come from them. How is it that they can bring the war into our homes, our lands, assaulting, invading, conquering. Hypocrites! Defence forces they call their army. They launch wars and call them defensive, may their homes be destroyed! What’s their secret? Pathetic refugees whom nobody wanted, a humble minority, frightened, without dignity or shame, then all at once they’re dominating and humiliating. Where did they get the strength? And we, descendants of the desert warriors, bold and mighty conquerors, builders of the greatest medieval empire, creators of a magnificent culture – how did the wheel turn?
         
  
         “Abu George, what’s going on here? Where is Allah, where is the Legion, where are Hussein and Nasser and the Arab states and Russia? Where?” Abu Shawkat wailed. “Ya rab el-alamin, Lord of the Universe, what will happen to us? Wasn’t one Nakba enough? The land is gone and so is our honour!”
         
 
         The leading vehicle stopped. The soldiers’ helmets looked like miniature copies of the domes of the hallowed site. The shooting stopped. Abu George could not understand why the Legionnaires had stopped firing. Idiots, go on, keep on firing, he wins who has the longest breath.
         
 
         The soldiers climbed out of their vehicles. Abu George thought he was going to faint. One group walked to the balustrade of the Haram al-Sharif, overlooking the Jews’ Wall, also known as the Wailing Wall, where they used to pray and weep before the gates of the ancient city were closed to them in the terrible war of ’48.
 
         A soldier pulled a flag from his backpack, raised it and walked around the group of soldiers, then began to leap and dance ecstatically, till he stumbled. Then he walked to the top of the Jews’ Wall and wedged the flag in it.
 
         “Baba, they stuck their flag there! They beat us!” the child wept.
 
         The two men stared at the hated blue-and-white flag flapping before their eyes. The soldiers stood to attention and sang their anthem. A heretical idea crept into Abu George’s mind – perhaps the Ba’ath party, the Tahrir and the other nationalists were right when they insisted that the King wanted to get rid of the Palestinians…Had he really handed the West Bank over to the Jews?
 
         Silence fell in the narrow alley adjoining the Mughrabi quarter. Only a single sound, subdued, as if from another world, a soft mournful sound arising from a dream, the sound of man face to face with himself, face to face with his Creator, pierced the stillness. Abu George had heard this before, once, many years ago, not in this place. He concentrated on the sound, trying to identify it. A ram’s horn! That’s what it was. Its notes seemed to be carved out of his own heart, a heart scorched and howling, weeping bitterly, moaning the cry of the defeated.
         
 
         Abu George’s body slumped, the bag slipped from his hand and he did not hear it hit the floor. He choked as his tears flowed freely, and he felt no shame.
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            Just Three Weeks Ago

         
 
         I was tempted to start with some time before the Flood, or before the earthquake, but in fact it was only three weeks ago when on one warm spring evening in the middle of May 1967 I returned home late and found, pinned to the door of my one-room flat, a reservists’ call-up order. It was headed Emergency Call-Up a scary phrase that tells you to drop everything you’re doing because something else has begun. The order was to show up immediately at my unit HQ. What’s going on? Has war broken out? With whom? My head started to spin. It was midnight – how could I get there? I unlocked the door, drank some water and took down my kitbag, uniform and boots from the top of the wardrobe. I packed shaving gear, underwear, a khaki hat, a couple of books, packets of halva and crackers, and went to bed.
         
 
         But I couldn’t fall asleep so turned on the radio. Cairo Radio was broadcasting a ballad sung by Um Kulthoum, which calmed my nerves somewhat – if there was an emergency over there, they’d be broadcasting nationalist marches or readings from the Quran.
 
         When I did finally doze off my sleep was invaded by the red kestrels which had recently come here, migrants from cold lands faraway, who had built a hasty nest under the roof tiles of the house opposite. The day before I noticed that their eggs had hatched and one of the fledglings had fallen from the eaves and died…My sleep was shattered.
         
 
         I got up and made myself a Basra lemon tea, and ate some halva to sweeten the vigil. As soon as daylight broke I left the house and took two buses – one to the main bus depot and the other to the mustering station.
 
         Most of the passengers on the southward-heading bus were reservists. I sat in the front seat and looked at the changing scenery. It came to me that this morning I hadn’t raised the window blind to look at my Orthodox neighbour. Every morning I watch her working in her kitchen or small balcony, surrounded by her young brood. I’d developed a sort of superstition that if I didn’t see her first thing in the morning the day would go badly…What nonsense, I rebuked myself.
 
         The radio sounded six a.m. and the driver turned up the volume. Total silence fell in the bus. In a deep voice, the announcer reported that Nasser had closed the Tiran Straits and barred our shipping to the Indian Ocean. Without stopping to draw breath he went on to state that Israel regarded this move as a casus belli. The scenery grew blurred. My brother Moshi must already have been called up. Fortunately Kabi was in London.
         
 
         At the Bilu camp where we reported for duty, we were hastily equipped and divided into teams. We refreshed our memory of battle orders and of regulations if captured, and held practice exercises and instrument checks. We were going over the communications procedure – which I had almost forgotten – when we were summoned to the firing-range. All right, I told myself, this is serious.
 
         My target-practice results were dismal. You’re not ready, man. Is this the way to go to war? Fortunately Trabulsi is on my team. “But where is he?” I asked the commander. “He’s just had a son. He’ll be here,” he replied. I should have brought my transistor radio. Though what’s the point, when the news is so worrying and the commentary even more frightening. In the evening, when we had set up our tents and got ready to go to sleep, I wrote an army postcard to my parents.
         
 
         The next two days were spent in further training, and the third day Trabulsi arrived, having seen his son through the Brit, and brought us delicacies from the circumcision festivities – bagels, melabas, Moroccan biscuits. We all crowded around him.
         
 
         “You can’t imagine what’s going on in Tel Aviv,” he told us. “It’s a ghost town, the streets are empty and apparently thousands of casualties are expected. The rabbinate has prepared land for a mass grave in Independence Park, and secondary-school kids are being enlisted to dig trenches. It’s terrifying! People are running away, making macabre jokes: ‘The last one out of the airport turn off the light!’ that sort of thing…”
 
         “Eshkol is scared shitless. He won’t do anything. We should bring back Ben-Gurion,” said Aflalo.
 
