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This is how it was: Several years ago, on a hot summer day, I rose from a pleasant afternoon nap and made a cup of coffee for myself, and while I stood sipping from the mug I noticed that everyone was looking strangely at me and holding back their laughter. When I bent down to put my sandals on I discovered the reason: my toenails, all ten of them, had been painted with shiny red nail polish.

“What is this?” I cried. “Who painted my toenails?”

From the other side of the porch door, which stood ajar, came the sound of giggling that I recognized at once from previous incidents.

“I know who did this,” I said, raising my voice. “I’ll find you and I’ll catch you and I’ll paint your noses and your ears with the very same shiny red polish you used on my toes, and I’ll manage to do it all before my coffee turns cold!”

The giggles became laughter that confirmed my suspicions. While I lay sleeping, my brother’s two little daughters, Roni and Naomi, had stolen in and painted my toenails. Later they would tell me that the younger of the two had done four nails while her older sister had done the other six. They had hoped I would not notice and that I would walk out in public, only to be scorned and ridiculed. But now that their scheme had been unmasked they burst into the room and pleaded: “Don’t take it off, don’t, it’s really pretty.”

I told them that I, too, thought it was really pretty, but that there was a problem: I had been invited to “an important event” where I was expected to speak, but I could not appear before the crowd with painted nails, since it was summer and in summer I wear sandals.

The girls said that they were familiar with both matters—the important event and my custom of wearing sandals—and that this was precisely the reason they had done what they did.

I told them that I would go to any other important event with shiny red toenails but not to this important event. And that was because of the crowd that would gather there, a crowd no sane man would appear before with painted toenails—and red ones, no less.

The event we were talking about was the inauguration of the old arms cache used by the Haganah, a Jewish paramilitary organization that operated in Palestine during the British Mandate. The cache had been built on a farm in the village of Nahalal and disguised to look like a cowshed cesspool. In my novel The Blue Mountain I had described an arms cache that never existed in a village that never existed in the Jezreel Valley, but my arms cache was also built and disguised exactly the same way. After the book was published, readers began to show up on the real farm in the real village, asking to see the real cache.

Rumor passed by word of mouth, the number of visitors grew and became a nuisance, and the owners of the property were smart enough to make the best of their situation. They renovated the cache, set up a small visitors’ center, and thus added a new stream of income to their farm. That day, when my brother’s two young daughters painted my toenails with red polish, was the day the renovated arms cache was being inaugurated, and I had been invited as one of the speakers at the ceremony.

“Now bring some nail polish remover and get this pretty stuff off me,” I told Roni and Naomi. “And please hurry up because I have to get going already!”

The two refused. “Go like that!” they said.

I sat down and explained to them that this was a particularly manly event, that there would be generations of fighters from the Jezreel Valley in attendance, elders from the Haganah, the Israel Defense Forces, and the Palmach. Men of the sword and the plowshare, men who had bent spears into pruning shears and vice versa. In short, girls, these were people who would not react favorably to men with red polish on their toenails.

But Naomi and Roni paid no attention to my pleas. “What do you care?” they cried. “You said yourself it’s pretty.”

“If you don’t take it off I’ll wear shoes!” I threatened. “Nobody will see your red nail polish, and that’ll be that!”

“You’re afraid!” they exclaimed. “You’re afraid what they’ll say about you in the village.”

Those words took effect at once. Without knowing it the two little girls had hit a soft underbelly. Anyone familiar with members of the old-time collective agricultural movement, anyone who has been upbraided by them, knows that in small villages eyes take everything in and comments are made with regularity and rumors take off and land like cranes in a sown field. All the more so in places whose pedigree is famed and illustrious, like Nahalal’s. Here, the standards are more stringent, and anyone who leaves the path of the straight and narrow, who veers left or right, up or down—even a single mistake made in one’s childhood—is not forgotten. Especially someone considered odd, eccentric, meshugah, or an underachiever, which is the complete opposite of mutzlach, one of the loftiest expressions of excellence the village bestows upon its most fortunate sons and daughters, those blessed with wisdom, industriousness, leadership qualities, and community spirit.

