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FOREWORD 

As Israel reaches the milestone of 70 years since the declaration of her Independence, UJIA’s Education 

Department is delighted to publish this collection of prose and poetry. This publication is a celebration of the diverse 

literary talent in Israel. From Israel’s first Nobel Laureate for Literature, S.Y. Agnon, to the weird and wonderful 

Etgar Keret; from the work of Israeli Arab Sayed Kashua, to the illustrious realism of David Grossman; from the 

emotional complexity of Savyon Liebrecht, to the clever and colourful work of Eshkol Nevo; and finally the 

challenging poetry of Adi Keissar. All of the authors and stories included illustrate the many varied aspects of Israeli 

society through their lives and their work. 

Israel’s achievement in reaching 70 years as a modern and democratic state despite facing many challenges also 

offers an opportunity for reflection. This publication aspires to stimulate that reflection and discussion. The varied 

writings raise questions of what we perceive Israel to be; challenge the role Israel plays in the identity of its citizens 

and in our identities; and explores the experiences of, and relationships between, the many different people and  

characters who shape and sustain Israeli society. 

Read the stories. Read them for your own enjoyment of Israeli literature and as one example of the talent and 

achievement Israel has to celebrate. Read them and reflect on the questions offered in each chapter. Reflect on the 

diversity, dreams and dilemmas presented by Israeli society in its 70th year. Read the stories by yourself, read them 

with your family and friends, and most importantly, read them with your chanichim – or indeed any young people in 

your lives – inviting them to join you in nurturing an affirming, complex and personal relationship with the people and 

culture of Israel. 

Alongside this publication we have prepared educational activities using the stories and poems and exploring the 

themes within them. They are available on our website: ujia.org/goatsandapples  

For support with using this publication, or to offer feedback and suggestions, please be in touch with our UJIA 

Education Department via email: info@ujia.org 

B’Shalom 

First Edition (2008, Israel 60) curated and edited by David Davidi-Brown 

Then UJIA JLEC Education and Development Department and today, Chief Executive of the Union of Jewish 

Students  

Revised Edition (2018, Israel 70) edited and updated by Roy Graham  
(and colleagues within the UJIA Education Department) including additional final chapter 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



S.Y. AGNON  

FABLE OF THE GOAT 

The tale is told of an old man who groaned from his heart. The doctors were sent for, and they advised him to drink 

goat’s milk. He went out and bought a she-goat and brought her into his home. Not many days passed before the 

goat disappeared. They went out to search for her but did not find her. She was not in the yard and not in the garden, 

not on the roof of the house of study and not by the spring, not in the hills and not in the fields. She tarried several 

days and then returned by herself; and when she returned, her udder was full of a great deal of milk, the taste of 

which was as the taste of Eden. Not just once, but many times she disappeared from the house. They would go out in 

search of her and would not find her until she returned by herself with her udder full of milk that was sweeter than 

honey and whose taste was the taste of Eden. 

One time the old man said to his son, “My son, I desire to know where she goes and whence she brings this milk 

which is sweet to my palate and a balm to all my bones.” His son said to him, “Father, I have a plan.” He said to him, 

“What is it?” The son got up and brought a length of cord. He tied it to the goat’s tail.  

His father said to him, “What are you doing, my son?” He said to him, “I am tying a cord to the goat’s tail, so that 

when I feel a pull on it, I will know that she has decided to leave, and I can catch the end of the cord and follow her 

on her way.” The old man nodded his head and said to him, “My son, if your heart is wise, my heart too will rejoice.”  

The youth tied the cord to the goat’s tail and minded it carefully. When the goat set off, he held the cord in his hand 

and did not let it slacken until the goat was well on her way and he was following her. He was dragged along behind her 

until he came to a cave. The goat went into the cave, and the youth followed her, holding the cord. They walked 

thus for an hour or two, and maybe even a day or two. The goat wagged her tail and bleated, and the cave came to 

an end. 

When they emerged from the cave, the youth saw lofty mountains, and hills full of the choicest fruit, and a fountain of 

living waters that flowed down from the mountains; and the wind wafted all manner of perfumes. The goat climbed up 

a tree by clutching at the ribbed leaves. Carob fruits full of honey dropped from the tree, and she ate of the carobs 

and drank of the garden’s fountain. 

The youth stood and called to the wayfarers: “I adjure you, good people, tell me where I am, and what is the name 

of this place?” They answered him, “You are in the Land of Israel, and you are close by Safed.” 

The youth lifted up his eyes to the heavens and said, “Blessed by the Omnipresent, blessed be He who has brought me 

to the Land of Israel.” He kissed the soil and sat down under the tree. 

He said, “Until the day breath and the shadows flee away, I shall sit on the hill under this tree. Then I shall go home 

and bring my father and mother to the Land of Israel.” As he was sitting and feasting his eyes on the holiness of the 

Land of Israel, he heard a voice proclaiming:  

“Come, let us go out to greet the Sabbath Queen.” 

And he saw men like angels, wrapped in white shawls, with boughs of myrtle in their hands, and all the houses were lit 

with a great many candles. He perceived that the eve of Sabbath would arrive with the darkening, and that he would 

not be able to return. He uprooted a reed and dipped it in gallnuts, from which the ink for the writing of the Torah 

scrolls is made. He took a piece of paper and wrote a letter to his father: 

“From the ends of the earth, I lift up my voice in song to tell you that I have come in peace to the Land of Israel. 

Here I sit, close by Safed, the holy city, and I imbibe its sanctity. Do not inquire how I arrived here but hold on to this 

cord which is tied to the goat’s tail and follow the footsteps of the goat; then your journey will be secure, and you will 

enter the Land of Israel.” 

The youth rolled up the note and placed it in the goat’s ear. He said to himself: When she arrives at Father’s house, 

Father will pat her on the head, and she will flick her ears. The note will fall out, Father will pick it up and read what is 

written on it. Then he will take up the cord and follow the goat to the Land of Israel.  

The goat returned to the old man, but she did not flick her ears, and the note did not fall. When the old man saw that 

the goat had returned without his son, he clapped his hands to his head and began to cry and weep and wail, “My son, 

my son, where are you? My son, would that I might die in your stead, my son, my son!” 

So he went, weeping and mourning over his son, for he said, “An evil beast has devoured him; my son is assuredly 

rent in pieces!” 



And whenever he saw the goat, he would say, “I will go down to my grave in mourning for my son.” The old man’s 

mind would not be at peace until he sent for the butcher to slaughter the goat. The butcher came and slaughtered 

the goat. As they were skinning her, the note fell out of her ear. The old man picked up the note and said, “My son’s 

handwriting!” 

When he had read all that his son had written, he clapped his hands to his head and cried, “Vay! Vay! Woe to the man 

who robs himself of his own good fortune, and woe to the man who requites good with evil!” He mourned over the goat 

many days and refused to be comforted, saying, “Woe to me, for I could have gone up to the Land of Israel in one 

bound, and now I must suffer out my days in this exile!” 

Since that time the mouth of the cave has been hidden from the eye, and there is no longer a short way. And that 
youth, if he has not died, shall bear fruit in his old age, full of sap and richness, calm and peaceful in the Land of the 
Living. 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

FABLE, ALLEGORY, AND METAPHOR 

1. Fables are allegorical… 

 What do you think the story is trying to show through the symbols and  

metaphors of the old man dying?  

 His son’s arrival in Israel?  

 The goat?  

 The cave?  

 The Land of Israel? 

2. Agnon describes a magical cave that leads the son to the Land of Israel but… “Since that time the mouth of the 

cave has been hidden from the eye, and there is no longer a short way”.  

 Was there ever a short way to Israel? 

 What would people need now to progress through the cave? 

 What would going through the cave mean for you personally? 

3. The goat could provoke thought of a ‘scapegoat’ or be referring to the sacrificial lamb of ancient tradition, or a 

number of things… 

 How have you interpreted the metaphor? 

4. If you had to place one of the following labels on the slaughtered goat; Which would you pick, and how would you 

explain the rest of the story if that is what the goat represents? 

 The Early Zionist Movement, 

 Victims Of The Shoah 

 God  

 A specific stream of Judaism 

 Jewish and non-Jewish Integration  

5. Would you choose any other label? 

OLD AND YOUNG 

1. In the story the “old man groaned from his heart” – his son has a plan to save him, to which he answers “My son, 

if your heart is wise, my heart too will rejoice”. However, the son’s plan fails, and instead of reading the note that 

will save him and bring him to the Land of Israel, the father slaughters the goat that would have led him there.  