         “Forget it!” said Trabulsi. “How long will that bunch of old-timers stay in power?”
         
 
         “We’re stuck here on our own. That’s when you know you’re in trouble,” said Slutzky.
 
         “Hey Nuri,” Aflalo challenged me, “you work for the government. What kind of a leader is Eshkol?”
 
         I didn’t reply at once. I used to see the Prime Minister from time to time, going up the stairs to his office, humming little snatches of song, ya-bam-bam, like a kindly grandpa from an old shtetl. The Minister in charge of his office says he’s a Yiddishe kop – a clever Jew, a good judge of people. And in fact once, when I accompanied him and his aides on a trip to Nazareth, I found him surprisingly astute and sensitive. But none of this shows from a distance or at a superficial glance.
         
 
         “Just look at Nasser,” Aflalo went on. “Young, handsome, tall, sturdy, charismatic, a brilliant speaker. And his opposite number? Eshkol! Old, bearish, balding, with a black beret flat on his head like a pitta, his belt under his armpits, and on top of all that, he’s a lousy orator. Bugger it!”
 
         Trabulsi laid a soothing hand on his shoulder and pulled some photos from his shirt pocket to show us the Brit celebration of his newborn son.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Evening fell, finding us in wistful mood. The talk turned to home, children, wives. I saw Yardena running ahead across the sands of Ashdod like a wild colt, with me in hopeless pursuit. Yardena is a ripe succulent fig, while I’m still green. In our first winter together she knitted me a fancy sweater with a zip, and I walked around the streets of Jerusalem looking like a story-book pre-State fighter. She taught me to eat goulash with potatoes, seasoned with spicy paprika, and for someone brought up on rice, like me, it was quite an achievement. But two weeks ago she ended our relationship. “You’ve been leading me on for three years. There’s something screwed up about you,” she flung at me on Emek Refaim Street, not far from her little flat, and stormed off, leaving me standing on the pavement, open-mouthed and sweating. I knew she wanted to get married, and once in a delirious moment I promised to do so but since then I’d been evasive about any commitment.
         
 
         Now, in this parched desert, I remember her fragrance and feel I’m dying of desire for her and going mad for a drink. Yardena detested the smell of slivowitz, to which I’m addicted, but as a special treat she would let me drink whisky. I’d massage her slender neck, her supple back, turn her over and pour the liquor into the hollow of her navel and suck it up noisily, while she giggled like an infant. Oh Yardena, Yardena, why did you discard me like an unripe fruit?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I borrowed Hermosa’s transistor and moved to one side to listen to Sawt al-Arab radio from Cairo. I turned it on in the middle of a live interview with Ahmad Shukeiry, the chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organisation.
 
         “Isra’il,” he mocked, “your head is made of wax, so why are you walking in the sun?”
 
         “Throw them in the sea! Throw the Jews into the sea!” screamed the interviewer, Ahmad Said, Nasser’s loyal spokesman. But why is Egypt behaving like this? There’s a whole desert between us. “Go on, Jews, pack your belongings and leave!” Said commanded in a different tone, a thick, warm and actually quite pleasant voice. I didn’t know which was scarier, his screams or the quiet injunction.
 
         I turned off the radio and on my way back a nagging thought occurred to me, again: why weren’t we destined to live somewhere else, a safe, quiet place, far from this turbulent, crazy country? What did we need all this for?
 
         Once, when I was a child, I heard an old man talking about reincarnation. He said that when the soul leaves the dead person’s body it circulates around the family until it settles in a new baby. I was named after my uncle, my mother’s brother, Nuri Elias Nasekh, who died before he was thirty. Perhaps my time has come, and the soul that I inherited from him will soon leave me too. I’m not far from thirty. I said this to Trabulsi, only half in jest. He sensed the fear behind it and took me straight to
         
 
         Slutzky, our amateur palm reader, to read my fortune. Slutzky rattled on at length about my character, my career, the women in my life, a great love that will appear and end with heartbreak, but said nothing about death. When I steeled myself to ask about it, he pointed to my life-line – long and clearly delineated. Then Trabulsi and Aflalo asked about their life-lines, and he told them they had nice firm ones too. Time would show that he was both right and wrong, but I mustn’t anticipate.
 
         
             

         
 
         A bad headache drove me to look for a quiet corner and try to calm down, so I slipped away from the racket in the tent area and sat in the shade of an old eucalyptus tree beyond the rows of tanks. I listened to the wind riffling through the leaves as if they were pages in a book of poetry, now stopping for a quiet read, now skimming fast, glancing and flitting on. The breeze made me feel better, though the headache persisted. Apparently, I was smoking too much.
 
         I pulled off some leaves, crushed them in my hand and breathed their sharp, penetrating odour, the way Father used to. How was he feeling in the face of this imminent war, this innocent scholarly man who thought of Israel as a fragrant holy land, an earthly paradise? I remembered him sitting beside the radio, chain-smoking, listening to the BBC, to Israel Radio in Arabic and in Hebrew, to Sawt al-Arab radio stations from Baghdad, Damascus, Amman, Riyadh, reading all the newspapers and driving Mother crazy. “Why did we come here?” she would protest. “For war?”
 
         My parents argued – about justice and about the Muslims’ Allah and the God of the Jews, about us and them and the lousy character of the Muslims, who don’t know how to compromise and always leave something unresolved, and Mother repeated for the thousandth time the story about that folklore character Juha who sold his mansion but asked to keep just one nail on the wall in his possession. The buyer agreed and thereafter Juha made his life miserable by coming to inspect his nail before dawn and in the middle of the night, on holidays and festivals, on Fridays and workdays, and the buyer never knew when Juha would show up and disrupt his life, until in the end he quit the mansion just to get some peace…“That’s the Arabs for you,” Mother would conclude. “They always leave a nail in the wall and get worked up and fight. There’s no ending with them!”
         
 
         Because of the emergency call-up I hadn’t gone to say goodbye to them and though I kept writing and sending postcards, I still had had no reply. Telephone? They’d been waiting for one for the past three years. There’s a public phone near the grocery, but it’s always out of order.
 
