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About the Book



Following the bizarre accidental death of his wife, Israeli secret service agent Yoel Ravid retires to the suburbs with his daughter, mother and mother-in-law. After a lifetime of uncovering other people’s secrets he is forced to look back at the lies he has told himself; at the desolate enigma of his wife’s life and death; his years of service to the state and the riddle of his daughter’s behavior.


About the Author



Born in Jerusalem in 1939, Amos Oz studied philosophy and literature at Hebrew University and is one of Israel’s finest living writers, as well as a respected political commentator and campaigner for peace in the Middle East. He is the author of eleven previous works of fiction, including My Michael, Black Box, Fima, Don’t Call It Night and, most recently, The Same Sea, as well as acclaimed works of non-fiction, In the Land of Israel, The Slopes of Lebanon, Israel, Palestine & Peace and The Story Begins. His work has been translated into twenty-eight languages and he has won many international literary awards. Amos Oz is married, with two daugters and a son, and lives in Arad, Israel.

This edition of To Know A Woman has been translated from the Hebrew by Nicholas de Lange in collaboration with the author.
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‘There’s a reckless, heady courage about Oz’s writing, the way he discards conventional storytelling in the interests of close examination of ideas. He says things that are usually left unsaid, such as the victory the living feel over the dead, even over the most beloved dead: “Yoel was ashamed of the secret joy he sometimes derived from the thought that Ivria’s death meant her defeat”. Everything he writes seems to reveal a truth that hitherto has remained secret’

Sunday Times

‘A writer of extraordinary perception and of a warm humanity, which never slides into sentimentality and never dodges judgment. His dialogue shines with life and he evokes the feel of the physical world, the shimer of light in the dawn or at evening, wonderfully well. The result is a book which not only has a firm moral structure, one which poses and explores fundamental questions of human nature and of obligation, but also sparkles with vividly realised renderings of the details of daily life. It is very good indeed’

Allan Massie, Scotsman

‘When he speaks Israelis listen, to the extent that 10,000 of them went out and bought To Know A Woman on the first day of publication in Hebrew. Now here it is in English, ably translated by Nicholas de Lange’

Financial Times

“This is a book full of hints and echoes, from the past, from literature, from Yoel’s former life; it touches on metaphysics, but the light which pervades it is the light of reason. It is a remarkable novel, on the one hand a reminder of fiction’s capacity to push at the boundaries of the expressible and on the other a meticulous account of one particular account of one particular character’s advance towards wisdom’

Daily Telegraph

‘It’s a virtuoso perfomance, playing on indirection and suggestion, tense with the effort of not spelling things out — as though it is only when meanings are held in suspension that they can sustain you’

Times Literary Supplement
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ONE

Yoel picked the object up from the shelf and inspected it closely. His eyes ached. The agent, thinking he had not heard the question, repeated it: “Shall we go and take a look round the back?” Even though he had already made up his mind, Yoel was in no hurry to reply. He was in the habit of pausing before answering, even simple questions such as How are you? or What did it say on the news? As though words were personal possessions that should not be parted with lightly.

The agent waited. And in the meantime there was a silence in the room, which was stylishly furnished: a wide, deep-pile, dark blue rug, armchairs, a sofa, a mahogany coffee table, an imported television set, a huge philodendron in the appropriate corner, a red-brick fireplace with half a dozen logs arranged in criss-cross fashion, for show rather than use. Next to the serving hatch to the kitchen, a dark dining table with six matching high-backed dining chairs. Only the pictures were missing from the walls, where pale rectangles were visible. The kitchen, seen through the open door, was Scandinavian and full of the latest electrical gadgets. The four bedrooms, which he had already seen, had also met with his approval.

With his eyes and fingers Yoel explored the thing he had taken off the shelf. It was a carving, a figurine, the work of an amateur: a feline predator, carved in brown olive wood and coated with several layers of lacquer. Its jaws were gaping wide and the teeth were pointed. The two front legs were extended in the air in a spectacular leap; the right hind leg was also in the air, still contracted and bulging with muscles from the effort of jumping, only the left hind leg preventing the takeoff and grounding the beast on a stainless-steel stand. The body rose at an angle of forty-five degrees, and the tension was so powerful that Yoel could almost feel in his own flesh the pain of the confined paw and the desperation of the interrupted leap. He found the statuette unnatural and unconvincing, even though the artist had succeeded in imposing on the wood an excellent feline litheness. This was not the work of an amateur after all. The detail of the jaws and the paws, the twist of the springlike spine, the tension of the muscles, the arching of the belly, the fullness of the diaphragm inside the strong ribcage, and even the angle of the beast’s ears, swept back, almost flattened towards the back of the head – all the detailed work was excellent and evinced a mastery of the secret of defying the limitations of matter. This was evidently an accomplished piece of carving, liberated from its woodenness and achieving a cruel, fierce, almost sexual vitality.