 How was the son foolish? 

 How was the father not wise? 

2. The young son is optimistic and eagerly follows the goat through the cave into the unknown. The old man is 

pessimistic, “weeping and mourning” and assumes the worst, that “an evil beast has devoured” his son.  

 What differences could Agnon be alluding to between the older and younger generations? 



ISRAEL IS... 

1. Agnon describes the goat returning from the Land of Israel with “milk, the taste of which was the taste of Eden”. 

When the son hears he is “…in the Land of Israel, and… close by Safed” he “lifted up his eyes to the heavens” 

and blesses the omnipresent “who has brought me to the land of Israel”. Agnon then describes a beautiful scene 

of spiritual men greeting the  

Shabbat bride.  

 What type of country is Agnon portraying?  

 How can elements of Agnon’s vision be seen in Israel today?  

 What are the differences between Agnon’s vision of Israel, and Israel today?  

 What images of Israel are portrayed in the story? 

 What functions of Israel are portrayed in the story? 

2. The fable ends with Agnon sharing how the son “if he has not died, shall bear fruit in his old age, full of sap and 

richness, clam and peaceful in the Land of the Living”. 

 Why might the son have died? 

 The phrase ‘Land of the Living’ hints at another land – a ‘Land of the Dead’;  

 Where might that be? 

3. Agnon, moved to Israel from eastern Europe after suffering pogroms. The story seems to suggest a clear 

distinction between the hope and peace of Israel, and the death and destruction of European exile. Is this a 

distinction that you can relate to? 

 How can these issues relate to your life? 

 How might you explain Agnon’s view? 

 How would you describe the different realities of living in Israel and the Diaspora today? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ETGAR KERET  

PIPES 

When I got to seventh grade, they had a psychologist come to school and put us through a bunch of adjustment 

tests. He showed me twenty different flashcards, one by one, and asked me what was wrong with the pictures. They 

all seemed fine to me, but he insisted and showed me the first picture again – the one with the kid in it. “What’s wrong 

with this picture?” he asked in a tired voice. I told him the picture seemed fine. He got really mad and said, “Can’t you 

see the boy in the picture doesn’t have any ears?” The truth is that when I looked at the picture again, I did see that the 

kid had no ears. But the picture still seemed fine to me. The psychologist classed me as “suffering from severe 

perceptual disorders,” and had me transferred to carpentry school. When I got there, it turned out I was allergic to 

sawdust, so they transferred me to metalworking class. I was pretty good at it, but I didn’t really enjoy it. To tell the 

truth, I didn’t really enjoy anything in particular. When I finished school, I started working in a factory that made 

pipes. My boss was an engineer with a diploma from a top technical college. A brilliant guy. If you showed him a 

picture of a kid without ears or something like that, he’d figure it out in no time.  

After work I’d stay on at the factory and make myself odd-shaped pipes, winding ones that looked like curled-up 

snakes, and I’d roll marbles through them. I know it sounds like a dumb thing to do, and I didn’t even enjoy it, but I 

went on doing it anyway.  

One night I made a pipe that was really complicated, with lots of twists and turns in it, and when I rolled a marble in, it 

didn’t come out at the other end. At first I thought it was just stuck in the middle, but after I tried it with about twenty 

more marbles, I realized they were simply disappearing. I know that everything I say sounds kind of stupid. I mean 

everyone knows that marbles don’t just disappear, but when I saw the marbles go in at one end of the pipe and not 

come out at the other end, it didn’t even strike me as strange. It seemed perfectly ok actually. That was when I decided 

to make myself a bigger pipe, in the same shape, and to crawl into it until I disappeared. When the idea came to me, I 

was so happy that I started laughing out loud. I think it was the first time in my entire life that I laughed. 

From that day on, I worked on my giant pipe. Every evening I’d work on it, and in the morning I’d hide the parts in the 

storeroom. It took me twenty days to finish making it. On the last night it took me five hours to assemble it, and it took 

up about half the shop floor.  

When I saw it all in one piece, waiting for me, I remembered my social studies teacher who said once that the first 

human being to use a club wasn’t the strongest person in his tribe or the smartest. It’s just that the others didn’t need 

a club, while he did. He needed a club more than anyone, to survive and to make up for being weak. I don’t think 

there was another human being in the whole world who wanted to disappear more than I did, and that’s why it was 

me that invented the pipe. Me and not that brilliant engineer with his technical college degree who runs the factory.  

I started crawling inside the pipe, with no idea about what to expect at the other end. Maybe there would be kids 

there without ears, sitting on mounds of marbles. Could be. I don’t know exactly what happened after I passed a 

certain point in the pipe. All I know is that I’m here.  

I think I’m an angel now. I mean, I’ve got wings, and this circle over my head and there are hundreds more here like 

me. When I got here they were sitting around playing with the marbles I’d rolled through the pipe a few weeks earlier.  

I always used to think that Heaven is a place for people who’ve spent their whole life being good, but it isn’t. God is too 

merciful and kind to make a decision like that. Heaven is simply a place for people who were genuinely unable to be 

happy on earth. They told me here that people who kill themselves return to live their life all over again, because the 

fact that they didn’t like it the first time doesn’t mean they won’t fit in the second time. But the ones who really don’t fit 

in the world wind up here. They each have their own way of getting to heaven. 

There are pilots who got here by performing a loop at one precise point in the Bermuda Triangle. There are 
housewives who went through the back of their kitchen cabinets to get here, and mathematicians who found 
topological distortions in space and had to squeeze through them to get here. So if you’re really unhappy down there, 
and if all kinds of people are telling you that you’re suffering from severe perceptual disorders, look for your own way 
of getting here, and when you find it, could you please bring some cards, cause we’re getting pretty tired of the 
marbles. 

 

 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

CONFUSION AND NOT FITTING IN 

1. What feelings does Keret portray in the Year 7 student facing the adjustment tests? 

2. What do you think made the boy feel he didn’t fit in? 

3. Through his narration of the boy’s experiences of “adjustment tests” and his employer, “an engineer with a 

diploma from a top technical college”.  

 What is Keret saying about diplomas, tests, and formal education? 

 How does Keret view teachers? 

ESCAPE 

1. What could the pipes be a metaphor for? 

2. Keret wrote this story at the time of the second intifada –  

 What connection can you make between the intifada and the ideas in the story? 

3. Looking at the tone of the last line –  

“So if you’re really unhappy down there... look for your own way of getting here, and when you find it, could you 

please bring some cards, cause we’re getting pretty tired of the marbles”  

 How does the story reflect escapism?   

 How does this connect to Israeli society? 

HEAVEN 

1. How is Heaven shown here? 

 Do you agree with this presentation? 

2. In what ways does Keret seem to understand different types of unhappy people? 

 Is the main character in the story particularly lonely? 

3. If you were a friend of his, what questions would you like to ask him? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SAYED KASHUA  

DANCING ARABS 

EXCERPT 1. THE FOLLOWING SECTION IS TAKEN FROM THE CHAPTER ENTITLED ‘POLANSKI’ IN 

THE NOVEL ‘DANCING ARABS’ 

The bus leaves from the front gate of the school, and its first stop is just a few minutes away, at the Polanski 

Vocational School. The students there look different from the ones at our school, and Adel and I don’t look like any of 

them. The bus is full of students now, shouting and swearing, and girls in black high-heeled shoes and big earrings 

who spend the whole bus ride putting on makeup. 

Three kids crowd into the seat facing Adel and me, and two others stand next to them, holding on to the metal bars. I 

feel stifled, dead. I tell Adel I’m getting off at the next stop. “Don’t be a retard.” he says. “I’m not going to pay for 

another ticket to the central bus station”. 

I’m already sorry I invited him, sorry I ever met him, sorry I got on the bus with him. I can tell we’re in trouble, and 

within minutes my fears prove true. 

One of the kids on the bench across from us asks Adel where he’s from. 

“Nahf” Adel says. 

The kids laugh and turn to me. “And you?” 

I put on the biggest grin I can muster, trying to be the most polite person in the world. They’re not going to hurt me. 

I was in Seeds of Peace. I know Jews. They’ve got to leave me alone.  

“From Tira,” I say. “It’s near Kfar Sava.” I try to keep up the smile, even though they’re already laughing at me. 