         On the eighth or ninth day we had a visitor – the poet and World War II partisan Abba Kovner. We sat on the ground and listened while he talked of his fears for Jewish continuity, which was again in peril. “Once more its fate is in the balance,” he declared, and though he managed not to mention the Holocaust, it hung over our heads: “What must we do when our existence is in danger? Should we confront the evil, or wait till it blows over? Once more we are alone.”
 
         His words depressed me. I felt I didn’t have the strength to shoulder the anxieties of the Holocaust as well. Faced with Pharaoh, we didn’t need Hitler too.
 
         
             

         
 
         Another day of inactivity and waiting. We tried to kill time by playing backgammon, draughts and cards, and debated what more had to happen before Eshkol gave the order. At noon some of the family men were given a day’s leave – so maybe there won’t be a war after all? A group of us went to the canteen, and I asked the guy in charge to turn the radio to the Israeli Arabic-language station. “Again?” he protested, “What the hell do you want the Arabic station for? Screw them!” I explained and pleaded and finally he relented.
         
 
         “President Gamal Abd el-Nasser, yesterday in Bir Gafgafa you said you would not retreat a single inch. Well, listen to these words from Israel: the Tiran Straits are an international waterway, open them up or they will be opened some other way, and an Israeli ship will pass through, flying the Israeli flag.”
 
         The statement did not mention war, but hinted at it. Nothing about force was said, but there was an implication that force would be used. “You do not threaten Arabs, you don’t impugn their honour and you do not insult an Arab ruler!” That was the lesson I was taught by my older brother Kabi when he worked in the government information office for Arab interests, before he joined the Mossad.
 
         “Son of a bitch!” Trabulsi burst out. “You heard Nasser? ‘If Israel wants war – welcome, ahlan wasahlan!’ Does he think war is a belly dance? Why don’t we take the fight to them? They should be screwed to hell!”
         

         I look at Trabulsi and I’m filled with envy. He’s just got a new baby, a second child. As for me, I have nothing, no wife or kids, no house and no car. I haven’t even bought that mustard-coloured jacket, like the one my late Uncle Nuri had, which I’d always dreamed of buying. I saw one the other day in the window of OBG, the most exclusive menswear shop in town, but it was too expensive. Now I wish I’d bought it anyway.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         In the evening the order came to get ready to move. It didn’t say where to. Aflalo’s face turned pale, his mouth tightened as he packed his gear and he was ready before anybody else. We boarded the trucks and travelled in darkness. My mouth was dry and my mind blank. I don’t remember how long we were on the road when we got the order to stop overnight in an abandoned orchard. “Sleep with your clothes on,” the commander said. The rumour went round that we were on the outskirts of Gaza City.
 
         We woke up to a beautiful morning, a bright sky and the air exceptionally clear. A pleasant breeze rustled through the abandoned orchard, which breathed a green freshness. If only we could stop right here, in the beauty, the light and the wind. But at midday the word came: “Tomorrow we go to war!”
 
         I went to the adjutant and told him that I was an Arabist. “Wait here a minute,” he said and left. The minute stretched to twenty, and I thought he’d forgotten me. Then he returned and took me to the Intelligence Officer, who took me to the Operations Officer, who took me to the Brigade Second-in-Command, and he took me to the Brigade Commander.
 
         The Brigade Commander showed me a conference table covered with a green cloth, gave me a printed sheet headed “The Instrument of Surrender of the City of Gaza,” and asked me to translate it into Arabic. I read the text and I didn’t care for it. “Rewrite it as you see fit,” he said. His calm manner and confidence in the city’s surrender reassured me. But when I returned to the camp my anxiety reawakened.
 
         “We need an Abu Gilda, a one-eyed pirate who will demolish Pharaoh,” said Trabulsi.
 
         “We need Moshe Dayan! The Arabs are afraid of him,” said Aflalo.
 
         “What can Dayan do now?” I asked, in the self-important tone of a government functionary.
         
 
         I couldn’t fall asleep that night. Fear haunted me. In the darkness I saw a man with his hands tied, being shot in the head. He fell and that was the end of him. One moment he existed, the next he didn’t. A scene from a film. Was that going to be my fate? That night, on the outskirts of Gaza, I made a vow: if I survive this in one piece, I’ll change my life.
 
         
             

         
 
         In the morning I felt worn out, but was glad to get out of the sleeping bag, to drink the burnt coffee Trabulsi made and eat a slice of army-isssue bread with cubes of halva from the battle rations. The paper said Nasser was going to make an important speech at midday. I went to the Intelligence Officer and volunteered to translate it. He put me in a side room with a radio, paper and pencil.
 
         What a voice he has, this Nasser! Soft and musical when he speaks about Misr, Egypt, bursting with vitality when he speaks about al-karameh, honour, furious when he attacks al-istimar, imperialism, lyrical when he speaks of al-nasr, victory. He has total command of his vocal cords and can hypnotise his audience. No question about it – Sawt al-Arab and Egyptian theatre have missed a great talent.
         
 
         “I am your sacrifice, I am Egypt’s sacrifice,” he roared inspirationally, just as he did on 26 October 1954, when he addressed the crowd at Maidan al-Manshieh in Alexandria. I was a boy then, a student at the Da’at evening school in Mahaneh Yehudah in Jerusalem, and I heard the speech at Grandma’s house before classes started. I remember the intense excitement that affected everyone, when suddenly in the middle of his speech seven shots were heard. And I’ve never forgotten what he said then, when the assassination attempt failed:
         
 
         “Citizens, remain where you are…May my blood be your sacrifice, my life Egypt’s sacrifice. O free people, I speak to you after an attempt on your lives. The life of Gamal Abd el-Nasser is yours, since he comes from among you…I am no coward, I have fought for your honour. If Gamal Abd el-Nasser dies you will all be Gamal Abd el-Nasser. I shall fight for you to my dying day…I shall be a martyr for your sake…”
 
         Even then I understood what must be happening in the heart of a young Arab, because on hearing this speech I myself was seized with the urge to grab a gun and start shooting the British overlords, the American imperialists, the agents of the West, and whoever else he told me to shoot. I was a youngster, fresh from the kibbutz youth movement where I’d been taught all about Israel’s founding fathers and the heroes of our war of independence. And here was their hero, a bold young leader who had seized power in Egypt, thrown out King Farouk, made General Naguib president of the new republic, and kicked out the British expats. In those days I dreamed of becoming a leader like him, and hoped he would make peace. Yet now the hero of my youth was giving the signal for his armed forces to pour into the Sinai desert and entrench themselves in its gullies and ravines in order to kill me. And for what? The Straits of Tiran were zipped open and then zipped shut. Was that a reason to kill and be killed?
 