But after many years in the city the combination of the words “what” and “they’ll say about you” and “in the village” had lost some of their power and threat. So I reconsidered and decided to take up the gauntlet or, more accurately, the sandals. I put them on, thrust the notes for the speech I had prepared into my pocket, and set out for the inauguration of the old arms cache with my red-painted toenails exposed. The entire household eyed me—some with mirth, others with regret, some with schadenfreude, others with suspicion: Would I return to be reunited with my home and family? And in what condition?

Here I must admit and confess that despite my display of courage upon leaving the house, I became more and more anxious the closer I got to the event. By the time I arrived at the site I was absolutely beside myself. I silently prayed that no one would notice my toes, and my prayers were answered. No one made a single comment, nobody said a thing. On the contrary, everyone was warm and cordial. My hand was crushed by bold handshakes, my shoulder bent by manly slaps on the back. Even my short speech went off well and pleased the crowd—or so it seemed to me.

Naturally, I made metaphorical use of the arms cache as an image of memory and what is hidden in the depths of a person’s soul. In the manner of writers, I prattled on about that which is above the surface and that which is below, that which the eye sees and that which it does not, and from there it was a short road to the tried-and-true literary merchandise of “reality” and the “relationship between truth and fiction in belles letters” and a lot of other fodder that writers blithely use to sell their wares.

After I had finished speaking and descended from the small stage and was able to breathe in relief, one of the daughters of the family on whose property the arms cache had been built approached and asked to exchange a few words with me in private. She thanked me for my speech and said it had been just fine, but then, almost as an afterthought, she added that she wished to know which nail polish was my favorite. She said she very much liked the shade of red I used, as did two friends of hers sitting in the audience who had asked her to find out.

And as that same shade of red flushed across my cheeks, the young woman hastened to add that she herself had no problem with it, that she even found it rather nice, something she had always felt was missing in the village and could be a happy harbinger of things to come. However, to others in the audience my appearance at the event had raised some reservations.

“I thought no one had noticed,” I said.

“Not noticed? It’s all anyone’s been talking about,” she said. “But take consolation in the fact that no one was surprised. I even heard someone say, ‘What do you want from the guy? He got it from Tonia. She was crazy in just the same way. That’s the way it is in their family.’ ”
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Tonia was my grandmother, my mother’s mother, and in my eyes she was not at all crazy. She was different. She was distinctive. She was what we call a “character.” She was not an easy person, and that’s putting it mildly. But crazy? No. However, as in other matters, not everyone agrees with me. Other people have different opinions, both in the village and in the family.

The story I am about to tell here deals with my grandmother and her “sweeper.” That is what we call the vacuum cleaner sent to her by Uncle Yeshayahu, the older brother of Grandpa Aharon, her husband. From the outset I wish to make it known that I am aware that “sweeper” and “vacuum cleaner” are two different appliances, but Grandma Tonia called her vacuum cleaner “the sweeper,” so from that day until this very day we call every vacuum cleaner by the same name, using the same accent—her rolling Russian r and her deep Russian ee.

As for Uncle Yeshayahu, I never met him, but from childhood I heard stories about him that attested to his problematic, if not negative and harmful, personality. In the days of the Second Aliyah, prior to World War I, when Jewish pioneers were draining the swamps and settling the land, Uncle Yeshayahu chose to emigrate to America and make the desert of Los Angeles bloom instead. And to make matters worse, he changed his name to Sam, set himself up in business, and made money by exploiting the hard work of the proletariat.

The two brothers were sons of a Hasidic family and both left religion. But while Grandpa Aharon converted to another fervent faith, that of Socialism and Zionism, his older brother found his place in the world of American capitalism. Grandpa Aharon never forgave him for that. He even called him “the double traitor” for being neither a Socialist nor a Zionist.