Quickly I whisper to Adel, “Let’s get off, I’ll pay for your ticket.” But he won’t do it. One thing’s for sure: I’m never 

getting on this bus again. 

The kids across from us are whispering, laughing, repeating the names of our villages and deliberately 

mispronouncing them. They’re laughing at our names, and we don’t do anything about it. To take part in the general 

hilarity would be ridiculous, so I keep quiet. They start singing something that sounds familiar, but instead of “The Jew 

is dead” – the way we sing it – they sing “Mohammed is dead.” They sing loudly, and some of their classmates join in. 

I press the STOP button. The hell with Adel, I’m getting off. I pick up my bag, controlling myself, holding back my 

tears. 

Once I get off, Adel decides to get off too. I see him only after I’m on the sidewalk. One of the students opens a 

window and spits. He misses us. 

Adel starts shouting at me. “I can’t believe it! Do you even know where we are? Do you have any idea what bus we 

need to take now? Why do you think the same thing won’t happen on the next bus we take?” 

I was willing to risk being lost. I was just so relieved it was over. My father had given me enough money. We took a 

cab back to the central bus station. All I wanted was for the Polanski kids not to get on our bus to Kfar Sava.  

EXCERPT 2. THE HAPPIEST INDEPENDENCE DAY OF MY LIFE 

The teachers at my new school don’t hit the students. There’s no lice inspection. The teachers don’t check your 

homework. You don’t have to say “sir,” and when you need to go to the bathroom you don’t have to get permission; 

you can go whenever you want. And the bathrooms are clean and spacious, with a dryer that gives off hot air to dry 

your hands. I can’t stand the dryer, but there are paper towels too. There are lots of cleaning people in blue uniforms. 

They’re not allowed to hit. They don’t even talk to the students. 

You don’t have to line up to go into class. You don’t have to read the Koran every morning. You don’t have one girl 

playing the same silly tune on the organ, and boys are allowed to sit next to girls.  

Naomi sat next to me once, and I fell in love. I sank. I crashed. I’d put my head on my pillow, open my eyes, stare at 

the ceiling – and feel different. An unfamiliar feeling, a new kind of pain. In the dining room, in the library, in class, in 

the lobby, everywhere, my ears were pricked to hear footsteps. I recognized them, every time. I recognized the 

sound from a distance: when she was barefoot, when she was in those black sandals, when she was in running 

shoes. 



We hung out a lot together. Once we studied chemistry in her room. I sat on her bed, with the pretty sheets and the 

quilt. Her hair was long. Not black, not yellow, something in between. White hands. Freckled face. I loved those 

freckles. When she had kitchen duty, I helped her. In our class play at the end of tenth grade, I danced with her. In 

our first month in eleventh grade I told her I loved her. A week later she had a boyfriend.  

I saw them hug each other in the snow. It was the first snow I’d ever seen. Quiet, lighting up the night, not banging on 

the window pane like rain. I stood at the window, looking out on the lawn, which was covered in whiteness. After that, I 

spent most of my time just lying on my bed with my mouth open and my head aching, until they broke up. 

On Holocaust Remembrance Day, Naomi wore a white blouse and read out of a black loose-leaf folder about a little 

girl who sees her father on fire in the forest. At the end of the ceremony I told her I loved her, and she smiled. On 

Memorial Day for the Fallen Soldiers, she was furious because I hadn’t stood at attention during the memorial siren. 

We were sitting together in biology class. Everyone else got up, and I stayed seated. I had lost a grandfather and an 

uncle in the war, after all. After the siren she didn’t sit down. She took her bag and left.  

She didn’t show up for lunch. She wasn’t in her room or in the library. What an idiot I was. What was the matter with 

me? Couldn’t I have stood? Her father was killed in active duty after all. He died when she was very little. There’s a 

picture of him over her bed with her on his shoulders. She must have been about three; she hardly remembers him. 

He was an officer in the IDF, and he’d been in charge of the evacuations of Yamit. He didn’t die in the war. He’d had 

an accident on his way home from his base. The IDF took her on a trip to Canada once. They pay her tuition. 

I sat at the school gate listening to sad music on my Walkman – the Cranes, maybe, or the Swans – and I waited for 

her. 

Naomi got out of her mother’s Mitsubishi. She had tears in her eyes. It was the first time I saw her mother. She looked 

at me and drove off. They’d been to the ceremony at the military cemetery on Mount Herzl. But that wasn’t why she 

was sad. 

“Why didn’t you stand for the siren?” 

“I’m not Jewish.” 

“I love you. I’ve loved you for a long time. I told my mother that I love you. I cried, and I told her I couldn’t take it 

anymore. Every time you told me I love you I thought, in my heart, so do I, so do I.” She smiled. 

Now I understood what true joy was. I carried her bag to her room. I was ecstatic. It was the happiest Independence 

Day eve of my life. 

EXCERPT 3. A NATIONAL HOME 

Sometimes I think about when I was young, and I thank God I’m not there anymore. What a mess I was: the way I 

looked, the way I felt. I’m so happy to be an adult. In the middle of the twelfth grade I went to a café for the first time. 

It was one of those Tuesday evenings when they gave us time off. That’s when I learned that you could order a salad 

as a separate course, served in a big bowl, and that there were different kinds. Salad on its own, without a pitta. We 

were sitting in the Atara Café, where Amos Oz sat in My Michael. Naomi ordered a Greek salad, and I ordered a hot 

chocolate. Something familiar, something I could afford. 

In twelfth grade, Naomi took me to the movies for the first time. I couldn’t believe that girls could go into a movie theatre. 

There used to be a movie theatre in Tira, but not anymore. There’s a small room, with walls of unpainted bricks and a 

television set. When we were little, Aunt Ibtissam’s son, who was really big then, took us to see Tarzan. There were 

wooden chairs, like in elementary school. It was nothing more than a dark hovel. My little brother threw up right at the 

beginning, and all of us got out of there pretty fast. Everyone kept shouting and smoking, and when Tarzan’s guys 

appeared in the forest there were catcalls and whistling. I was petrified. 

I was frightened in twelfth grade too. The movie theatre was bound to be full of people like the Polanski students. 

They’d recognize me and I’d have nowhere to run. Sometimes the Polanski kids would come to the school gate and 

scream, “Death to Arabs!” I never went out into the yard beyond the fence. It seemed too risky, too far from the guard.  

Naomi said I had nothing to be afraid of at the movies. We were going to see Life According to Agfa, and she said it 

was a movie the thugs would never go to, a movie for left-wingers like her. We could sit through the whole movie 

holding hands. I didn’t have to be afraid of anyone. 

The new life was exciting. I realized it wasn’t only bad kids who went to the movies. Grown-ups went too. Men and 

women sat together. Everything was clean and neat. The chairs were padded, and everyone dressed nicely. Boy, was 

I glad to see the two Arab kitchen workers in the film. They were cool actually, and funny. The thugs were the bad 

guys. I couldn’t get over the pianist in the restaurant. Naomi said it was Danny Litani, a well known singer. She 



didn’t have a tape of his in her room, but she had one of some guy who sang “Things Have Got to Change,” and “Just 

Get out of the Territories.” I couldn’t believe a Jew would sing stuff like that. 

Naomi was in a party called Ratz. She had a green shirt with the party logo, and she talked a lot about human beings 

as human beings. About how there was no difference between national groups, how individuals should be judged on 

their own merits, and how you shouldn’t look at a whole group as if everyone were the same. She said that in every 

nation there are good people and bad people. I never really understood what she was talking about, but I took the 

whole thing seriously. 

In twelfth grade I understood for the first time what ’48 was. That it’s called the War of Independence. In twelfth 

grade I understood that a Zionist was what we called a Sahyuni, and it wasn’t a swear word. I knew the word. That’s 

how we used to curse one another. I’d been sure a Sahyuni was a kind of fat guy, like a bear. Suddenly I understood 

that Zionism is an ideology. In civics lessons and Jewish history classes, I started to understand that my aunt from 

Tulkarm is called a refugee, that the Arabs in Israel are called a minority. In twelfth grade I understood that the 

problem was serious. I understood what a national homeland was, what anti-Semitism was. I heard for the first time 

about “two thousand years of exile” and how the Jews had fought against the Arabs and the British. I didn’t believe 

it. No way. The English had wanted the Jews here, after all. In Bible class, I discovered that Abraham was Isaac’s 

father. In twelfth grade I discovered that it was Isaac, not Ishmael, who’d been replaced with a sheep. 

