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The whistle blew and the train pulled out of the station. There was a boy at one of the compartment windows watching a man and a woman wave to him from the platform. The man waved one hand in a shy little farewell. The woman waved both hands plus a large red scarf. The man was his father, and the woman was Gabriella, a.k.a. Gabi. The man was wearing a police uniform because he was a policeman. The woman wore a black dress because black is slimming. Vertical stripes are also slimming, but if you really want to look slim, she used to joke, stand close to someone even fatter than you, though I have yet to meet anyone quite that fat.

The boy at the window of the moving train, gazing back as though he might never see this picture again, was me. Now they’ll be alone together for two whole days, I thought. All is lost.

The mere thought was enough to yank me out the window by the roots of my hair. I could see Dad’s mouth forming the grimace Gabi called his “final warning before legal action.” Well, too bad. If he cared so much, why did he send me to Haifa for two days, to stay with “him”!

A uniformed trainman on the platform blew his whistle loudly and motioned me to put my head back in. It’s a crazy thing, the way men in uniforms with whistles will always pick on me, out of a whole train-load of people. But I would not obey. I stuck my head out even farther, in fact, so that Dad and Gabi would see me till the last possible second and remember the kid!

The train was rolling slowly off through waves of heat and diesel fumes. There was something new in the air, the smell of travel, the smell of freedom. Here I was, taking a trip! All by myself! I presented first one cheek and then the other to the warm caress of the breeze. I wanted to dry off Dad’s kiss. He’d never kissed me like that before in public. So why did he do it this time and then send me away?

Now there were three uniformed trainmen on the platform blowing whistles at me. A regular orchestra. Since I couldn’t see Dad and Gabi anymore, I pulled myself back in, slow and casual like, to show I didn’t give a hoot about their whistles.

I sat down. Too bad there was no one sharing the compartment with me. Now what? It was a four-hour ride from Jerusalem to Haifa, at the end of which I would be met by the grim-faced Dr. Samuel Shilhav, distinguished educator, author of seven textbooks, and, as it happens, my uncle, the elder brother of my dad.

I stood up. Checked twice to see how the window opened and closed. Opened and closed the trash receptacle, too. There was nothing left to open and close. Everything worked. Pretty cool train.

Then I climbed up on the seat, wriggled my way into the luggage rack, and let myself down again, headfirst, to check whether a certain someone had lost any change under the seats. But he hadn’t. He was obviously a someone you could count on.

Darn them! Dad and Gabi! Why did they have to turn me over to Uncle Samuel a week before my bar mitzvah? Okay, Dad was Dad, he practically worshipped his brother, the great educator and all that, but Gabi, who called him “the Owl” behind his back? Was this the special gift she’d promised me?

There was a little hole in the upholstery. I poked my finger inside and made it bigger. Sometimes you find coins in such places. But all I found in there was foam rubber and springs. I had four hours to tunnel my way through at least three cars to freedom. I would disappear and never have to face grouchy Uncle Samuel Shilhav (formerly Feuerberg). Just let them dare send me away again.

I ran out of finger long before I got through the three cars. I lay on the seat with my feet in the air. I was a captive here, a prisoner in transit, on his way to meet the judge. Loose change fell out of my pocket. Coins rolled through the compartment. Some of them I found, some I didn’t.

Every child in our extended family was expected to submit to one of these sessions with Uncle Shilhav, a form of torture Gabi calls “Shilhavization.” Only for me, this was the second time. No one had ever gone through it twice and come away sane. I jumped up on the seat and started drumming on the wall. Then I changed to a rhythmic tapping. Maybe there was another poor prisoner in the next compartment eager to communicate with a fellow fool of fortune. Maybe the train was full of juvenile delinquents on their way to my Uncle Shilhav. I banged the wall again, this time with my foot. The conductor walked in and yelled at me to sit still. I did.

My previous Shilhavization had been enough for a lifetime. I was put through it after getting into that trouble over Pessia Mautner, the cow. Uncle Samuel shut the door of his stuffy little office and devoted two hours of his time to me. He began in a restrained whisper, and even remembered my name at first, but soon he forgot where he was and with whom, and was probably imagining himself on a podium, addressing a crowd of former students and admirers.

But why now—again? What did I do? I was innocent. “It’s important for you to hear what Uncle Samuel has to say before your bar mitzvah,” said Gabi. Suddenly he was “Uncle Samuel”?

But I knew.

She wanted me out of the way so she could split with Dad.

I stood up. I joggled to and fro. I sat down again. I should never have left them alone together. I knew exactly what would happen. They would fight and say horrible things to each other without me around and I would never be able to get them back together. My fate was being decided there.