Yet, even so, something had not come out right. Something or other was awry, obtrusive, either too finished, as it were, or not finished enough. What it was, Yoel could not discover. His eyes ached. Again he nursed a suspicion that this was the work of an amateur. But where was the defect? A faint, physical anger stirred inside him, together with a certain momentary urge to stretch up on the tips of his toes.

Perhaps it was also because the figurine with its hidden flaw seemed to be obviously flouting the laws of gravity. The weight of the predator in his hand seemed to be greater than that of the steel base that the creature was straining to break away from, and to which it remained attached only by a tiny point of contact between the hind paw and the base. It was on this very point that Yoel now focused his attention. He discovered that the paw was sunk in an infinitesimal depression in the surface of the steel. But how?

His vague anger intensified when he turned the object over and to his astonishment found no sign of the screw that he had supposed would have to be there, to attach the paw to the base. He turned the figurine over again: there was no sign of any screw in the beast’s flesh either, between the claws of that hind paw. Then what was it that was restraining the animal’s murderous leap? Certainly not contact glue. The weight of the figurine would not allow any adhesive known to Yoel to attach the beast to the ground by such a minute point of contact for any length of time with the body of the animal projecting forward from the base at such an acute angle. Perhaps it was time to admit defeat and start wearing glasses. Here he was, a widower, forty-seven years old, already enjoying early retirement, a free man in almost every sense of the word: what point was there in his stubbornly denying the plain truth, that he was tired. He had earned a rest and he needed one. His eyes burned sometimes, and occasionally the letters became blurred, particularly by the light of his bedside lamp at night. And yet the main questions were still unresolved. If the predator was heavier than the base and projected almost entirely beyond it, the thing ought to overbalance. If the joint was secured with glue, it should have come apart ages ago. If the beast was complete, what was the invisible defect? What was the source of this feeling that there was some flaw? If there was a hidden trick, what was it?

Finally, in a vague rage – Yoel was angry even at the fury that was stirring within him, because he liked to see himself as a calm, self-contained man – he took hold of the animal by the neck and endeavoured, not by force, to break the spell and release the magnificent beast from the torment of the mysterious grip. Perhaps then the invisible flaw would also vanish.

“Come on,” said the agent. “It’d be a pity to break it. Shall we go and look at the garden shed? The garden may look a bit neglected but a morning’s work would get it right as rain.”

Delicately, with a slow caress, Yoel ran a cautious finger round the secret join between the living and the inanimate. The statuette was not the work of an amateur, after all, but of an artist gifted with cunning and power. There flickered for an instant in his mind the faint recollection of a Byzantine crucifixion scene: that too had had something implausible about it and yet filled with pain. He nodded twice as though agreeing with himself at last at the end of an inner debate. He blew on the figurine to remove an invisible speck of dust, or perhaps his own fingerprints, then sadly replaced it on the shelf of ornaments between a blue glass vase and a brass censer.

“Fine,” he said, “I’ll take it.”

“Pardon?”

“I’ve decided to take it.”

“Take what?” asked the agent, confused, peering somewhat suspiciously at his client. The man appeared compact, tough, deeply entrenched in the inner recesses of his own being, insistent yet also distracted. He stood immobile, with his face towards the shelf and his back to the agent.

“The house,” he answered quietly.

“Just like that? Don’t you want to see the garden? Or the shed?”

“I said I’ll take it.”

“And do you agree to a rent of nine hundred dollars per month, payable half-yearly in advance? Running repairs and all taxes to be your responsibility?”

“Done.”

“If only all my clients were like you,” chuckled the agent, “I’d be able to spend all day at sea. My hobby happens to be sailing. Want to check the washing machine and the cooker first?”

“I’ll take your word for it. If there are any problems, we can always find each other. Take me to your office and let’s get the paperwork out of the way.”