         Now, on the outskirts of Gaza, I am listening to Nasser’s speech on the Intelligence Officer’s radio, and hear him declaring that his goal is to restore the situation as it was before 1948. I try to concentrate on his words, not on his voice, but I can only retain the words when I listen to the tone and the music. It is thanks to the music that I remember his old speeches verbatim, like something learned in childhood – the emphatic repetitions, the rise and fall of the voice, the rage he let loose and the insults he flung, the stormy outbursts, the dramatic silences, the measured imprecations.
         
 
         “I am your sacrifice, I am Egypt’s sacrifice,” Nasser yells again. How many cockerels will he slaughter to satisfy his whims? And supposing he wins…they say he has chemical weapons! That’s enough, calm down, stop scaring yourself.
 
         
             

         
 
         That evening the entertainer Shai Ophir was brought in. He caricatured Jews from here and there, in Arabic and in Yiddish, and we fell about laughing. For a few minutes I forgot the Sawt al-Arab broadcaster who had roared, in Hebrew this time, so we would all understand: “We’ll exterminate you, we’ll slaughter you, we’ll grind you to dust!”
 
         At night the choking sensations came back, as if a vampire had me in a stranglehold. Come on then, how much longer do we have to wait? Memories were flooding in threatening to engulf me. I was two when World War II broke out and we fled from the house where I’d been born in the Muslim al-Muadham quarter of Baghdad, but the rioters had caught up with us in the Jewish quarter, where they killed and raped and robbed. I was ten when Israel’s war of independence began in Palestine. The Iraqis had arrested my Uncle Hizkel and we abandoned Baghdad like refugees fleeing for their lives. I was nineteen when the Suez War broke out, and my mother miscarried from anxiety. Now I’m approaching thirty and there is no end in sight!
 
         
             

         
 
         The days pass at a snail’s pace. Another day of nerve-racking anticipation, and another, and now it’s Friday. It’s hot. The air lies heavily like an ancient, immobile beast. People are silent, it’s like a Trappist monastery. Only Trabulsi walks around energetically, singing nationalist songs off key, distributing little flags to the men who are sprawled in the shade of the tanks, half-tracks and armoured cars, and demanding that they put them up right away.
         
 
         “How long can this go on? I can’t live like this. Three weeks without Beitar Yerushalayim!” Hermosa grumbles, suffering withdrawal symptoms from his favourite football team.
 
         “That really is too much,” Trabulsi agrees.
 
         “Who wants war?” I ask, and everybody, Trabulsi and Aflalo, Katzav and Slutzky and Antebi, stare at me as if I’ve gone mad.
 
         “I’ll tell you what I want, I want to eat cow’s foot soup with a lot of pepper, wash it down with a shot of arrack, and screw my neighbour’s daughter all night,” says Antebi in a mock Yemenite accent, illustrating his intentions with an eloquent hand gesture. Everybody laughs, and my mind flies back to loving nights with Yardena, and the longing is eating away at my heart.
 
         
             

         
 
         On Fridays especially my thoughts turn to home, to my everyday life. Three weeks away from everything, here in this desert, it’s too much.
 
         I want to sleep in my own bed, not in a sleeping bag, to wake up in underwear, not in uniform, in my little flat, not among tanks, to wash under running water without being inundated by sand storms, to crap in a toilet bowl and not in the field, to drink Noumi Basra tea rather than Trabulsi’s burnt coffee. I want to rise early, walk for an hour, go into Leonid’s Russian grocery for coffee with two fresh warm rolls, preferably scorched around the edges. I’m dreaming of the Mahaneh Yehudah market, where I’d buy fruit and vegetables from the Iraqi stall-holder and demolish a portion of Suberi’s falafel with fenugreek and pepper relish.
         
 
         I even miss the crying of my Orthodox neighbour’s latest newborn. Every year the woman produces a baby which wakes me at dawn with inconsolable wails, and she always takes her time before putting it to the breast.
 
         I miss my routine, going to work in a leisurely way, arguing about trivialities with my fellow workers, chatting with Levanah, the delectable manager of the Minister’s office, though she’s always in a rush in case he needs her, even sitting in the canteen and gazing at the hairy legs of Flora, Brokelman’s secretary, and wondering why she doesn’t shave them.
 
         I miss Fridays. Knock off work early, go home, wash the floor, take a shower, flop on the bed and listen to Classical by Request at five p.m., sit on my little balcony and watch my Orthodox neighbour lighting the sabbath candles, the glow on her face as she recites the blessing, her hands circling the flames to cherish the light. I like to pour myself a shot of slivowitz and at six-thirty listen to Um Kulthoum singing, then hurry over to Katamon to join my parents for the sabbath supper and eat cold okra kubbeh. God almighty, is this too much to ask?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Heat. Emptiness. Unease. Once again I drag myself to the silent shadow of the eucalyptus, lean against its trunk with my eyes shut, and try to calm myself by crushing leaves between my fingers.
 
         “What the hell’s the matter with you, Nuri? I’ve been searching all over for you. The Intelligence Officer needs you right now!” My peace was shattered by the Intelligence sergeant, who dragged me back.
 
         I put on the headphones. “Your eyes take me back to the bygone days, teach me regret for the past and its pains,” sang Um Kulthoum. “What I saw before me, till my eyes fell on you, were my wasted days, how could they count as my existence?” God in heaven, Um Kulthoum used to sing me to sleep in my mother’s arms…
         
 
         “What’s taking you so long?” the officer snapped.
 
         “One moment, a little patience please,” I allowed myself to answer him back, and gained time by muttering, “let me figure out what’s going on here.” For a few moments I plunged into a blissful tarab. What is tarab, you may ask? How to translate it? Well now, Mister Orientalist, didn’t you spend four years studying Arabic language and literature? Call it a musical high, a thrill of excitement, sheer pleasure, intoxication by sound, a body’s song, a spiritual uplift, a soul’s orgasm, the oblivion of Allah and all His servants – all these add up to tarab.
         