As for the sweeper itself, it was a large and powerful vacuum cleaner made by General Electric, the likes of which had never before been seen in our village, in the Jezreel Valley, or in all of Palestine—nor has such an appliance ever been seen since. That is what my mother told me, still astounded by it at the telling. It sported a chrome-topped canister, huge and sparkling, she said, and large, silent rubber wheels and a strong electric motor and a thick and flexible suction tube. Still, with all the respect and affection I have for it, and in spite of the fact that the vacuum cleaner is the hero of this story, I must admit right now, up front, that this story is not one of our family’s most important. It is not a love story, though it contains love. It is not a story of death, though quite a number of the story’s heroes have passed away. It is not a story of treason and revenge, though both can be found in it. And it does not play host to the pain of other family stories, connected though it is by the suffering found therein as well.

In short, this is not one of the stories that wakes up with us, walks about with us, and stays with us, until we lie down, but rather a story that we tell to one another in pleasant circumstances, passing it from the first generation to those that did not know Grandpa Aharon or the sweeper sent by his brother to Grandma Tonia, or even Tonia herself.

Perhaps I will write the extended story of my extended family in another book at another time. I will tell of my parents and their parents, of all the Jabbok streams they crossed and the squabbles they squabbled. I will describe the hard labor their bodies endured and the incarcerations their hearts suffered. I will rouse my pen to the duels of love, the ideological power struggles, the championships of affliction, the fights for control over the wells of memory. I will name the well-known lunatics and the unknown lunatics. I will write about the abducted daughter and the deposed sons—and all this, ladies and gentlemen, as part and parcel of the Zionist revolution.

If I do write that book it will not be today or tomorrow or in the coming years. I will write it when I am older and bolder, more forgiving and more temperate. And even this promise I do not promise to keep. In the meantime, in this slight book, I wish to tell one story only: that of Grandma Tonia and her sweeper, which Uncle Yeshayahu sent from the United States.

The story, as I have already mentioned, is a true story, its heroes real and their names real. But as with all its brethren in our family, this story, too, has several versions, each one containing exaggerations and additions and deletions and augmentations. And there is one more thing I need to say, a sort of explanation for what is to come: here and there I will add a small side story, one that is necessary for comprehension and orientation; I will rouse a forgotten affair from its slumber, summoning images from the beyond. Here and there a chuckle will replace a moan and tears will give way to laughter.
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My grandfather on my mother’s side, Aharon Ben-Barak, was born in 1890 and grew up in the town of Makarov in Ukraine. He was nineteen years old when he came to Palestine and, like many of his friends, pioneers of the Second Aliyah, he wandered the country and passed through many places: Zichron Yaacov and Hulda, Ben Shemen and Kfar Uriah, Be’er Yaacov—which he and Grandma Tonia pronounced “Beryakov”—and other farms and colonies. Because he passed from place to place and had observant eyes and a sensitive heart and a sense of humor and a talent for writing, he published occasional articles and reports in a broadsheet called The Young Laborer.

His first wife, Shoshanna Pekker, from the village of Rokitno in Ukraine, bore him two sons: Itamar, my oldest uncle, and Binyamin, whom everyone called Binya. In 1920 Shoshanna contracted malaria and died young. Three years later several other family members came to Palestine from Rokitno: Shoshanna’s half brother Yaacov and half sister Tonia, along with their mother, Batya. The father of the family, Mordechai Zvi, had come earlier and died, and Tonia’s older brothers Moshe and Yitzhak were already living here.

[image: ]

The family in the courtyard, Nahalal, 1925

Aharon Ben-Barak, widower and father of two small children, and Tonia Pekker, an eighteen-year-old maiden, decided to marry. Many years later, after I had joined the family and had grown up and become one of the people before whom she poured the bitter words from her bitter heart, Grandma Tonia would tell me again and again her version of the story of their marriage: “This is how it was: I was a young girl who did not know the ways of the world and he was experienced, older than me by fourteen years, and he made me promises and he told me stories, and this is what happened …”

“This is how it was”: these were the words she always used for beginning any story she told. She pronounced them in her thick Russian accent. Her children—my mother, her brothers and sister—also said “This is how it was,” with the same accent, when they began a story. And not only they. To this very day, we all use this opening and that accent when we want to say “This is the truth. What I am about to tell is precisely what happened.”