TWO

In the car on the way back from the suburb, which was called Ramat Lotan, to the office in the centre on Ibn Gabirol Street, the agent delivered himself of a monologue. He spoke of the house market, the collapse of the stock market, the new economic policy which seemed to him to be completely screwed up, and this government that deserved to be you-know-whatted. He explained to Yoel that the owner of the property, a personal acquaintance of his, Yosi Kramer, was a section manager in El Al, who had been suddenly sent off to New York for three years at barely a fortnight’s notice, just time to grab the wife and kids and rush off to snatch the apartment of another Israeli who was moving from Queens to Miami.

The man sitting on his right did not look to him like someone who was likely to change his mind at the last minute: a client who looks at two properties in the space of an hour and a half and then takes the third twenty minutes after setting foot in it, without haggling over the price, wouldn’t slip off the hook now. Nevertheless the agent felt a professional duty to continue to convince the silent man sitting beside him that he had got a good bargain. He was also curious to know something about the stranger with the slow movements, and the little wrinkles in the corners of his eyes that suggested a faintly derisive fixed smile, even though the thin lips did not express so much as the ghost of a smile. And so the agent sang the praises of the property, the advantages of this semi-detached house in an exclusive suburb that had been built the way it should be, “state of the art” as they say. And the next-door neighbours were a couple of Americans, brother and sister, good solid folk who had apparently been sent over to represent some charitable foundation in Detroit. So, peace and quiet were guaranteed. The whole street consisted of well-cared-for villas, there was a car-port to park the car under, there was a shopping precinct and a school just a couple of hundred yards from the front door, the sea was a mere twenty minutes away, and the whole city was at your fingertips. The house, as you saw for yourself, is fully furnished and equipped, because the Kramers, the owners, are guys who know what quality is, and anyway with a manager in El Al you can be certain that everything is bought abroad, and that it’s all a hundred per cent, including all the fittings and the gadgets. Anyone can see that you’re a man of discernment and also that you know how to make your mind up quickly. If only all my clients were like you – but I’ve already said that. And what’s your line of business, if you don’t mind me asking?

Yoel thought about it, as though selecting his words with tweezers. Then he replied:

“I work for the government.”

And he went on with what he was doing: placing his fingers over and over again on the glove compartment in front of him, letting them rest for a moment on the dark blue plastic surface, and removing them, one moment abruptly, then gently, then stealthily. And then starting all over again. But the motion of the car prevented him from reaching any conclusion. And in fact he did not know what the question was. The crucified figure in the Byzantine icon, despite the beard, had had a girl’s face.

“And your wife? Is she working?”

“She’s dead.”

“I’m sorry,” the agent replied politely. And in his embarrassment he saw fit to add: “My wife also has problems. Splitting headaches and the doctors can’t get to the bottom of it. So what ages are the children?”

Once again Yoel seemed to be checking in his mind the accuracy of the facts and choosing a carefully planned reply:

“Just one daughter. Sixteen and a half.”

The agent let out a chuckle and said in a tone of intimacy, eager to forge a bond of male camaraderie with the stranger:

“Not an easy age, huh? Boyfriends, crises, money for clothes, and so on?” And he went on to ask if it wasn’t rude of him to enquire in that case why they needed four bedrooms. Yoel did not answer. The agent apologised, of course he knew it was none of his business, it was just, how should he say, idle curiosity. He himself had two boys aged nineteen and twenty, barely a year and a half between them. Quite a problem. Both in the army, both in combat units. Just as well that screwed-up business in Lebanon’s over, assuming it is, only a pity it ended in such a balls-up, and he says this although he personally is a long way from being a leftist or anything like that. And where do you stand on that business?

“We also have two old ladies,” Yoel answered the previous question in his low, even voice. “The grandmothers will be living with us.” And as though to conclude the conversation he closed his eyes. Which was where his tiredness had concentrated itself. In his mind for some reason he repeated the words the agent had spoken. Boyfriends. Crises. The sea. And the whole city at your fingertips.

The agent said:

“Why don’t we introduce your daughter to my boys? Maybe one of them would hit it off with her. I always come this way into town and not the way everyone goes. It’s a bit of a detour, but we miss four or five godawful traffic lights. By the way, I live in Ramat Lotan too. Not far from you. I mean, from the house you’ve chosen. I’ll give you my home phone number, then you can give me a buzz if you get any problems. Not that there will be. Just give me a buzz anyway any time you feel like it. It’ll be a pleasure to show you round the neighbourhood and explain where everything is. The main thing to remember is when you come into town during the rush hour always to come in this way. I had a regimental commander when I was in the army, in the artillery, Jimmy Gal, he had an ear missing, you must have heard of him, he always used to say that between any two points there is only one straight line, and that that line is always full of imbeciles. Have you heard that one before?”