 
         For a moment I forgot the war. The queen was singing! Who can be compared to her, who can decipher the mysteries of her voice, the heart-thrilling quavers, the sweet ache she plants in the soul? Come on, don’t get carried away. She deserves to die, this queen. Yes, right now, when her friend Nasser is declaring war on us and she is doing nothing to stop him.
 
         “So, what’s going on?” the officer prodded me.
 
         “I think the wireless operators have silenced the network and are listening to Um Kulthoum. One of them has just told the other that communications will resume after the recital.”
 
         “Are you serious? Could it be a trick to fool us?” The officer stared at me as if I’d gone mad. “How long will it take?”
 
         “Can’t tell. Could be two or three hours. It depends…”
 
         “I don’t understand anything any more!” he exclaimed, grabbing his head with both hands, and walked out.
 
         Then the announcer introduced Sheikh Abu al-Ayneen Shaisha reading from the Surat al-Ma’ida: “The bitterest enemies of the believers in Islam are the Jews and the idol-worshippers.” He went on to urge “Jihad is the duty of every devout Muslim, the only way to treat the enemy. It is a religious duty to kill them, and whoever does so has his place in heaven.”
         
 
         The Sheikh’s voice is melodious and moving, an intoxicating tarab. I relish every syllable, drink in every word, and suddenly it strikes me. What an idiot I am! Hey, he’s calling on Muslims to kill you!
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            Katamon and the One-Room Flat

         
 
         There were still plumes of smoke in the desert sky and explosions could still be heard, when I was summoned to the divisional adjutant’s tent. I rushed there with my heart in my mouth – my two brothers were in the Armoured Corps and I hadn’t heard a word from or about them.
 
         “The minister you work for has asked us to release you immediately. You’re to be at his office tomorrow morning,” the adjutant said and turned back to the papers on his field desk. What happened, why is he sending for me? I was agitated and it was a while before I took it in – I was free, discharged, going home, the war’s over.
 
         I had almost nothing to pack – most of my things had been scattered all over the place. I said goodbye to my mates and ran back to the adjutancy for my travel discharge. While I was there I enquired about my brothers. The girl who operated the field-phone took a long time to reach the right contact, and finally said, “Moshe Imari’s OK, Yaacov has been slightly wounded.”
         
 
         “Yaacov?” It took me a moment to realise she was referring to my brother Kabi. “Where was he wounded?”
 
         “They’ll tell you at the Mayor’s office,” she said. And when I asked which hospital he was in, she couldn’t say.
 
         1 hitched a ride in a command-car that was taking soldiers back from the Sinai. When we had taken refuge in the shade of the tanks, consumed by anxiety and waiting for the order to advance, I’d made all sorts of promises to myself if only I survived this war, even if slightly wounded, which would be a lucky outcome. Now, hearing that Kabi was wounded, I was desperately worried for him. What on earth had made him rush back from London?
         
 
         I waited a while at the pick-up stop at Re’em junction, as one by one vehicles collected the waiting soldiers. When my turn came an ancient Susita with a bearded, burly driver of about forty drew up. “Excuse the jalopy,” he apologised, adding that he had room for only one passenger. He straightened the kippah on his head, lit a cigarette and turned up the radio, which was broadcasting a report on the battle at Abu Agheila. His face was tight with tension and he muttered unintelligibly. I was totally exhausted, my mind in a fog of forgetfulness, my eyes sore and their lids heavy. Now and then I dozed off for a few seconds, feeling the sweet seduction of sleep, then shook myself awake, startled to hear what the bearded man was saying:
 
         “According to the Midrash: When the Temple fell Abraham appeared before the Almighty, Blessed Be He, weeping and tearing out his beard and hair, rending his clothes and throwing ashes on his head. ‘How am I different from all nations and tongues that I should thus be humiliated and dishonoured?’ the driver quoted, his eyes glittering, while the cigarette dangled from his mouth and the ash fell on his clothes. “And here we are – Jerusalem the Holy is in our hands, the Sinai desert, Gaza, the Golan Heights and Jordan – all ours.”
 
         The car swerved off the road and when he swung back onto the broken asphalt, a huge truck appeared from nowhere in front of us. He steered sharply to the right, and again slid off the road. My heart was beating wildly.
         
 
         “We turned their tanks into bonfires,” came a voice from the radio, and in my mind I saw Trabulsi’s tank bursting into immense yellow flames, while I was buried in the sand, in infernal heat, a thick smell of smoke and burnt flesh filling my nostrils. There seemed to be someone crying out behind the noise of explosions. Was it Trabulsi calling for help?
 
         “You hear?” the driver shook me and turned off the radio. “Isaiah says: Behold, all they that were incensed against thee shall be ashamed and confounded, they shall be as nothing, and those that strive with thee shall perish. Thou shalt seek them and shalt not find them, even them that contended with thee shall be as nothing, and as a thing of nought. For I the Lord thy God will hold thy right hand, saying unto thee, fear not, I will help thee.”
 
         His voice seemed remote and indistinct, like a failing microphone. When I made no answer he turned the radio on again.
 
         “But when I come today to sing your praises, to crown you with garlands, I’m but the least of your children, the last of the poets,” Shuli Natan’s silvery voice came over the radio. My companion happily joined in, nodding vigorously: “Jerusalem of gold, of copper and of light…” I had first heard those lyrics just a few weeks earlier when I was dozing in Yardena’s arms in her roof apartment in the German Colony. The annual song festival was being broadcast, and when I woke up and asked which song had won, she said, “Something wonderful,” stroking the back of my neck. Oh Yardena!
 
         “Now they’ll be crawling on their knees,” my companion said with relish. “Nineteen years they didn’t let us pray at the Wall, now the Almighty has settled their account. It is the day of joy in God,” he sang again. “Why don’t you sing? Want some coffee?” he stopped on the roadside and poured black coffee for me from an old thermos flask.
         