In twelfth grade, the kids in my class started running in the parking lot, getting into shape for the army. They were 
taken to all sorts of installations and training camps, and I received a bus pass and a ticket to the Israel Museum. 
Sometimes soldiers in uniform came to our school to talk with the students, and I wasn’t allowed to take part. Our 
teacher always apologized. He was embarrassed to have to tell me it wasn’t for me. In twelfth grade I understood I 
wouldn’t be a pilot even if I wanted to be, not only because I wasn’t fit and my grades weren’t good enough. There was 
no way they would even call me up for the screening tests. 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

CONFUSED IDENTITIES 

1. Throughout these excerpts, Kashua’s character feels threatened and excluded  

by some Israeli Jews, falls in love with a Jewish girl, and is uncomfortable with national holidays, whilst at the 

same time, he is enthralled with more relaxed cultural norms. 

 Would you say the central character is more Israeli or Arab?  

 Why? 

2. In the first section the two Arab school boys are confronted and tormented by the Jewish school boys.  

 What impressions does this give you about the two communities living together in Israel? 

3. Adel uses the put down “retard”. The narrator comments about the familiar ‘Jew is dead’ song being replaced with 

‘Mohammed is dead’.  

 Is Kashua making a comment about the way in which children tease each other?  

 What other messages can you see in this episode? 

4. As a member of a minority in Britain, have you experienced anti-Semitism  

on public transport or in the street? 

 In what ways is that similar or different from the episode on the bus in this story? 

 In what ways can you identify with the Arab school boys? 

 In what ways can you identify with the Jewish pupils? 

TRADITION AND MODERNITY 

1. In each section there are descriptions of the differences between his  

childhood and home life in Tira, and the life he now leads – the narrator mentions the girls applying make up on 

the bus, the progressive attitude  

at his new school where teachers don’t hit pupils, and the shock of girls  

being allowed into the movie theatre. 

 How does Kashua imply that this move away from tradition will benefit  

Israeli Arabs? 



2. Israel is a modern state. Both the Jewish and Arab communities in Israel also have strong traditional sectors. 

What are the tensions of being traditional and modern?  

3. To some people the relationship between Naomi and the Arab narrator would be seen as a symbol of 

coexistence. Others may see the relationship as assimilation for both Naomi and the narrator.  

 How do you see it?  

4. Are there limits on the interaction between the two communities in the  

story? 

5. How would you describe the ideal balance between cultural continuity and progressive integration in Israeli 

society?  

HOPE OR HATRED 

1. Do you agree with Naomi’s angry reaction at the narrator for not standing during the memorial siren? 

 What cause for hope do these parts of the story offer regarding peaceful coexistence between both communities 

in Israel? 

 What problems does it portray and how likely are they to be resolved? 

2. The author plants a universalist message in Naomi’s ideals – “she talked a lot about human beings as human 

beings. About how there was no difference between national groups, how individuals should be judged on their 

own merits, and how you shouldn’t look at a whole group as if everyone were the same. She said that in every 

nation there are good people and bad people”. 

 In what ways is this a positive message? 

 How can a universalist message sit comfortably within Zionism? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAVID GROSSMAN  

YANI ON THE MOUNTAIN 

RAS AJEH, SINAI. SUNDAY. MIDNIGHT. 

The wind penetrated the mess hall. The iron handle of one of the windows had fallen off the rotten wood, and the 

empty frame – the pane had been smashed long ago – kept thudding loudly against the wooden sill. 

We sat around the only table left in the big hut. Six men, in army jackets, each of them huddled into himself, staring 

dully at the plastic cup in his hands. Steam from the cooling tea rose into the air.  

There was a sound of pots crashing into the sink from the kitchen, and immediately afterward Peretz the cook, cursing 

loudly. The Norwegian opposite me, in blue overalls, with the UN symbol printed in sky blue on his sleeves, his blue 

eyes lustreless even in the bluish cloud of smoke permanently floating above his head, cleared his throat 

emphatically, took his short-stemmed pipe from his mouth, and with great force spat a heavy glob of spit. It rose 

into the air and landed far away from where we were sitting on the floor of the mess, which was covered with a layer 

of dirt and mud.  

This was the silly competition with which we amused ourselves in the apathy surrounding our lives here on the 

mountain, in the slightly anarchic atmosphere of those last days. There was no way – nor did I consider it reasonable to 

try – of imposing order and discipline. And now too, although none of us had the least desire to do so, we responded 

to the childish challenge. The plump orange parka with the thin brown hair and the perpetual grin on his face, the 

American member of the team supervising the demolition work, collected his saliva, red in the face, grinning even now 

with his mouth loaded, and spat – but nowhere near the Norwegian’s goblet. America had let its side down. 

Now it was the turn of the engineering corps, and the oldest of the three strained his  cheek muscles, narrowed his 

eyes, and sprayed between his front teeth – with consummate artistry – a rapid dancing jet that cleaved the air like a 

hissing snake, holding all our gazes, but falling to our disappointment, short of the moist, rich stain on the floor. 

It was the boy’s turn now. He was an engineer too. He blushed, averted his eyes, and quickly collected a little spit, 

like one performing a disagreeable duty. It was evident that our little game was not to his liking, but he didn’t have the 

guts to refuse. He wasn’t like his dark, malevolent friend, the third of the engineers, the one with the amputated right 

thumb. With the sniggering obsequiousness typical of him he spat a shameful gob, which went no farther than his 

boot, and a thread of saliva now hung from his mouth to his trousers, glistening in the pale light. How he blushed. He 

blushed to the roots of his yellow hair. 

And now will the very thin, tall friend, black as a raven, do his bit? Certainly not. In all the time he has spent with us on 

top of the mountain, during all the final preparation for blowing up the military installation and the entire camp, he has 

not wiped the expression of bitter contempt from his face, nor has he spared us his snorts of scorn. Paldi, that was 

how he introduced himself to me when he arrived on the mountain with his friends ten days ago. And from then on he 

had not spoken a single word to me. 

In which case, it’s my turn. Stand up, clown, amuse yourself. And I swell my chest, draw all my disgust and bile into 

my mouth – and suddenly stop, for he – is it possible? – now gets up provocatively, his face black and his hair 

black, and only his eyes smoldering fiercely, and he fixes them on me more than anyone else, for he detests me more 

than any of the men assembled in the cold hut – in me, so I imagine, he sees the instigator of the anarchy reigning in 

the camp – and with a rapid movement he climbs the chair, and in front of everyone, with magnificent impudence, he 

opens his trouser buttons. 

And now the Norwegian raises his eyebrows in astonishment, the American too, for he, Paldi, his eyes still fixed on 

me, (why me of all people?), is pulling it out of his trousers, pressing his stump of a thumb on it, and spraying an 

accurate jet of urine far beyond the large stain sinking into the sand. 

And again, at the sight of the yellowish jet, steaming slightly as it hits the ground, the obscure malice rises in me, 

dull and gloating, bursting to get out and stun the hut closing in on me, the people in it, and I stand up opposite him, 

silence any voice of protest inside me, and while his string jet weakens and jerks over the sand, drawing wet writhing 

snakes on it, I climb slowly onto my chair, take mine out before the startled eyes – we’ve never gone this far before – 

and pee with all my might. Contract my stomach muscles, until they hurt, eject the warm, steaming liquid, shooting 

power into it – and it lands, heavy, ripe, far beyond my mind’s limits, raining to the ground and watering the dust. 

And Jorn, the Norwegian, is on his feet already, clapping his big hands with slow enthusiasm, and the American is 

grinning, raising the jam-smeared bread in his hand like a glass of champagne. 



I button my trousers, feeling like an idiot standing on top of the chair, and sit down heavily. 

Peretz comes in from the kitchen. His face is flushed. In his hand is a plate full of omelettes. In the doorway he 

pauses for a moment, sniffing in surprise. The smell of the steaming urine is rising into the air, and Peretz shifts his 

astonished gaze from face to face, fixes his melancholy eyes on me, his admired commanding officer, and now, because 

of his embarrassment, my embarrassment, because of my spite and malice, the laughter bursts out of my mouth and 

I let it crash over him without pity or joy. 

Peretz, who never understands anything, smiles back at me with his groping smile, canine teeth exposed like an 

animal’s fangs. “A little luxury sir,” he giggles nervously, “omelettes for your midnight meal,” and he dishes them out 

with much ado. 