Yoel said:

“Thank you.”

The agent muttered something more about the army then and the army now, then gave up and switched on the radio in the middle of an idiotic commercial on the pop station. Then all of a sudden, as though at last a whiff of sadness from the man sitting next to him had forced its way through to him, he reached out and switched over to the classical music programme.

They drove without speaking. Tel Aviv at 4.30 on a humid summer afternoon seemed angry and sweaty to Yoel. Jerusalem by comparison sketched itself in his mind in a wintry light, swathed in rainclouds, glimmering in a greyish twilight.

The music programme was broadcasting baroque compositions. Yoel too gave up and withdrew his fingers, resting his hands between his knees as though seeking warmth. He felt suddenly relieved because at last, so it seemed to him, he had found what he was looking for: the predator had no eyes. The artist – an amateur after all – had forgotten to give it eyes. Or perhaps it had eyes but in the wrong place. Or of unequal size. He’d have to take another look. And in any case it was too soon to despair.


THREE

Ivria died on the sixteenth of February, on a day of driving rain in Jerusalem. At 8.30 in the morning, while she was sitting with her coffee cup at the desk facing the window, in her little cell, the electricity suddenly failed. Yoel had purchased this room for her some two years previously from the next-door neighbour and annexed it to their apartment in Talbiyeh. An opening had been cut in the back wall of the kitchen and a heavy brown door had been fitted in it. This door Ivria had been in the habit of locking when she was working, and also when she was sleeping. The old door that had formerly joined this cubby-hole to the neighbours’ living room had been bricked up, plastered and whitewashed twice, but its outline could still be made out on the wall behind Ivria’s bed. She had chosen to furnish her new room with monastic austerity. She called it her study. Besides the narrow iron bedstead it contained her wardrobe and the deep, heavy armchair that had belonged to her late father, who was born, lived and died in the northern town of Metullah. Ivria too had been born and raised in Metullah.

Between the armchair and the bed she had a wrought-iron standard lamp. On the wall that separated her from the kitchen she had a map of Yorkshire. The floor was bare. There was also an office desk made of metal, two metal chairs, and some metal bookshelves. Above the desk she had hung some small black-and-white photographs of ruined Romanesque abbeys of the ninth or tenth century. On the desk stood a framed photograph of her father, Shealtiel Lublin, a thickset man with a walrus moustache in the uniform of a British policeman. It was here that she had decided to dig herself in against the household chores and finally complete her dissertation for an M.A. in English Literature. The topic she had selected was “The Shame in the Attic: Sex, Love and Money in the Brontë Sisters”. Every morning, when Netta had gone off to school, Ivria used to put a quiet jazz or ragtime record on the gramophone, put on her square frameless spectacles, which made her look like a stern family doctor of an earlier generation, switch on the desk lamp, with a coffee cup in front of her, and burrow amidst her books and notes. Since her childhood she had been used to writing with a pen which had to be dipped in the inkwell every ten words or so. She was a slim, gentle woman, with a paper-thin skin and clear eyes with long lashes. Her fair hair cascaded over her shoulders, though half of it had turned grey by now. She almost always wore a plain white blouse and white trousers. She wore no make-up and no jewellery apart from her wedding ring, which for some reason she wore on the little finger of her right hand. Her childlike fingers were always cold, summer and winter alike, and Yoel loved their cold touch on his naked back. He also loved enfolding them within his broad, ugly hands as though he were warming frozen chicks. Even from three rooms away and through three closed doors he sometimes imagined his ears could pick up the rustle of her papers. At times she would get up and stand for a while at her window which overlooked only a neglected back garden and a high wall of Jerusalem stone. Even in the evenings she would sit at her desk with the door locked, crossing out and rewriting what she had written in the morning, scrabbling in various dictionaries to establish the meaning of an English word a century or more ago. Most of the time Yoel was away from home. On the nights when he was not, they used to meet up in the kitchen and drink tea with ice cubes in it in the summer or a mug of cocoa in the winter before separating to sleep in their respective bedrooms. She had a tacit agreement with him and with Netta: there was no entry to her room unless it was strictly necessary. Here, beyond the kitchen, in the eastern extension of their home, was her territory. Always defended by its heavy brown door.