 
         Now from the radio came the thick voice of Levi Eshkol, the Prime Minister: “This may be a time of destiny, from which a new order and new relations will spring in the region, so we may live in peace in our homes, on our lands, and continue the task of settlement, of the ingathering of the exiles, our spiritual, cultural and moral work. We have promised much to the world, to the Jewish people, and to ourselves.”
 
         On the steep ascent from Sha’ar HaGai where the skeletons of burnt-out armoured vehicles, mementoes of the ’48 war, keep vigil on either side of the road, the jalopy began to sputter and cough. “That’s it, no more wars,” he said. “Now we can have some rest, huh?” I grunted and turned on my side, wishing he would leave me alone.
 
         Up on the hilltop at Shoresh I sat up and opened the window. There they were, the mountains of Jerusalem. I love this air, the wind that blows here. I breathed deeply, excitement rising in my chest. For a moment I felt dizzy. Home. Who knows what news awaits me there, who came back safely and who did not, who was wounded and who remained whole. I felt tense, but also longed to sleep, not to see or hear or know anything, just hide till everything became clear. Anxieties overshadowed the joy of freedom. In a little while I’ll inquire at the Mayor’s office which hospital Kabi’s in.
 
         I took a deep breath and held it in my lungs, again, and again. Levanah, the priestess of health, head of the Minister’s office, says it’s an anxiety-relieving exercise.
 
         “Can you drop me off at Teddy Kollek’s office?” I asked.
 
         “I can, it’s on my way to the German Colony.”
         
  
         “The German Colony? That’s better still…” I said, choking.
 
         
             

         
 
         I used the public phone on the corner of Rahel Imenu and Emek Refaim to call Sandra, Kabi’s girlfriend.
 
         “He was wounded in the shoulder. They took him to the hospital in Ashkelon. I saw him there this morning. I’ll go again tomorrow afternoon. Want to come?”
 
         “Definitely.”
 
         “But don’t tell your parents yet, all right?” she added, as if she’d been brought up in our family and trained like us to spare them anxiety and sorrow.
 
         My dusty uniform, kitbag and bristly face indicated where I had been. A passerby nodded to me, saying, “Welcome back!” The notice board beside the municipal swimming pool – the “pool of abomination,” as it was called by Orthodox Jews because of the mixed bathing – bore army bereavement notices in standard phrasing. I stood there a long time, reading the names. Then I went to a kiosk and asked for Escort cigarettes and the newspapers, but couldn’t find my wallet. I must have lost it on the way. Never mind the money, call it a penance – but my documents!
  
         “Here you are.” The man handed me the papers and cigarettes.
 
         “Sorry, I lost my wallet.”
 
         “Never mind. Pay me another time.”
 
         “No thanks.” I walked away and immediately regretted it.
 
         I walked slowly and stopped in front of the pharmacy. Here I used to buy lubricated condoms. Yardena wouldn’t sleep with me without them. I’d slip into the pharmacy when it was empty and blush as I asked for “preservatives,” as though calling condoms by name was too embarrassing and vulgar. I walked on, and finally made myself look up at Yardena’s roof-top flat. Was she at home? Was she alone? If she hadn’t ditched me before the war I’d be running up the stairs two at a time to fall into her arms in her spacious and colourful room, decorated with reproductions of Kandinsky, Gauguin, Manet. In the north corner of the room stood the bed – a huge bridal bed Yardena had found in the flea market in Jaffa, a real one-off. It had four wooden posts carved with pomegranates, and was scattered with lots of bright cushions that she had made herself. Right now I’d push some cushions under her to raise her rounded hips, and we’d plunge into frantic lovemaking.
         
 
         I gazed up at the flat. Go on up, I told myself – don’t they say, “All is fair in love and war”? I took a step forward, but then stopped. What would I say to her? What if she’s not alone? Keep your self-respect. Better walk away, she isn’t yours any more.
 
         
             

         
 
         My legs felt strangely weak, but I carried on walking up Yohanan Ben Zakkai Street and from there to the Katamon. The approach to the immigrant housing estate is pretty wretched, narrow dirt roads, the houses a clutter of little cubes of raw stone. Here too was a hoarding with death notices. Seventeen names! So many from one immigrant community. I read the names – one of them, Ovadiah Zakkai, hit me hard. I knew him as a boy in the neighbourhood, then we met again at the Hebrew University – he being the first Kurdish immigrant to make it there. He had hoped to get his doctorate in America. The notice told me he’d been a captain in the artillery. I remembered seeing him here, on Antigonus Street, after he received his M.A. in Chemistry – broad-shouldered and beaming, followed by the great Zakkai clan walking in procession, the women ululating with joy. My mouth became dry.
         
 
         Yaacov Broshi was also on the board. Yaacov, the son of the synagogue caretaker, who became the owner of a wedding hall in another neighbourhood. He was a clever, sociable lad, who even in his teens had all kinds of money-making plans. Once his mother asked my mother, “Why don’t your sons come to synagogue?” Mother blushed in confusion but they still became friends.
 
         
             

         
 
         I saw her from afar, standing on the balcony. “Nuri!” she shouted, and immediately came out of the house, ran like a country girl down the hillside, and fell into my arms. She hugged and kissed me and stroked my stubbly face, tears running down her cheeks.
 
         “Ayni uwain al daghb, my eyes are fixed to the road, waiting for my children to come, my heart felt you would come today,” she said as we entered the house.
         
 
         “Abu Kabi, get up, Nuri’s here,” she called to Father, while her hands probed my shoulders and arms like a mother examining her newborn.
 
         Father was lying on the bed dressed, despite the heat, in thick cotton pyjamas. “Al-hamdu lillah, ibni, thank God, my son, welcome back!” His arms encircled my body and pressed me to him as they used to do when I was a child and his embrace was my absolute protection. He held me for a long time without loosening his grip. The warmth and scent of his body stilled my anxiety. “I thank God that you’ve come back to us safe and sound,” he said with a sigh of relief.
         
 
         “Sit down, son, let’s look at you. Rest,” said Mother, laying a hand on my shoulder. “Would you like to shower? There is hot water. Every day I turn on the boiler, hoping you will all come home. Blessed be He and blessed be His name, my Nuri has come back safely…” Her cheeks were wet with tears.
         