“Why don’t we talk about it later, at work?” Dad was saying now.

“Because there are always people coming in and out of your office, and phone calls and interruptions. It’s impossible to have a discussion there. Let’s go sit at a café.”

“A café?” asks Dad, astonished. “You mean right now—in the middle of the day? Is it that serious?”

“Don’t make light of everything.” Now she’s annoyed with him. The tip of her nose has turned red, the way it does whenever she’s about to start crying.

“If it’s the subject we were discussing earlier,” says Dad gruffly, “forget it. Nothing’s changed since our last talk. I’m just not ready yet.”

“Well, this time you’re going to listen to what I have to say,” says Gabi. “The least you can do is hear me out!”

They get into the police car then, and Dad turns the key in the ignition. His shoulder insignia flicker ominously. His face is stern. Gabi shrinks into her seat. Not a word has been spoken, but the fight has begun. Gabi takes a little round mirror out of her purse. She glances at her reflection, tries to smooth down her frizzy hair. “Monkey-face,” she broods.

“Stop it!” I leaped up in the moving train. I forbid Gabi to put herself down like that. I always say, “I think you have a very interesting face.” And seeing that she was not convinced, I would add, “The thing is, you have inner beauty.”

“Yeah, sure,” she would answer. “So how come there are no inner-beauty contests?”

And suddenly I found myself standing by the little red lever next to the window. This was definitely not a good place for me to be, in my present state of mind. Such a lever could stop a train in its tracks, if you happened to pull it accidentally. I read the sign: In case of emergency only. Persons stopping this train for insufficient reason will be subject to a large fine and possible imprisonment. My fingers began to itch, at the tips, and in between. Again I read the warning, in a loud, clear voice. No use. My palms were sweating. I put my hands back in my pockets, but wouldn’t you know, they popped out again. Someone looking on might have thought, Ho hum, just a pair of innocent hands out for a little air. Now I was really sweating. I touched the chain around my neck and the bullet hanging from it, heavy, cool, and soothing. This bullet was taken out of your father’s shoulder, I murmured to myself, and it will always keep you safe from harm. But now I was starting to feel prickly all over.

The old familiar feeling. I knew what would happen next. I’d start rationalizing. The engineer will never guess which of the levers was pulled. But supposing he has some sort of gadget that tells him which one it was? Okay, so as soon as I pull this one I’ll run to the next car. But what if they find my fingerprints on the lever? Maybe I’d better wrap a handkerchief around my hand before I touch it.

Why do I get myself into these arguments I always end up losing? I pumped up my back muscles and stood like Dad, sturdy as a bear, telling myself, Relax, relax, but it didn’t work. There was this hot place between my eyes which on occasions like this tended to get even hotter: it was happening now, overwhelming me, and at the last minute I bent over, grabbed my legs, and forced myself down on the seat. Gabi used to call this trick of mine “protective custody.” She had her own special terminology for everything.

“Look, I’m no spring chicken anymore,” she was saying to Dad at the café. “For twelve years I’ve been practically living with you and Nonny.” So far, so good; she’s under control, speaking quietly, coolly. “For twelve years now I have brought him up and looked after the two of you and your house. I know you like no one else ever will and I want to move in full-time, I want to be more than your secretary and your cook and laundress. And I want to be there as Nonny’s mother all night long, too. What are you so afraid of, would you mind telling me?”

“I’m just not ready,” says Dad, pressing the coffee cup between his big, strong hands.

Gabi pauses for a moment, takes a deep breath, and says, “Well, I can’t go on this way.”

“Look—uh—Gabi,” says Dad, his eyes darting impatiently over her shoulder, “what’s wrong with things as they are? We’re comfortable this way, it works for the three of us. Why change our life all of a sudden?”

“Because I’m forty years old, Jacob, that’s why! I want fulfillment, I want to have a family.” At this point her voice starts to crack. “And I want us to have a child of our own, I want to see the baby you and I would make together. If we wait another year, I may be too old. And Nonny deserves a live-in mother!”

I could recite this speech of hers by heart. She had rehearsed it with me often enough. I was the one who contributed the touching phrase “Nonny deserves a live-in mother.” I also gave her a piece of practical advice: Whatever you do, for God’s sake, don’t cry in front of him! Because the minute she started bawling, it would be all over. If there’s one thing Dad can’t stand, it’s tears, hers or anyone else’s.

“The timing is wrong, Gabi.” He sighs and sneaks a glance at his watch. “Be patient. I can’t decide a thing like this under pressure.”