The bedroom with its wide double bed, with the chest of drawers and the two identical looking-glasses, was inherited by Netta, who adorned the walls with photographs of her favourite Hebrew poets, Alterman, Lea Goldberg, Steinberg and Amir Gilboa. On the bedside tables on either side of what had been her parents’ bed she placed vases containing dried thistles that she had gathered at the end of the summer in the empty field on the slope beside the leper hospital. On the shelf she had a collection of sheet music that she liked to read, even though she did not play an instrument.

As for Yoel, he settled into his daughter’s nursery with its little window overlooking the German Colony and the Hill of Evil Counsel. He hardly took the trouble to change anything in the room. In any case most days he was away travelling. A dozen dolls of different sizes kept watch over his sleep when he was home for the night. And a large coloured poster of a sleeping kitten snuggling up to an Alsatian dog which wore the reliable expression of a middle-aged banker. The only change was that Yoel removed eight tiles from a corner of the floor in the girl’s room and installed his safe there, embedded in cement. In this safe he kept two different handguns, a collection of detailed plans of capital cities and provincial towns, six passports and five driving licences, a yellowing English booklet entitled Bangkok By Night, a small case containing an assortment of simple medicines, a couple of wigs, several washing and shaving kits for his journeys, a few hats, a folding umbrella and a raincoat, two moustaches, writing paper and envelopes from various hotels and institutions, a pocket calculator, a tiny alarm clock, plane and train timetables, and notebooks containing telephone numbers with their last three digits reversed.

Ever since the changes it was the kitchen that served all three of them as their meeting place. This was where they held their summit conferences. Especially at weekends. The living room, which Ivria had furnished in quiet colours, in the style of early 1960s Jerusalem, served mainly as their television room. When Yoel was at home, sometimes the three of them would converge on the living room at nine o’clock in the evening to watch the news and occasionally also a British drama in the Armchair Theatre series.

Only when the grandmothers came to visit, always together, did the living room fulfil its intended role. Lemon tea was served in tall glasses on a tray with fruit, and they ate the cake that the grandmothers brought. Once every few weeks Ivria and Yoel made dinner for the two mothers-in-law. Yoel’s contribution was the rich, finely shredded, highly seasoned mixed salad which had been his speciality long ago when he was still a young man on the kibbutz. They would chat about the news and other matters. The grandmothers’ favourite subjects of conversation were literature and art. Family affairs were never discussed.

Ivria’s mother, Avigail, and Yoel’s mother, Lisa, were both straight-backed, elegant women, with similar hairstyles reminiscent of a Japanese flower arrangement. Over the years they had grown more alike, at least at first glance. Lisa wore delicate earrings and a fine silver chain round her neck, and was made up with restraint. Avigail liked to tie a young-looking silk scarf round her neck, that enlivened her grey suits like a border of flowers in a concrete path. On her breast she wore a little ivory brooch in the shape of an inverted flask. At a second glance one could see the first signs in Avigail of a tendency to rotundity and a Slavic ruddiness, whereas Lisa looked as though she might shrivel away. For six years they had lived together in Lisa’s two-roomed flat in Radak Street on the respectable slopes of Rehavia. Lisa was active in a branch of the Soldiers’ Aid Association, while Avigail did voluntary work with the Committee for Underprivileged Children.

Other visitors arrived infrequently. Netta, because of her condition, had no close girlfriends. When she was not at school she went to the City Library. Or lay in her bedroom reading. She would lie and read for half the night. Occasionally she went out with her mother to the cinema or the theatre. The two grandmothers took her to concerts at the National Auditorium or the YMCA. Sometimes she went out on her own to gather thistles in the field by the leper hospital. Sometimes she went to musical soirées or literary discussions. Ivria hardly ever left the house. Her delayed dissertation occupied most of her time. Yoel arranged for a cleaner to come in once a week, which was sufficient to ensure that the flat was always clean and tidy. Twice a week Ivria took the car and went on a comprehensive shopping expedition. They did not purchase many clothes. Yoel was not in the habit of bringing booty back with him from his travels. But he never forgot a birthday, or their wedding anniversary on the first of March. He had a discerning eye, and so always managed to select, in Paris, New York or Stockholm, sweaters of excellent quality at a reasonable price, a blouse in exquisite taste for his daughter, white trousers for his wife, a scarf or a belt or a headsquare for his mother-in-law and his mother.