The cold, oily omelette quivers on my plate. The smell of the urine mingles with the smell of the slippery yellow mess in 

front of me, and I purse my lips and push the omelette away. The American in the orange parka pounces on it and 

forks it up greedily. 

The uniform murmur now heard in the hut is the whispering of the three engineers. They’ve been here for ten days 

already. As different from each other as it’s possible for three men to be, and nevertheless sticking to each other like 

leeches all day long, scheming and plotting in whispers, drawing with the toes of their boots in the sand and gravel, 

arguing without enthusiasm, turning their backs on each other in despair, for the desert lying at the door of the 

mountain isn’t easy on an individual, and the sand in their hourglass is running out. Competently, with dull precision, 

they glide over my mountain, planting stakes, skipping between the defence positions and the underground halls, 

making strange signs in yellow chalk on the walls, giving me looks of feigned apology when I pass, and getting right 

back to the job the minute my back is turned. 

God, how I hate them! All their skill, all their efficiency, all their wishes are directed toward one object; finding the 

mountain’s weak points, the locations of its soft underbelly, the place to hit with one blast of dynamite so that all the 

buildings still surviving here, all the installations, the strongholds, the underground halls and the fortified bunkers will 

collapse at once, cave in on themselves and turn to dust. The mountain is finished. All what’s left is the dry hollow 

crunch of a plastic cup as it snaps in my hand. 

And now the lukewarm transparent tea trickles onto my fingers and trousers, and the three owls of the engineering 

corps stop their whispering for a moment and look at me. The Norwegian, too, strong as a horse, his pipe glowing, 

looks at me with his dull eyes that never betray any expression, and shakes his head in astonishment.  

I get up, push the chair back, pull the sides of my army jacket together, and head toward the door. Peretz comes 

running from the kitchen and trails behind me. 

“When should I wake you, sir?” 

“There’s no need, cook. I wake up by myself.” 

“Still, maybe I should knock on your door at seven?” 

“I told you – there’s no need,” I spit out at him, hunching my shoulders in anticipation of the blast of wind. To my 

surprise he follows me out. “What should I make for breakfast, sir?” 

I stop and look at him uncomprehendingly. How stupid he is. How can he not sense the danger radiating from me? 

Get away from me. Get away. The warning churns inside me. If only I could shoot words out of my elbows, my hot 

forehead. Look out, Peretz, beware. 

“Sir, there’s only enough food for three more days.” 

“We won’t be here after Thursday, cook.” 

We stand facing each other in the roofed space, next to the entrance. Once this space was crowded with ravenous 

soldiers, I put my hand on his shoulder, flash him a cold smile, and crush his skinny shoulder bone. “Cook, I’ve 

already told you ten times to nail that window shut.” 

Peretz, tempted to believe my smile, but already wincing under the pressure of my fingers, groans in pain, still smiling: 

“Tomorrow sir,” he lies, “in any case, we’re leaving here. What’s the point” and with these words all my rage 

evaporates. 

In any case, we’re leaving. What’s the point? How much strength is still left in me, and  at what moment will I burst 

like a bubble? There’s no other possibility. This body is dying. Yani is dying on the mountain. 

And he’s still standing in front of me. 

“What’s the matter, cook?” I growl at him. “You want a goodnight kiss?” And I grab his collar, knot my hand and 
shoulder muscles, lift him up to me, light as a feather and kicking with both feet, press my lips to the stubble on his 
sunken cheek, and print a warm, slavering kiss on it, and then I throw him onto the door and without looking back so as 



not to give myself a chance to feel sorry I turn away, thrusting my hot forehead into the wind, as if to butt it with my 
head. And I still feel no relief. 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

ARMY AND POLITICS 

1. How is the army presented in this excerpt? 

2.  How does Grossman portray the surroundings, hierarchy, order and discipline on the base? 

 How does that compare with your understanding of the Israeli Defence Force? 

3. This is set in the late 70s, after the Yom Kippur War, and during the demolition  

of one of Israel’s last positions in the Sinai Peninsula. What, if any, is  

Grossman’s comment on the emotions and feeling of Israelis at this point, through the tone of the story, and 

emotions expressed by Yani and other soldiers? 

4. What is the interaction between the Israelis and non-Israelis on the base?  

5. How does this fit with your perception of Israel’s relations with the UN, US, and Europe? 

BOYS AND THEIR TOYS 

1. What different types of men are depicted in the story? 

2. How do you explain the spitting game played by the soldiers?  

3. Why do you think it escalates to urinating? 

4. Is Grossman making any type of statement about the macho nature of the army and warfare?  

5. Why is Yani so angry and frustrated?  

6. Why does Yani take out his anger and frustration by man handling and then embarrassing Peretz, the cook, with a 

kiss? 

7. Grossman is an Israeli man, a writer, and an artist – expressing himself with words and intellect – the Israeli 

soldiers in the story express themselves with aggression, spit, and urine.  

 Which is the more authentic version of Israel masculinity?  

 What else can you draw out about Israeli masculinity from the story? 

 What does the story provoke you to think about regarding the influence of the army on Israeli men and their 
masculinity? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SAVYON LIEBRECHT 

APPLES FROM THE DESERT 

ALL THE WAY from the Orthodox quarter of Sha’arei Hesed in Jerusalem to the great stretch of sand where the driver 

called out “Neve Midbar” and searched for her in his rear view mirror, Victoria Abravanel, her heart pounding and her 

fists clenched, had only one thing on her mind. She took some bread in brown paper and an apple with a rotten core 

out of her string bag and adjoined the blessing on the fruit to the prayer for travel, as prescribed. Her eyes were fixed 

on the yellowing landscape spread out in front of her, and her heart was fixed on her rebellious daughter Rivka, who 

had left the Orthodox neighbourhood six months earlier and gone to live on a kibbutz of secular Jews. Now Victoria 

had found out from her sister Sara that Rivka was sharing a room with a boy, sleeping in his bed and living as his wife.  

All through the eight-hour trip, she pondered how she would behave when she was face to face with her daughter: 

maybe she would cajole her as if she weren’t angry with her, teach her about a girl’s honour in a man’s eyes, explain 

sensitive issues, one woman to another. Or maybe she would start out with cries of despair, shout out her grief, the 

disgrace that Rivka had brought down on their noble family, shriek like a bereaved mourner until the neighbours 

heard. Or maybe she would perform her mission stealthily, draw her daughter away from there with false news and 

then put her in her room under lock and key and obliterate all trace of her. Or maybe she would terrify her, tell her 

about Flora, Yosef Elalouf’s daughter, who fell in love with some boy, gave up her virginity for him, and then he 

deserted her, so she lost her mind and wandered around the streets, pulling little children by the ear.  

On the road from Beersheva, she came up with something new: she would attack the boy with her nails, rip off his 

skin and poke out his eyes for what he had done to this change-of-life daughter of hers. Her daughter would come 

back to Jerusalem with her, which was what she promised her sister: “I’ll bring her back even if I have to drag her by 

the hair.” 

From her sister Sara, Victoria already knew that her daughter was sixteen when she met him. He was an army officer 

and was brought in to tell them about military service for Orthodox girls. Later on there was a fuss about letting 

people from the army come and poison the girls’ hearts, but the venom had already worked on Rivka. Cunningly, 

he’d sent her letters through a friend even after he had returned to his kibbutz. And she, the fool, who was known for 

neither grace nor beauty even when she was a baby, people would mistake her for a boy, she fell for it, and when 

she was eighteen she picked up and went to him in the desert. 

The further Victoria got from Beersheva, the more her heroic spirit deserted her and the pictures in her imagination 

made her sigh. What if Rivka turned her back on her and threw her out? What if the boy raised his hand to strike her? 

How would she spend the night if they locked her out and the bus didn’t leave till the next morning? What if they didn’t 

get her message? She didn’t know anything about travelling, hadn’t been outside of the neighbourhood since the 

barren Shifra Ben-Sasson of Tiberius gave birth four years ago. 

But when the driver called out “Neve Midbar” again and found her in his mirror, she got off the bus, pulling her basket 

behind her. She stood there in the sand, the dry wind striking her throat. How could you leave the pure air and 

beautiful mountains of Jerusalem and come here? 