“I have waited patiently for twelve years. I’m not going to wait anymore.” Silence. He doesn’t answer. Her eyes are brimming over. Oh, please control yourself, Gabi, you hear?

“Jacob, answer me to my face: is it yes or no?”

Silence. Her double chin is trembling. Her lips twitch. If she starts crying now, she’s doomed. And so am I.

“Because if the answer is no, I will get up and leave you, Jacob. This time for good. I mean it!” And she pounds the table with her fist as the tears flow down her puffy face. Mascara trickles over her freckles and collects in the creases around her mouth. Dad frowns in the direction of the window. He can’t bear to see her cry, or maybe it’s the sight of her swollen eyes and her quivering cheeks that he can’t bear.

No, she is not pretty at this moment. And it’s so cruel, too, because if she were the least bit attractive, if she had a sweet little mouth, for instance, or a turned-up nose, he might suddenly have fallen in love with her one good feature. The tiniest beauty mark is sometimes enough to win a man’s heart, even if the woman in question is no queen of outward beauty. But Gabi has no beauty mark, I’m sorry to say.

“Okay, I understand.” She groans through the red scarf, which has recently served a loftier purpose. “What a fool I’ve been to think you could change.”

“Shhh …” he begs her, glancing around. I definitely hope everybody in the café is staring at him now. That all the cooks and waiters come hurrying out of the kitchen and stand around with their arms folded over their aprons, glaring at him. If there’s one thing that scares my dad, it’s a scene. “Look—uh—Gabi,” he tries to soothe her. Actually he seems more gentle now, either because of all the people around or because he senses that she’s serious this time. “Please, give me a little more time to think about it, okay?”

“Why? So that when I’m fifty you can ask me to give you more time again? And what if you decide to tell me it’s over when I’m fifty? Who’ll look at me then? I want to be a mother, Jacob!” People are staring now and he wishes he were dead, but Gabi continues: “I have so much love in me to give a child, and to give to you, too! Haven’t I done well so far as Nonny’s mother? Won’t you try to understand my side of it, too?”

Even during our rehearsals, she would get carried away sometimes and start crying and pleading, as if I were Dad. Then she’d get hold of herself and tell me, red-faced, that certain things were inappropriate for children my age to hear, although it didn’t matter much, really, since I already knew everything anyway.

I did not know everything, though I was learning a lot.

Gabi rolls up the soggy paper napkins and wads them into the ashtray. She wipes away the last traces of mascara from her swollen eyes.

“Today is Sunday,” she says, struggling to keep her voice firm. “The bar mitzvah is next Saturday. You have until next Sunday morning, a full week, to decide.”

“Are you giving me an ultimatum? This isn’t something you can settle with threats, Gabi! I thought you were smarter than that.” His voice is quiet, but the furrow of rage between his eyes grows ominously deeper.

“I don’t have any strength left, Jacob. For twelve years I’ve been smart, and look at me, I’m still alone. Maybe being stupid works better.”

Dad says nothing. His red face is redder than ever.

“Come on, let’s drive back to work,” she says hoarsely. “And by the way, if I’ve guessed your answer correctly, you’d better start looking for a new secretary, too. I’m going to break off all contact with you. Oh yes.”

“Look—uh—Gabi …” says Dad again. He can’t think of anything else to say. “Look—uh—Gabi.”

“Until next Sunday, then.” Gabi cuts him off, stands up, and walks out of the café.

She’s leaving us.

She’s leaving me.

In the train my arms and legs break out of “protective custody.” Emergency, emergency, the painted words scream out at me from the red sign above the little lever. The train is carrying me farther and farther away from where my life is just about to be destroyed. I cover my ears and shout, “Amnon Feuerberg! Amnon Feuerberg!” as though someone else were warning me not to touch the lever, trying to save me from myself, someone like a father, or a teacher, or a distinguished educator, or maybe even the head of a reformatory. “Amnon Feuerberg! Amnon Feuerberg!” But nothing will help me now. I’m all alone. Abandoned. I should never have left home. I must return at once. And I stagger toward the lever and reach out. My fingers stretch toward it, because this truly is an emergency.

But just as I am about to pull with all my might, the compartment door opens and in walk two men, a policeman and a prisoner, and both of them stand there, staring in astonishment.
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I mean—a real policeman and a real prisoner.

The policeman was a wiry guy with a nervous look in his eyes. The prisoner was bigger, burlier. He smiled at me brightly and said, “Mornin’, kid! Off to visit your grandma?”

I wasn’t sure it was legal to answer him. Anyway, why grandma? Did I look like the kind of kid who would visit his grandma, like Little Red Riding-Hood or something?