Sometimes after lunch an acquaintance of Ivria’s would drop in for a cup of coffee and a quiet chat. Sometimes their neighbour, Itamar Vitkin, came in “looking for signs of life” or “to take a look at my old lumber room”. He would stay to talk to Ivria about what life had been like in the days of the British Mandate. Not a voice had been raised in the flat for several years. Father and mother and daughter were always attentively careful not to disturb one another. Whenever they talked, they did so politely. They all knew their own boundaries. When they met together at weekends in the kitchen they talked of remote matters of common interest, such as theories about the existence of intelligent life in space, or whether there was some way of safeguarding the ecological balance without forfeiting the benefits of technology. On subjects such as these they conversed with animation, although without ever interrupting one another. Sometimes there was a brief conference about some practical matter, such as buying new shoes for the winter, getting the dishwasher repaired, the relative cost of different forms of heating, or whether to replace the medicine cabinet in the bathroom with a newer type. They rarely talked about music, because of their discrepant tastes. Politics, Netta’s condition, Ivria’s thesis and Yoel’s work were never mentioned.

Although Yoel was absent a good deal he was careful so far as possible always to give notice of his return. Beyond the single word “abroad” he never gave any particulars. Except for weekends they ate separately, at the time that suited each of them best. Their neighbours in the small block of flats in Talbiyeh understood, thanks to some rumour or other, that Yoel dealt with overseas investors, which explained the suitcase, and the winter coat that could be seen draped over his arm even in summer, and the comings and goings by taxi to the airport in the early hours. His mother-in-law and his mother believed, or affected to believe, that Yoel travelled on behalf of the government to procure military equipment. They rarely asked questions like, Where did you catch that cold, or Where did you get that tan, because they knew well that the only answer they would get would be something offhand, such as “In Europe” or “In the sun.”

Ivria knew. Details did not interest her.

What Netta understood or guessed it was impossible to tell.

There were three stereo systems in the flat, one in Ivria’s study, one in Yoel’s nursery, and the third at the head of Netta’s double bed. Hence the doors in the flat were almost always closed, and the different types of music, out of constant consideration, were played at low volume. So as not to disturb.

Only in the living room was there sometimes a strange mixture of sounds. But there was no one in the living room. For several years it had been tidy, clean and empty. Except when the grandmothers came to visit, when they all assembled there from their various rooms.


FOUR

This is how the disaster happened. The autumn came and went and then it was winter. A half-frozen bird appeared on the kitchen balcony. Netta took it to her bedroom and tried to warm it. She boiled maize and fed it water from a dropper. Towards evening the bird recovered its strength and began to flutter round the room emitting desperate chirrups. Netta opened the window and the bird flew away. Next morning there were more birds on the branches of the bare trees. Perhaps the bird was among them. How could one tell. When the electricity went off at 8.30 in the morning on that day of driving rain Netta was at school and Yoel in another country. It would appear that Ivria found she did not have enough light. Jerusalem was darkened by low clouds and mist. She went outside and down the steps to the car that was parked in the open basement of the building. Apparently she was intending to fetch from the boot of the car the powerful torch that Yoel had bought in Rome. On her way down she noticed her nightdress on the garden wall, snatched by the wind from the clothes horse on the balcony. She went across to pick it up. That was how she came upon the high-tension cable. No doubt she mistook it for a washing line. Or perhaps she correctly identified it as an electric cable but reasonably assumed that since there was a power cut it would be dead. She reached out to lift it up so that she could cross underneath it. Or perhaps she tripped and stumbled against it. How can one know. But the power cut was not a real power cut, it was only the building that was affected. The cable was live. Because of the humidity it is almost certain that she was electrocuted on the spot and felt no pain. There was another victim, too: Itamar Vitkin, the next-door neighbour, the one from whom Yoel had purchased the room a couple of years before. He was a man in his sixties, who owned a refrigerated lorry and had lived on his own for several years. His children had grown up and moved away and his wife had left him and Jerusalem (which is why he had had no further use for the room and sold it to Yoel). It is conceivable that Itamar Vitkin saw the disaster from his window and hurried downstairs to help. They were found lying in a puddle almost in each other’s arms. The man was still alive. At first they tried to apply artificial respiration and even smacked his face hard. He expired in the ambulance on the way to the Hadassah Hospital. Among the neighbours an alternative version circulated; Yoel took no notice of it.