 
         “That’s enough, Um Kabi,” my father said softly and turned to me. “Have you heard from Kabi and Moshi?”
 
         “I spoke to Kabi yesterday,” I lied. “Nothing to worry about. And Moshi should be discharged soon, being a farmer.”
 
         “Why did Kabi have to come back from London, aren’t you and Moshi enough?” Mother protested, peering at me closely. “You’ve lost weight, my son. Stay here a few days, rest and eat properly.”
 
         She went to the kitchen and came back with a tray bearing a finjan of coffee with cardamom for me and tea with mint for Father. It was a pleasure to drink the excellent coffee, after so many days of sour dishwater. “Father, do you have a cigarette?”
 
         “No, son. My throat was hurting so I didn’t buy any.”
 
         My father without cigarettes? He’s a chain-smoker and usually keeps several packets at home. He looked so weak and pale, lying in bed in the middle of the day, in the thick pyjamas.
 
         “Have you consulted an ear, nose, and throat specialist?” I asked.
 
         “What throat? Never mind his throat, he’s had a heart attack!” said Mother, and I was struck dumb.
 
         “Why are you worrying him, he’s just come back from the war,” Father hushed her. Deeply shaken, I drew my chair close to his bed, took his big hand and pressed it to my cheek. What had happened? Why a heart attack? Where did that come from? A deluge of pity flooded me, I wanted to hold his head and kiss it.
 
         “Don’t worry,” Father said in a soothing voice. “I got over it all right.”
 
         Mother couldn’t contain herself. “All right you call it? Don’t ask what we’ve been through. I can’t sleep a wink, I’m jumping at the slightest noise – footsteps on the stairs and I collapse. And your Father lights one cigarette with another, his ear glued to the radio all day and all night. Matit Israil, jannat Israil! – Israel is dead, Israel has gone mad! – they kept screaming, God damn them. Your Father couldn’t rest, he fell asleep with the radio on, I turned it off and he turned it on again, and so on night after night. Then one morning – crash! He fell on the bed, couldn’t breathe, was suffocating in my hands, his face all wet with cold sweat. God Almighty, what to do? How have I sinned? I ran out on the balcony and yelled and yelled. My soul almost flew away by the time the ambulance arrived. Don’t ask what we’ve been through,” she concluded with a heavy sigh.
         
 
         I glanced round the room and saw just how abject it was: a small windowless space, low ceiling, a dangling lightbulb. On the wall hung a photograph of us before leaving Baghdad. Mother and Father in the middle, elegantly dressed, their faces bright with hope. Mother is pregnant, my brother Moshi is looking serious, Kabi is trying not to grin, I’m tilting my head to one side in a dreamy posture. I like this picture. Father cut it out of our travel document and gave it to a photographer who enlarged and framed it.
 
         “Here, son, clean clothes. Go on, shower and leave everything behind you,” Mother urged me and again clasped my neck. “Such days we’ve had, good God Almighty. The body’s here and the soul over there…You heard about Broshi? What a fine boy! My eyes dried up from crying. And about Zakkai and Shkrachi and Skhaik? I don’t know who to cry for first. You heard what Broshi did with the first money he earned from the hall? Bought his parents’ flat from the government! Tell me, is there justice in this world? Why didn’t all his good deeds protect him? His mother is a saint, an angel. She cleans and looks after the synagogue, and comes to prayers, and helps the poor. Nobody can be more righteous. We were together in synagogue when the shells fell on the neighbourhood. I said, ‘Come down to the shelter,’ and she said, ‘Me, go down to the shelter when my son is at war? God forbid!’ And look what happened to her.”
         
 
         “Enough crying, it’s bad for your eyes,” said Father.
 
         “It’s not the eyes, it’s the heart. I remember his bar mitzvah as if it was yesterday. We were new in the neighbourhood, I didn’t know a soul, and his mother brought me refreshments with her own hands, a big platter. ‘Take it for the children.’ Suddenly he’s a soldier, and he’s gone…Oh my oh my…”
 
         “Um Kabi, why are you wailing now? Your son is back, thank God, he brought good news from the boys, and you’re crying?” But his eyes were mournful too. So unlike his usual self, as if he’d lost all his vitality.
 
         The carpet on the floor absorbed the feeble light. Mother had bought it in the market from an Iranian immigrant who was leaving the country. Two bus drivers refused to take her with the carpet, but the third one gave in when she shoved it in through the back door. Then she carried it a whole kilometre across the unpaved land between the last bus stop in Old Katamon and the housing estate. She came in, sweaty and proud, as if she’d recaptured the glory of the red Persian carpet in our home in Baghdad. Father had made a face.
 
         I got into the shower, washed the dust off, shampooed my hair repeatedly to cleanse it from the sweat and dirt that stiffened it. The mirror showed me eyes that looked extinguished and a skinny face covered with black stubble. I threw my dirty underwear into the laundry basket, scraped the water into the drain and wiped the concrete with a cloth. I opened the window to let out the steam and the smell of mildew: this mouldy housing estate does not get much sunlight. Then I went back to sit beside Father.
         
 
         “Tell me, son, where were you? What happened? Is it true the Egyptians ran away?”
 
         “No, in some places they fought like the devil. We took heavy casualties too…”
 
         “So what do you think, will Nasser make peace?”
 
         “That lot make peace?” Mother put in, “God damn them. They don’t know how to lose or how to compromise. Their honour! God save us from their famous honour.”
 
         “But if Nasser compromises they’ll kill him,” Father argued.
 
         “What then? ‘The old won’t become new and an enemy won’t become a friend.’ That’s the way it is,” she replied. “It was Arabs in Baghdad and it’s Arabs here. Where can we run away to now?”
 
         “Um Kabi,” Father said soothingly, “we’ve beaten them and their fathers and grandfathers to hell – why should we run away?” He turned to me. “What did Kabi say to you? Will he go back to London?”
 
         I nodded.
 
         “Of course he will,” Mother said. “What can he do here? They ate his heart out, he was right to leave.” She was chopping parsley at top speed. I watched her like a child watching a magician. She scattered a pinch of it on the meatballs and a lot on the salad and the hot green-pepper relish.
 
         “Give us a little glass, we’ll drink a toast,” Father said.
 