“No talking to the prisoner!” barked the policeman, severing the invisible strings between us with his skinny hand.

I sat down. I didn’t know what to do. I tried not to look, but naturally, the harder I tried, the more I wanted to. They had an anxious air. Something was wrong. The policeman kept checking their tickets all the time and scratching his head. The prisoner checked the tickets and scratched his head, too. They looked as if they were playing charades, acting out the expression “to rack your brains.”

“Why did you have to go and buy separate seats?” grumbled the prisoner, and the policeman shrugged his shoulders. The man at the ticket counter, he explained, didn’t say that the tickets were for separate seats. He, the policeman, had assumed they would have adjacent seats, because no one in his right mind would sell separate seats to a pair like them, and as he said the words “a pair like us,” he raised his right hand, which was cuffed to the prisoner’s left.

It was an odd sort of scene. They looked like a couple of cartoon characters, the prisoner with his striped shirt and cap, and the policeman with his large hat slipping over his eyes. They stood in the aisle together, rocking indecisively to the rhythm of the train. This, for some reason, made me nervous.

At first they tried to sit in their reserved places, the prisoner beside me, the policeman facing us, but they were obliged to lean forward on account of the handcuffs. And then all at once they stood up and started rocking again, which seemed to relax them so much that the prisoner’s head drooped down, brushing against the policeman’s shoulder, and the policeman appeared to be about to fall asleep. I wanted out of there, fast; I kept wishing there were an adult around, because those two didn’t seem quite like adults to me, or like kids either, for that matter; they were sort of undefinable.

The policeman shook himself out of his peculiar lethargy and whispered something to the prisoner. I couldn’t hear what exactly, but I knew it was about me, because the prisoner threw me a sidelong glance: “No way!” he shouted in a whisper. “You can’t do that! These seats are reserved!”

The policeman tried to calm him, pointing out that since the car was practically empty, it would be perfectly all right under the circumstances to sit in unreserved seats. But the prisoner wouldn’t hear of it. “Rules are rules!” he bristled. “If you and I don’t obey them, who will?” And as he stamped his foot indignantly, I noticed the ball and chain around his ankle, just like in a book.

I’m getting out of here, I thought. This is not a good place to be.

“Who’s going to notice if we sit in somebody else’s seat for a couple of minutes?” the policeman flashed back in an angry whisper, with an ingratiating smile at me, the crooked smile of a conscience-stricken jailer. “You won’t report us, kiddo, will you?”

I could only shake my head in reply, but I noted the “kiddo” and held it against him.

And they sat down to the right and left of me.

Why, with a whole car to themselves, did they have to sandwich me in like that? Their wrists, double cuffed, were practically on my lap. I was pretty scared. They seemed to be up to something; they were trying to intimidate me, but at the same time they were ignoring me. There was a long silence. My eyes kept darting back to my knees, over which two arms were swinging to the rhythm of the train, one hairy and thin, the other smooth and solid, the arm of the law and the arm of the lawbreaker, with the arm of the law looking distinctly weaker.

What was there to be afraid of, though? I mean, the law was on my side, practically on top of me, in fact, and yet I felt as if I were falling into a mysterious trap, as if those two were implicating me in some conspiracy.

But now they seemed to relax a little. The policeman leaned back and hummed to himself, twiddling his mustache with the fingers of his free hand as he strained to reach the high notes. The prisoner stared out the window at the passing scenery, the rocky hillsides of Jerusalem, and heaved a sigh.

“If someone arouses your suspicion, keep cool and wait. Don’t talk too much. Let him do the talking and go about his business while you sit tight. All you do is quietly lay a trap for him and eventually he’ll reveal his intentions.” That’s what I was taught by Dad, my guide in this particular field. I took a deep breath. Here was my big chance to test myself in a real-life situation. I would ignore them, pretend everything was normal, until they made their first mistake.

Look to the right. Look to the left. There they sat. The whole thing seemed like a huge mistake, but I still couldn’t figure out what it was.

Okay, I have to get ready for the meeting with Uncle Samuel, I told myself. Because last year he talked at me for two whole hours, and I didn’t think I could go through that again. For two whole hours I watched his pouting mouth open and close under his mustache, until I could see it over his mustache, too. I was undoubtedly the subject of every article he’d ever published. For months, for years, he had been sitting in his office, writing against me. I bet he even kept a portrait of me on his desk with the legend: Wanted Dead or Alive by the Ministry of Education. And now I would be falling right into his hands—a man like him would never miss such an opportunity. And his stuffy office would fill up with puffy pairs of lips opening and closing and spouting out more and more uncles of the puffy-lipped variety. Books and journals fluttered around me and rustled to the rhythm of my name. I was afraid I might die there of didactic poisoning.