By the time she came to a path and found a woman to ask about Rivka, rivulets of sweat were streaming from her 

kerchief. Victoria plodded on, looking dizzily at a woman whose arms were laden with rows of pots, one inside the 

other, her bare legs in men’s shoes and folded army socks. Coming toward them on the opposite path was a girl, also 

wearing pants, whose hair was cropped short. “Here’s Rivka,” said the woman. Just as Victoria was about to say, 

“That’s not the one I meant,” she recognized her daughter and burst into a shout that resounded like a sob. The girl 

put down the laundry basket she was carrying and ran to her, her head thrust forward and her eyes weeping. 

“What’s this… what’s this…? ”Victoria scratched her nose. ”Where are your braids? And those pants… that’s how 

you dress… oy vey!” Rivka laughed: “I knew that’s what you’d say. I wanted to get dressed but I didn’t have time. I 

thought you’d come on the four o’clock bus. When did you leave home? Six? Come on. Enough of this crying. Here’s 

our room. And here’s Dubi.” 

Stunned by the short hair, the frayed trousers with patches on the back, and the shoes spotted with chicken 

droppings, Victoria found herself squeezed in two big arms, a fair face close to hers, and a male voice said, “Hello, 

Mother.” Her basket was already in his hand and she, not understanding herself, her hands suddenly light, was 

drawn after her daughter into a shaded room and seated on a chair. At once there was a glass of juice in her hand; 

her eyes looked but didn’t know what they saw, and later on she’d remember only the double bed covered with a 

patchwork quilt and the voice of the giant with golden hair saying “Welcome, Mother” and as soon as she heard him 



say “mother” again, very clearly, she swallowed some juice that went down the wrong way and started choking and 

coughing. The two of them rushed to her and started pounding her on the back like a child.  

“Leave me alone” she said weakly and pushed them away. “Let me look at you”she said after a moment. Once 

again she scolded Rivka: “What is this, those pants? Those are your Sabbath shoes?” Rivka laughed, “I’m working 

in the chicken coop this week. They brought in new hens. I usually work in the vegetable garden. Just this week in 

the chicken coop.” 

Weary from the journey, confused by what she was seeing, shaken by the vicissitudes of the day, and straining to 

repress her rage, which was getting away from her in spite of herself, and always remembering her mission, Victoria 

sat down with her daughter Rivka and talked with her as she had never talked with her children before in her life. She 

didn’t remember what she said and she didn’t remember when the boy who called her mother left, but her eyes saw 

and knew: her daughter’s face looked good. Not since Rivka was a little girl had she seen her eyes sparkle like this. 

Even her short hair, Victoria admitted to herself, made her look pretty. Not like when she wore a skirt and stockings, 

with her broad shoulders, as if she were a man dressed up in women’s clothes. 

“You don’t miss the neighbourhood?” 

“Sometimes. On holidays. I miss the Sabbath table and the songs and Aunt Sara’s laugh. But I like it here. I love 

working outside with the animals… You, too, I miss you a lot.” 

“And Papa?” Victoria asked in a whisper into the evening light filtering in.  

“Papa doesn’t care about anybody. Especially not me. All day long in the store and with his books and prayers. Like 

I’m not his daughter.” 

“God forbid! Don’t say such a thing,” Victoria was scared of the truth. 

“He wanted to marry me off to Yekutiel’s son. Like I was a widow or a cripple.” 

“Really?” 

“Don’t play games with me. As if you didn’t know.” 

“They talked. You heard. We don’t make forced matches. And anyway, Yekutiel’s son is a genius.”  

“A pale, sick genius, like he sits in a pit all day long. And anyway, I don’t love him.” 

“What do you think? You think love is everything?” 

“What do you know about love?” 

“What does that mean?” Victoria was offended and sat up straight. 

“This is how you talk to your mother around here?” 

“You didn’t love Papa and he didn’t love you.” Rivka ignored her and went on in the silence that descended: “I, at 

home… I wasn’t worth much.” 

“And here?” Victoria asked in a whisper. 

“More.” 

A question began to take shape in Victoria’s mind about Dubi, the fair-haired giant, but the door opened, a light 

suddenly came on, and he himself said, “Great that you’re saving electricity. I brought something to eat. Yogurt and 

vegetables on a new plastic plate. That’s okay, isn’t it? Then, Rivka, you should take Mother to Osnat’s room. It’s 

empty. She must be tired.” 

In the room that led out to the darkening fields, Victoria tried to get things straight in her heart. But years of 

dreariness had dulled her edge and yet she already knew: she wouldn’t bring her daughter back to Jerusalem by her 

hair. 

“Why did it take you half a year to come here?” Rivka asked. 

“Your papa didn’t want me to come.” 

“And you, you don’t have a will of your own?” Victoria had no answer. 

When Dubi came to take her to the dining hall, she poured all her rage on him, and yet she was drawn to him, which 

only served to increase her wrath. 

“What’s this ‘Dubi’? What kind of name is that?” Anger pulled words out of her mouth.  

“It’s Dov, after my mother’s father. The Germans killed him in the war.” 

“That’s a good name for a baby, Dov?” She hardened her heart against him. 

“I don’t mind.” He shrugged, and then stopped and said with comic seriousness, “But if you do – I’ll change it 

tomorrow.” She strained to keep from laughing. In the evening, the two of them sat at the table with their eyes on 

Rivka as if she were all alone in the big hall, while she made the rounds with a serving cart, asking people what they 

wanted. 

“You want something else to drink, Mother?” she heard him ask. 



She queried angrily, “You call me ‘Mother.’ What kind of mother am I to you?” 

“I’m dying for you to be my mother.”  

“Really? So, who’s stopping you?” she asked, and her sister Sara’s mischievousness crept into her voice. 

“Your daughter.” 

“How is she stopping you?” 

“She doesn’t want to be my wife.” 

“My daughter doesn’t want to get married. That’s what you’re telling me.” 

“Exactly.” 

As she was struggling with what he had said, he started telling her about the apple orchard he was growing. An 

American scientist who grew apples in the Nevada desert had sent him special seeds. You plant them in tin cans full 

of organic fertilizer and they grow into trees as high as a baby, with little roots, and sometimes they produce fruit in the 

summer like a tree in the Garden of Eden. “Apples love the cold,” he explained as their eyes wandered after Rivka, 

“and at night, you have to open the plastic sheets and let the desert cold in. At dawn, you have to close the sheets to 

preserve the cold air and keep the heat out.” 

“Really,” she muttered, hearing these words now and thinking abou t what he had said before. Meanwhile, somebody 

came to her and said, “You’re Rivka’s mother? Congratulations on such a daughter.” And suddenly her heart swelled 

within her. 

Then she remembered something that resurfaced from distant days and dimensions. She was fifteen years old. On 

Saturdays in the synagogue, she used to exchange glances with Moshe Elkayam, the goldsmith’s son, and then 

she would lower her eyes to the floor. In the women’s section, she would push up to the wooden lattice to see his 

hands that worked with silver and gold and precious stones. Something grew between them without any words, and 

his sister would smile at her in the street. But when the matchmaker came to talk to her about Shaul Abravanel, she 

didn’t dare hurt her father, who wanted a scholar for a son-in-law. 

At night, when Rivka took her back to her room, she asked, “You came to take me back to Jerusalem, didn’t you?” 

Her mother chose not to answer. After a pause she said, apropos of nothing, “Don’t do anything dumb.” 

“I know what I want.” 

“Your aunt also knew when she was your age. Look at the kind of life she has now. Goes from house to house like a 

cat.” 

“Don’t worry about me.” 

Victoria plucked up her courage: “Is it true what he told me, that you don’t want  

to marry him?” 

“That’s what he told you?” 

“Yes or no?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“I’m not sure yet.” 

“Where did you learn that.” 

“From you.” 

“How?” Victoria was amazed. 

“I don’t want to live like you and Papa.” 

“How?” 

“Without love.” 

“Again love!” She beat her thighs with her palms until they trembled, a gesture of rage without the rage. They reached 

the door. Victoria thought a moment about the bed with patchwork quilt and heard herself asking, “And the special 

bedtime prayer, do you say that?” 

“No.” 

“You don’t say the prayer?” 

“Only sometimes, silently. So even I don’t hear it myself,” said Rivka. 

She laughed and kissed her mother on the cheek. Then she said: “Don’t get scared if you hear jackals. Good night.” 

Like a mother soothing her child. 