The neighbours considered Vitkin rather strange. He would sometimes climb into the cab of his lorry at twilight, stick his head and half his clumsy body out of the window, and play the guitar for a quarter of an hour to passers-by. They were not numerous, as it was a side street. People would stop to listen, and after a couple of minutes they would shrug their shoulders and go on their way. He always worked at night, delivering dairy products to the shops, and came home at seven o’clock in the morning. Summer and winter alike. Through the party wall his voice could be heard sometimes, lecturing the guitar as he played it. His voice was gentle, as though he were wooing a reluctant woman. He was a fat, flabby man, who walked around most of the time in a vest and khaki trousers that were too loose for him, and he looked like someone who lived in constant fear of having accidentally just done or said something unspeakable. After his meals he used to stand on his balcony and throw crumbs to the birds. He used to coax them softly too. Sometimes, on summer evenings, he would sit in his grey vest on a wickerwork chair on his balcony playing heartrending Russian tunes that were perhaps originally intended for the balalaika rather than the guitar.

Despite all these eccentricities he was considered a good neighbour. He never stood for election to the Residents’ Committee, yet he volunteered to be a sort of regular duty officer for the entrance hall and stairs. He even bought a pair of potted geraniums out of his own pocket and stood them on either side of the front entrance. If ever anyone spoke to him, asked him the time, a sweet expression would spread over his face, like a child surprised by a wonderful present. All of which merely aroused a faint impatience in Yoel.

When he died his three grown-up sons arrived with their wives and lawyers. All those years they had never taken the trouble to visit him. Now they had apparently come to share out the contents of his flat and to get it ready to be sold. On their return from the funeral an altercation broke out. Two of the wives raised their voices, so loudly that the neighbours could hear. Then two or three lawyers arrived, on their own or with a professional assessor. Four months after the calamity, when Yoel had already begun to prepare to leave Jerusalem, the neighbour’s flat was still locked and shuttered and empty. One night Netta imagined she heard sounds of soft music through the wall – not a guitar but, so she said, perhaps a cello. In the morning she told Yoel, who chose to pass over it in silence. As he often did with things his daughter told him.

In the entrance hall of the building, above the letter boxes, the notice of condolence from the Residents’ Committee faded to yellow. Several times Yoel meant to take it down, but he never did. There was a spelling mistake in it. It said that the residents were shocked and shared the sorrow of the respective families on the tragic and premature loss of our dear neighbours Mrs Ivria Raviv and Mr Eviatar Vitkin. Raviv was the surname that Yoel used in everyday life. When he rented the new house in Ramat Lotan he chose to call himself Ravid, although there was no logical reason for it. Netta was always Netta Raviv, apart from one year when she was younger when the three of them had lived in London, while Yoel was stationed there, under a different name altogether. His mother’s name was Lisa Rabinovich. Ivria, for the fifteen years that she had studied, intermittently, at the university, had always used her maiden name, Lublin. The day before the disaster Yoel had checked in at the Europa Hotel in Helsinki under the name of Lionel Hart. However, the middle-aged guitar-loving neighbour whose death in the yard in the rain in the arms of Mrs Raviv had given rise to various rumours was called Itamar Vitkin. Not Eviatar Vitkin, as the printed notice had it. But Netta said she actually preferred the name Eviatar, and anyway, what difference did it make?


FIVE

He was disappointed and tired when he returned by taxi to the Hotel Europa at 10.30 p.m. on the sixteenth of February. His intention was to linger for a few minutes in the bar, drink a gin and tonic, and analyse the meeting in his mind before going up to his room. The Tunisian engineer on whose account he had come to Helsinki and whom he had met earlier in the evening in the restaurant at the railway station had struck him as small fry: he was asking disproportionate favours and offering trivial goods in exchange. The material he had handed over at the end of their meeting, as a sample, had been almost banal. Even though in the course of their conversation the man had striven to convey the impression that at the next meeting, if there were one, he would bring along a regular Aladdin’s Cave. And actually just the kind of thing that Yoel had been hankering after for ages.

But the favours the man was asking in return were not financial. With the judicious use of the word “bonus”, Yoel had put out feelers for signs of greed, but in vain. In this matter, and this alone, the Tunisian had not been evasive: he had no need of money. It was a question of certain non-financial favours. Which Yoel, in his heart of hearts, was not certain they could grant. Certainly not without authorisation at a higher level. Even if it transpired that the man was in possession of first-rate goods, which Yoel was inclined to doubt. He had therefore taken his leave of the Tunisian engineer for the time being with a promise that he would get in touch again the next day to arrange for further contact.

And this evening he intended to turn in early. His eyes were tired: they almost hurt him. The cripple he had seen in the street in a wheelchair intruded several times on his thoughts: he seemed familiar. Not so much familiar as not entirely unfamiliar. Involved, somehow, in something he ought to remember.

But that was what he could not do.