I couldn’t make out what he was saying anymore. He seemed to be accusing me of following the prophets of Baal and Astarte, or of taking part in the seventeenth-century pogroms of Chmielnicki. He had the whole of history on his side, and I would have confessed to anything.

Finally, after two mustachioed hours, I remembered Gabi’s words of advice. “Cry,” she had whispered in my ear the night before. “If things become unbearable, start blubbering and see what happens.”

Look to the left. Look to the right. Nothing. The policeman and the prisoner were sitting perfectly still, staring off in opposite directions. Maybe there was nothing unusual going on here, after all
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‘Exhilarating … The peeling away of lies and social restraints to disclose the naked soul is gripping’ Daily Mail

An awkward, neurotic seller of rare books writes a desperate letter to a beautiful stranger whom he sees at a class reunion.  This simple, lonely attempt at seduction begins a love affair of words between Yair and Miriam – two married, middle-aged adults, dissatisfied with their lives, yearning for a sense of connection – and reawakens feelings that they thought had passed them by.

‘Impressive, extraordinary and exotic’
New York Times Book Review

 

Death as a Way of Life

‘A writer of passionate self-honesty, unafraid to ask terrible questions’ Nadine Gordimer

In autumn 1993 the Oslo Agreements were signed by Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat, marking the beginning of the promise of constructive peace between the Israelis and the Palestinians.  The ten years that followed were charted first by hope and optimism only to deteriorate into revenge and violence.  Throughout this decade David Grossman has published articles in the American and European press, written in a personal voice – father, husband, peace activist, novelist. As he witnesses devastating events, he cries out with a prophetic wisdom, imploring both sides to return to sanity, to negotiations.

‘This is an eclectic mix of reflections which reinforces Grossman’s position as a major political writer … Wonderful … This refreshing critique from the inside of the crucible helps us understand a little of what has been going on since Oslo’ Independent

 

Someone to Run With

‘Brings together the differing aspects of his writing in a book that unites social realism and dizzy teenage romance … This is a book about feelings, about highs and lows, chemical, emotional, religious’ Daily Telegraph

Assaf has reluctantly taken a dull summer job working for the City Sanitation Department. But the days take a strange turn when he is ordered to find out who owns a distressed stray Labrador and ask them to pay a fine. Across the city, the dog’s lonely owner, Tamar, is preparing her own mission - to rescue a young drug addict caught up in Jerusalem’s dangerous underworld. As Assaf searches the streets of Jerusalem for Tamar, his life is about to irreversibly change. All he can do is hold onto the rope around the dog’s neck as together they start to run…

‘Both a profound study of the inner lives of two teenagers and a novel that has pace, bite and a well-sustained plot … Beautifully drawn … An intensely gripping novel’ Financial Times

 

Lovers and Strangers

‘Absorbing and moving’ Daily Mail

These two novellas concern love. In ‘Frenzy’, Shaul is convinced that his wife is having an affair. He feverishly imagines her, in every painful detail, with her lover. Esther has never seen the human side of her aloof brother-in-law, but during a night-time journey Shaul unburdens himself, recreating an affair he has never witnessed. Is he mad? Or has he divined the truth? In ‘Her Body Knows', Rotem has spent most of her life being angry with her mother, Nilli. Now Nilli is dying and Rotem, who has finally found happiness in London, must return to say goodbye. She arrives with a story about Nilli, full of accusations, empathy, love and forgiveness.

‘Shaul’s fantasy and Rotem’s spin on a true story are two sides of one coin: Grossman’s passion for the redeeming, unpeeling power of fiction, and his art in creating fiction with such power’ Independent

 

Writing in the Dark

Throughout his career, David Grossman has been a voice for peace and reconciliation in the Israeli-Palestinian divide. In this groundbreaking collection of essays on literature and politics, he addresses the conscience of present-day Israel, a country that has lost faith in its leaders and its ideals. Writing in the Dark ends with the speech in which Grossman famously attacked Israel's disastrous Lebanon war that tragically took the life of his twenty-one-year-old son, Uri. Moving, brave and clear-sighted, these essays on literature, political ethics and the morality of the imagination are a cri de coeur from a calm voice of reason at a time of doubt and despair.

‘The bravest and most clear-headed interpreter of the Israeli-Palestinian divide’ Observer

Order your copy:

www.bloomsbury.com/DavidGrossman
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