Facing the bare sand dunes stretching soft lines within the window frame, as into the frame of a picture, Victoria 

said a fervent prayer, for both of them, her and Rivka. Her heart was both heavy and light, “…Let not my thoughts 

trouble me, nor evil dreams, nor evil fantasies, but let my rest be perfect before Thee…” 



And at night she dreamed. 

In the dream a man approaches a white curtain and she sees him from behind. The man moves the curtain aside 

and the trees of the Garden of Eden are in front of him: the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge and beautiful 

trees in cans of organic fertilizer. The man goes to the apple tree, laden with fruit, and the fruit drops off and rolls into 

his hands and, suddenly, the fruit is small and turns into stones. And Victoria sees handfuls of precious stones and 

gold and  

silver in his white fingers. Suddenly the man turns around, and it’s Moshe Elkayam, the goldsmith’s son, and his hair 

is in flames. 

All the way back to Sha’arei Hesed she sat, her eyes still clutching at their rage but her heart already reconciled, her 

basket at her feet and, on her lap, a sack of apples hard as stones that Dubi gave her. She remembered her daughter 

asking, “You see that everything’s fine, right?” her fingers on her mother’s cheek; and Dubi’s voice saying, “It’ll be fine,  

Mother.” 

All the way, she pondered what she would tell her husband and her sister. Maybe she would sit them down and tell 

them exactly what happened to her. When the bus passed the junction, she considered it. How could she describe to 

her sister, who had never known a man, or to her husband, who had never touched her with love, how could she 

describe the boy’s eyes on her daughter’s face? When the mountains of Jerusalem appeared in the distance, she 

knew what she would do. 

From her sister, who could read her mind, she wouldn’t keep a secret. She’d pull her kerchief aside, put her mouth up 

to her ear, like when they were children, and whisper, “Sarike, we’ve spent our lives alone, you without a husband 

and me with one. My little daughter taught me something. And us, remember how we thought she was a bit 

backward, God forbid? How I used to cry over her? No beauty, no grace, no intelligence or talent, and as tall as Og, 

King of Bashan. He wanted to marry her off to Yekutiel and they were doing us a favour, like Abravanel’s daughter 

wasn’t good enough for them. Just look at her now.” Here she would turn her face to the side and spit spiritedly 

against the evil eye.”Milk and honey. Smart, too. And laughing all the time. Maybe, with God’s help, we’ll see joy from 

her.” 

And to her husband, who never read her heart, she would give apples in honey, put both hands on her hips and say, 
“We don’t have to worry about Rivka. She’s happy there, thank God. We’ll hear good tidings from her soon. Now, taste 
that and tell me, apples that bloom in summer and are put in organic fertilizer and their roots stay small – did you ever 
hear of such a thing in your life?” 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

WOMEN AND LOVE… 

1. What different women are portrayed in the story? 

2.  What comments or observations are made by or about women in this story? Which of them do you agree/disagree 

with? 

3. At some points Victoria is shocked and disappointed in her daughter, at others her heart swells with pride because 

of her. 

 How do you see the relationship between mother and daughter in the story? 

 How is the relationship between Victoria and her sister shown? 

 What has Victoria’s daughter taught her? 

OPPOSITES AND OUT OF PLACE… 

1. What different opposites are presented in the story? 

2. Why do you think that Rivka has chosen to go to the desert and Victoria has chosen to stay in Jerusalem?  

3. Would you describe any of the following like an apple in the desert, as something out of place? Why? 

 A religious woman on a kibbutz 

Love in an arranged marriage 

Tradition and respect in a secular kibbutz 



Israel in the Middle East 

A woman who is not a wife or a mother 

4. How do you interpret Victoria’s dream? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ESHKOL NEVO 

HOMESICK 

EXCERPT 1. SIMA 

Sweetie, Moshe says suddenly, his eyes still on the game, do you remember that my brothers are coming on 

Saturday? 

Yes, I remember. How can I forget?  

There’s so much to do before they get here. I have to make sure the dairy knives don’t slip into the meat knife drawer. 

Check that everything in the refrigerator is glatt kosher, because regular kosher isn’t good enough for them. Count 

the candles, and if we don’t have enough, go to the store to buy some more. Turn on the hotplate before the Sabbath 

starts. Look for my kerchief. Wash it. And everything has to be finished by Thursday night, because they always show 

up early on Friday. They’re afraid that a traffic jam – it doesn’t matter how many times I tell them that there are no 

traffic jams at that hour – might make them late for the beginning of the Sabbath. And God forbid that Menachem, 

his oldest brother, the big rabbi from Tiberias, should think that anyone here is a slacker and doesn’t come up to 

his standards. You don’t know him, Sima, he’ll make a big deal out of it, Moshe had explained to me all over again, 

every time Menachem came, for the past six years. And it made me mad all over again, every time. Who said it has 

to be like this? Why does Rabbi Menachem always have something to say about my clothes whenever we go to see 

them in Tiberias, and when he comes here, why do we all have to do whatever he wants? 

But I don’t say anything. Not a word. I know how important it is to Moshe. And Moshe is important to me. I’m willing to 

do a lot to keep the peace. Almost anything. 

EXCERPT 2. AMIR 

On the first floor of Moshe and Sima Zakian’s house, which our apartment clings to like a fungus on a tree, there are 

three rooms, a father, a mother and two children.  

On the second floor, in what is left of the original Arab house, live Moshe’s parents, Avram and Gina, founders of 

the Zakian tribe: six children and almost twenty grandchildren. And on our first Saturday in the new apartment, we get 

to meet the whole clan. The occasion: a seventieth birthday celebration for the taciturn old grandfather. On Friday, 

the family arrives in dribs and drabs for the festivities. The first to make an appearance in their multi-doored pickups, 

dressed in black, are the Zakian children who have become orthodox and moved to Bnei Brak and Tiberias. After 

them, still well before the beginning of the Sabbath, come all the rest, with and without skullcaps… Moshe gets two 

chairs for us, we smile in thanks and after Sima introduces us, she invites us to help ourselves to the food on the 

table: stuffed grape leaves, kubeh, rice made with a spice I don’t recognise, salads and all kinds of sweets. The 

children, with or without sidelocks, play hide-and-seek, and the conversation flows easily… 

EXCERPT 3. NOA 

Moments of flickering doubt in Noa: 

When Amir insists on hanging that sad picture – a man who looks like Gerard Depardieu sitting on a bed in a hotel 

room shadowed in gloom, with something that looks like an old radio next to him, looking out at the pale moon –- in 

the middle of the living room. ‘It’s the only thing in my life that’s permanent, the only thing that goes with me to every 

apartment,’ he says, checking to see that it’s hanging just so. But that picture makes her feel so low. And the way he 

tidies up after her drives her up the wall. Look, she tries to explain to him, without the mess I can’t create anything at all. 

He nods and continues to follow her around and pick up shoes. Socks. White hairbands. Black hairbands.  

And there’s another unpleasant thing: in the two weeks they’ve been living together, all the projects she had started 

for school have stalled. When Amir is in the apartment, she can’t concentrate on anything. Her mind is always 

wandering. It’s only in the shower that her thoughts flow freely. Only in the shower do ideas come easily.  

So she stays in the shower hour after hour, until the hot water is gone and her fingers are wrinkled like an old lady’s 

or a newborn baby’s… 

These are hopeful days. In the news, Pilot Pens publishes a picture of the peace agreement signing ceremony, with a 

close-up of the pen they used. Abu Dhabi is considering renewing its relations with Israel (how we’ve missed you, 

Abu Dhabi). There’s talk of economic projects, joint agricultural enterprises, cucumber of the courageous. There’s a 



building boom in Gaza. Trees are being planted in Ramallah. An Arab village is offering summer cottages to Jews. 

Pitta, hummus, zata’ar, whatever you want. And believe it or not, they’re swamped… 

EXCERPT 4. MODI 

Hey m-a-a-a-a-n, what’s happening? 

Before anything else, I have to describe the place I’m writing from. It’s called Reconcito which, translated loosely 

from Spanish, means hole. And, bro, this is one hell of a hole… there’s that elusive something that I’ve no idea what to 

call, but it’s the thing that draws all the tourists to this place. What do I do here? It’s like this. From the morning on, I 

sit on a crooked wooden chair, in the same position, and, watch how the same things – the cows, the trees, the 

clouds – look different all the time. Because of the sun, which moves. Because of my mood. Because of the fact that 

I’m looking at them for the third time. Sound weird? Sorry, that’s how it is when you’re in ‘trekness’ mode. Yes, I’ve 

developed (in the course of a single day) a new theory here that says people have three basic modes of 

consciousness: ‘soldierness’, ‘civilianness’ and ‘trekness’, which spread out on this kind of axis:  

Soldierness – Civilianness – Trekness. 