         “You see what he’s like! You’re forbidden to drink,” she scolded him.
 
         “You know anybody who was killed by a little shot of arrack?”
 
         He went to the cupboard and took out the bottle. To please her, he said the prayer of thanks for having lived to the present and for God’s will. “To you, son, to you and Kabi and Moshi and Efraim. To peace,” he said and sipped the drink slowly, relishing the liquor. “The wars are finished, woman!” he said in a loud voice, then pronounced the blessing for bread, tore off a piece of pitta, wrapped it around some parsley, spring onion and pepper relish, just the way I liked it, and handed it to me. Only then did he lean back in his seat at the head of the table. The colour was returning to his face.
         
 
         “Don’t eat the meat,” Mother commanded. “I cooked chicken breast for you.” He looked at me and raised his hands, as if to say, “You see what she’s doing to me?”
 
         Mother ignored his silent protest. “You should recite the HaGomel for coming home safely, son. When Kabi and Moshi return we’ll celebrate all of you coming home safely, and your Father’s recovery, may God open the gate for us,” she concluded in the words of the prayer.
         
 
         When I got up to leave she hugged me again. “Sit down, Nuri. Where are you off to already? You just got here. Let me get a sniff of you!”
 
         “Another time, Mother. I have to be at work tomorrow and I haven’t any clothes here.”
 
         “Already back to work? What’s so urgent?”
 
         “Al-wazir, the Minister, has sent for me.”
         
 
         “Aha,” Father said, impressed.
 
         “Wait, wait! I’ll do a ghasas for you,” Mother said and right away set about preparing for the procedure – melting balls of lead over my head while rubbing my neck with water – a time-honoured protection against the evil eye. I sat in the kitchen on a low, cane-bottomed stool and waited patiently for the end of the ritual, which included various muttered incantations. She also stuffed into my pocket a pinch of salt wrapped in a bit of cloth and the remains of the melted lead. I never told her that I always carried them with me – I even took them to war. I preferred to pretend that I regarded the whole thing as meaningless superstition.
         
 
         Before I left, Mother gave me a basket full of delicacies and pastries. “I found your favourite halva in the market, first-rate stuff, and got you some Noumi Basra tea,” she said, following me to the stairs.
 
         “Mother, tell me the truth. What did the doctors say?”
 
         “He has to be careful, not get excited, not get worked up, not smoke, and he must diet, take pills and rest, that’s all.”
 
         
             

         
 
         The moon lighting the night sky wore a pale halo. I was taking a shortcut across the stony field to Dostai Street when I remembered that I hadn’t asked Father for money. My wallet was lost – how was I going to get to work tomorrow morning? I jumped down the three steps to the path that led to the housing estate on Elazar Street and a moment later stood in front of my bursting mailbox, stuffed mainly with bills. My heart was thumping as I searched for something, just a note even, from Yardena. In the past she liked to surprise me with letters, or notes under the door, “I’m with you wherever you go,” that kind of thing. When we had a fight she’d send me colourful postcards with proverbs included, to signal that she wasn’t angry any more and love was on the menu again. But this time there was nothing. Feeling disappointed and lonely, I climbed up to my little flat on the fourth floor.
 
         Grushka, my neighbour’s cat, came up to me on silent paws. How could I have forgotten her? A beautiful, thick-furred cat, white with a black band, she always waited for me, was never annoyed with me. I picked her up and rubbed my cheek against hers.
         
 
         There was a thick, heavy smell in the flat, the smell of dust accumulated in closed, unused rooms. I turned on the light by the front door and stood in the doorway, hesitant, as if I wasn’t really home. But Grushka leapt down and ran inside and drew me after her. She settled possessively on the worn green armchair that I’d sworn to throw out if I returned from the war. I put down my kitbag and Mother’s provisions, and for some reason went around turning on all the lights – in the bedroom, the kitchen, the bathroom, the balcony.
 
         The pretty potted plant on the balcony had withered and died. The fridge held rotting fruit and vegetables, mouldy cheese, stale bread, and a jar of pickled herring in congealed oil. The bathroom walls had shed bits of plaster. The water in the toilet bowl had gone down and left rust marks. When I turned on the kitchen tap it coughed horribly, spitting out rusty splashes. I left the water running till it cleared.
 
         I wanted to run away, but where to? I took a hefty swallow of slivowitz straight from the bottle. Sharp as a razor, it scorched my throat, lit a fuse and rolled like a ball of fire down my gullet. Now for a cigarette. I usually had packets lying around the room. I searched everywhere, turned out all the drawers – nothing.
 
         While sorting out clothes for the next morning, I discovered a ten-lira note in a pocket, which cheered me up no end, as if I’d found a hoard of treasure. I turned on the radio and closed my eyes. I’d dreamed about this moment, about stretching out on the sofa, having a quiet drink and listening to music. Why then the sadness and emptiness? 
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         The sound of the alarm clock pierced my brain like a harpoon striking a fish. With my eyes shut I fumbled for the button and thumbed it down furiously. I sat up trying to recall the dream, to figure out what Trabulsi had yelled in the tank, but all that came was the image of the flames.
 
         The last stars were fading, clearing the sky for a new day. It seemed a long time since I’d heard these early morning sounds, the dawn chorus. Daylight revealed the red kestrels on the tiled roof opposite, boosting my spirits a little.
 
         The Orthodox woman came out on to her balcony, and this time she smiled and waved to me. Her latest baby began his early morning caterwauling, and I remembered that I’d missed his cries during those days of waiting. His mother calmly began to hang up washing, taking piece after piece from a big tub, until there was no room left on the line. Only then did she go inside to suckle the little screamer. In the meantime the water boiled in the kettle, and I poured in the remains of the Noumi Basra. It tasted stale. I ought to keep it in a ceramic jar, I told myself for the umpteenth time. The sound of piano playing came from the radio, then the voice of Michael Ben-Hanan: “Good morning everyone! And if you’re in the mood for calisthenics, take your places, get ready…”
 
         I cut myself shaving and bled. The face in the mirror looked weary, overhung by a thatch of hair in urgent need of the barber’s scissors. Cheer up, union-man, you’ve come back safely. You have an appointment with the Minister, and Levanah is sure to be there. Then I managed a smile, at last.
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