There are those who say that Grandpa Aharon did in fact fall in love with Grandma Tonia the moment he caught sight of her as she alighted from the ship. There are those who whisper that, as is de rigueur in Russian novels, he even threatened to kill himself if she did not respond to his wooing. Grandma Tonia herself made that claim, adding that Grandpa Aharon even said he would throw himself into the Jordan River. Why the Jordan River? Well, hanging oneself is not suited to this sort of suicide. Sleeping pills and tall buildings were unavailable. Pistols (which they pronounced “pissles”) were hard to come by and ammunition was rare and expensive; a person who wasted a bullet on taking his own life was therefore guilty of egoism and doomed to social condemnation. And then there was the Jordan: poetic, romantic, not as large as the rivers they had in Russia but with an aura all its own. What’s more, it was nearby and convenient; “In the Land of Israel everything is close,” Grandpa Aharon himself told me many years later, during a conversation in which he denied everything that Grandma Tonia had said about this incident.

Others related that Grandpa Aharon had wanted Grandma Tonia for a simpler and more practical reason: he hoped she would raise the two small boys her sister had borne him and be a good mother to them. But that did not happen; Grandma Tonia’s relationship with Shoshanna’s sons is an open wound in our family history. Shoshanna and Tonia were also born to their father and two different mothers, causing some to claim that after two generations of second marriages and children from two mothers, the matter is far more complicated than anything I have tried to describe up to this point.

As stated, Grandpa Aharon was a Second Aliyah pioneer while Grandma Tonia came during the Third Aliyah, in the early twenties. He was among the “founders of Nahalal” while she was considered “an early settler of Nahalal.” However, in spite of these differences, to which members of the oldest moshavim and kibbutzim attach huge importance, they managed to bring five children into the world: Micha, Batya—my mother—the twins Menahem and Batsheva, and Yair, the child of their old age. All five were born with a talent for storytelling, and many of those stories were about their mother.

“She arrived from Russia,” my mother told me about Tonia, “a young woman with her hair in braids and wearing a high school girl’s uniform, drinking her tea like this, with her pinky finger extended alongside the glass, and she came straight to the valley, to the dust and dirt and hard work and mud …”

I sensed she wished to understand and explain her, maybe even forgive her for something: “She came here, discovered that all the promises of property owned by her father were untrue, that Grandpa Aharon, who had many virtues and talents, was no great farmer, and she sank into a life of labor and deprivation. And yet, she made up her mind not to be broken, not to return to Russia or desert to America or run off to Tel Aviv. We didn’t have an easy time of it with her, but the entire family has her to thank for this farm.”

Indeed, Grandpa Aharon was inclined toward things other than agriculture. I have already related that on occasion he penned reports and articles for The Young Laborer and in Nahalal he wrote and edited a satirical bulletin called The Mosquito. The Seder nights he organized were renowned. After families finished their individual Seders at home they would gather in the village hall, where he would lead a riotous Seder of his own, with stinging send-ups of people and events from the village and the movement that he wrote himself, all to the tune of songs from the Passover Hagaddah.

However, the next morning he still had to wake up and continue plowing and milking and sowing and reaping, and it happened on occasion that he could no longer endure the responsibility and the burden, and Grandpa Aharon would announce that his head hurt and then he would run off, and Grandma Tonia would say, “He’s ‘runoff’ again,” and she would chase him down and bring him back.

“It was a tragedy for him and for her,” my mother told me. “My father should have lived a different life in a different place. A life more suited to his personality and his talents. But she was determined to hang on to the farm by the skin of her teeth, and she sank those teeth into the earth and into the house and into us and into him. And since every person needs an enemy, hers was dirt.”
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