The desk-clerk caught up with him at the entrance to the bar. “Excuse me, sir, somebody called Mrs Schiller has been trying to get hold of you several times in the past few hours. She left an urgent message for Mr Hart, that the moment he returned to the hotel he should get in touch with his brother.”

Yoel thanked him. He gave up the idea of the bar. Still wearing his winter overcoat he turned and walked out into the snowbound street where there were few pedestrians and not even many cars at this time of night. He headed down the street, glancing over his shoulder and seeing only puddles of yellow light in the snow. He decided to turn right and then changed his mind and turned left, shuffling in the soft snow for two blocks until he found what he was looking for: a public telephone box. Again he looked around. There was not a living soul. The snow turned blue or pink like a skin disease wherever the light struck it. He called collect to the office in Israel. His brother, for the purpose of emergency contact, was the man they all called “le Patron”. In Israel it was nearly midnight. One of the Patron’s assistants instructed him to return at once. He added nothing more and Yoel did not ask anything. At one a.m. he flew from Helsinki to Vienna. There he waited for seven hours for the flight to Israel. In the morning the man from the Vienna Station came and drank a coffee with him in the departure lounge. He could not tell Yoel what had happened, or else he could but had been ordered to say nothing. They spoke a little about business. Then they talked about the economy.

That evening, at Ben Gurion Airport, the Patron was waiting for him in person. Without preamble he told him that Ivria had been accidentally electrocuted the previous day. To Yoel’s two questions he replied precisely and without embellishment. He took Yoel’s small suitcase out of his hand, led him through a side entrance to the car, and announced that he would drive Yoel to Jerusalem personally. Apart from a few words about the Tunisian engineer they drove the whole way in silence. The rain had not stopped since the previous day; it had merely changed into a fine, penetrating drizzle. In the headlights of the oncoming cars the rain seemed to be not falling but rising fron the ground. An overturned lorry, lying with its wheels still spinning by the roadside at the start of the winding ascent to Jerusalem, reminded him again of the cripple in Helsinki, and he still felt the nagging worry that there was some discrepancy, some implausibility, some irregularity. What it was, he could not tell. As they were driving up Mount Castel he took a small battery-powered shaver out of his briefcase and shaved by heart in the dark. As he always did. He did not want to appear at home unshaven.

At ten o’clock the next morning the two funeral cortèges set out. Ivria was buried at Sanhedriya, while the neighbour was taken to a different cemetery. Ivria’s elder brother, a stocky farmer from Metullah called Nakdimon Lublin, mumbled the memorial prayer, stumbling over the unfamiliar Aramaic words. Then he and his four sons took it in turns to support Avigail who was feeling faint.

As they left the cemetery Yoel walked next to his mother. They walked very close together but they did not touch except once, as they went through the gateway and they were pressed together and two black umbrellas tangled in the wind. Suddenly he recalled that he had left Mrs Dalloway in his hotel room in Helsinki and the woollen scarf that his wife had bought him in the departure lounge at Vienna. But he reconciled himself to their loss. Yet how had he never noticed how much his mother-in-law and his mother were growing to resemble each other since they had been living together? Would he start looking like his daughter from now on? His eyes burned. He remembered that he had promised the Tunisian engineer to ring him today and he had not kept his promise, nor would he be able to. He still could not see the connection between this promise and the cripple, although he sensed there was one. It troubled him.


SIX

Netta did not go to the funeral. Nor did the Patron. Not because he was busy somewhere else but because, as usual, he had changed his mind at the last minute and decided to stay behind in the flat and wait with Netta for them to come back from the cemetery. When the family returned with a few acquintances and neighbours who had joined them, they found the man and Netta sitting facing each other in the living room, playing draughts. Nakdimon Lublin and the rest of them did not approve, but they took Netta’s condition into account and chose to be indulgent. Or at least to say nothing. Yoel could not have cared less. While they were away, the man had taught Netta to make strong black coffee laced with brandy, which she served to all of them. He stayed till early evening. Then he got up and left. The acquaintances and relations dispersed. Nakdimon Lublin and his sons went to stay somewhere else in Jerusalem, promising to return in the morning. Yoel was left alone with the women. When it grew dark outside Avigail began to sob in the kitchen, a loud, broken noise that sounded like an attack of hiccoughs. Lisa calmed her with valerian drops, an old-fashioned remedy that nevertheless brought her some relief after a while. The old women sat in the kitchen, with Lisa’s arm round Avigail’s shoulders and the two of them wrapped in a grey woollen shawl that Lisa
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