…The difference between ‘civilianness’ and ‘trekness’ is the same, but it’s internal. Because even after you’ve given 

back your uniform and moved on, once and for all, to ‘civilianness’, you still have to listen to those internal 

policemen of yours. Still have to act the way people who know you expect you to act. In the ‘trekness’ mode, through a 

process that isn’t exactly clear to me (remember, this theory is still being developed), you get rid of all of the above, 

one after the other. And your consciousness, at least in theory, remains open to surprises and amenable to changes… 

I talked to my mother and she told me that you and Noa moved in together. To tell you the truth, I was pretty 

surprised. The last time we spoke before I left – remember? – after you clobbered me in tennis (you competitive 

bastard, couldn’t you send me off with a victory?) you said you were afraid it wouldn’t work, didn’t you? That you had 

a feeling you’d met her too soon. But it looks like things have worked out for you two since then. So I’m happy for you. 

Where exactly is the Castel: before Hummus Abu Ghosh or after it?… 

Meanwhile, adios. 

Regards to Noa. 

Modi… 

EXCERPT 5. AMIR 

The newspaper. 

We still haven’t had a single one? 

No. 

Did you talk to the delivery people? 

Yes. 

So, maybe Madmoni’s workers take them? They get here at six every morning. 

Great, Noa, blame the Arabs. It really figures they’d steal Haaretz. 

Why not? Doesn’t it have a property section? 

EXCERPT 6. SADDIQ 

That’s the house, I’m sure. Or maybe not? For two weeks, ever since we started building the extension here for 

Madmoni, I’ve been looking at the house across the street, looking at it a lot. First thing in the morning, I look, and 

during the breaks, and at the end of the day too, when we’re sitting on the pavement waiting for Rami the 

contractor to pick us up and take us back to the village. The bottom part of the house is new. Th’ani, I mean 

renovated. Clean stones with thin lines between them. A family with two children lives there – the husband drives for 

Egged, I can tell from the bus – and there’s a young couple living in a little apartment at the back, but all I can see of it 

is the roof and some aerials. 

If there was only that part, at the bottom, I wouldn’t think anything. 

But upstairs on the second floor where the old man and the old woman come out sometimes, upstairs it’s built in the 

old way, stone on top of stone, the way they used to build in the village. And one stone, in the corner, sticks out like it 

did in that building, I remember. And another stone, on the left of the door, is as black as the black stone we had, 

though I remember it being on the right side. And the window has a little arch, just like my parents’ window did… 

EXCERPT 7. AMIR 

Moments when Amir is happy that he’s Noaandamir: 



When they’re sitting on the sofa at the end of the day, having a hot drink and telling each other, through the steam, 

about the hurts, the victories, the small moments of loneliness that happened in their lives apart. The conversation 

flows, every word spoken in its time, and again he remembers: her soul  is intertwined with mine. And also: when he 

comes home late, walking gingerly along the path, sneaking over to the window to peek at her through the slats of the 

blinds, her face serious and her brow furrowed as she labours over one of her projects. Or how her lips open slightly 

when she’s watching TV. Or how her glance wanders sometimes, hanging on an imaginary hook on the ceiling, and 

though it’s clear she’s daydreaming, it’s not clear what she’s feeling. And he also loves when they watch The X-Files 

together on Tuesday nights. And laugh when Mulder always leaves Scully alone at the worst times. And they jump – 

chills slithering down their spines like a child down a water slide – when the music on the soundtrack is scary. Noa 

presses up against him, so he’ll keep the monsters at bay. And he puts his strong, manly arm around her, knowing it’s a 

pose, but enjoying it anyway… 

EXCERPT 8. AMIR 

Moments when it’s hard for Amir to be Noaandamir: 

When she messes up the house and claims it’s the only way she can breathe. Neatly organised places make her 

feel like she’s in a prison cell, and all she wants is to leave. Don’t be silly, he tells her, and picks up a damp towel 

that’s lying on the rug, a used tissue and a cotton ball. It has nothing to do with  

freedom or prison. You’re just lazy, that’s all. 

When she interrupts him during a football match, especially when he’s watching his favourite team, and asks him for 

the millionth time: that rule, offside, exactly what does it mean? 

And also when her need for creative space turns aggressive. When all she cares about is this frame and that negative. 

And all of a sudden, she can’t see him even when he’s standing a metre away. Night or day. And her entire body is 

telling him; go. At those moments he swears he’ll get back at her. He’ll wait till she wants to be close to him again, 

and he’ll be so cold that she’ll never forget. Or he could get angry and give her a piece of his mind. But Amir’s not that 

kind. At least not yet… 

EXCERPT 9. MODI 

All the vendors in the open market grabbed their merchandise and ran to the roofed section (roofed with sheets of torn 

plastic, just so you don’t make the mistake of thinking they ran into a shopping centre), and only one old lady whose 

legs were probably too heavy to run stayed where she was, closed her eyes and let the rain soak her through and 

through. Picture it: one old Indian lady alone with vegetables spread on the mat in front of her in the middle of a 

large sandy area that was turning into mud. Her face was carved with lines like the sole of a shoe. Her hair was 

blacker than black. And the clouds overhead. And the old bus that opens into a stall in the back. Nice, right? So what 

are you waiting for? Grab your backpacks and come. 

You wrote that sometimes you feel like there’s no air in your apartment. That your souls bang into each other like the 

bumper cars at a fair. So come on, what are you waiting for? Come here. You’ll have all the air you need, believe me. 

And there are no cars here at all. Yes, I know you’re both bourgeois now. I read it in your letter. Apartment, work. 

Nappies before you know it. But maybe you could drop by for a few hours?  

I promise not to go on and on about God. 

Meanwhile, write to me at the Israeli Embassy in Lima.  

(Your last letter was nice, but too short. Sometimes, you can wait two days for a train here. Try harder, man. Tell me 

a little about what’s happening there. Peace, no peace. The score in the Hapoel/Maccabee game. What happened 

to Licorice, that group of David’s? We’re pretty cut off here.) 

Yours, 

Modi 

EXCERPT 10. NOA 

…I search the photograph, trying to find something in it that gives an inkling about the day it was taken… And also 

the face of the Arab boy… Maybe this is where the inkling I am looking for is hidden… His eyebrows are contracted, 

his lips are pressed together in the kind of expression older boys usually have, and if you look carefully, you can see 

that his right foot is half-way out of the water, getting ready for a kick that would only collide with air, but is aimed, or 

at least looks like it is, at the camera. Maybe what happened in the square a couple of days before had put up the 

wall of fear again and that boy, even if he doesn’t understand the whole meaning, senses it somehow. Maybe his 



parents, or his grandparents, lived in the Arab village of Sataf, whose inhabitants were uprooted in ’48, and during this 

nostalgic trip to the springs they decided to tell the boy who it was that kicked them out of here.  

Hey, come on. Enough. It’s obvious that you’ve been spending too much time in Bezalel, Noa. Are you starting to be 

a phoney intellectual too? Just a few minutes ago, that boy asked for a sip of your Coke, and when you handed it to 

him, he said thanks a lot and gave you a nice big smile. What’s the connection between the assassination and the 

Arabs? It’d be better to admit that there are no inklings in the picture. Or maybe there are and you’ll be able to see 

them in retrospect. That happens sometimes too: you look at a picture you’ve seen a thousand times before, and 

suddenly a new detail jumps out at you.  

On the way back from Sataf, Amir and I argued. A lively debate whose words got all tangled up and somehow 

turned into a bitter argument. It all started when I said I was sick and tired of living here, in this puddle that drowns 

its inhabitants, that it looked to me as if things would get very bad now and that I’d started thinking about doing a 

Master’s in art abroad in New York, say. Amir said that the States wasn’t such a bargain, he’d already lived in 

Detroit with his parents and they put too much ice in their Coke, and when you go to play basketball at the YMCA, 

there are ten people standing there and each one takes a shot into a separate basket, and besides, he’s sick of 

moving; but I insisted, reminding him of Modi’s letter from South America, the one he’d read to me the day before, 

and I said don’t you feel like getting away for a little while, to sit and look at old Indian ladies all day? He snorted 

disdainfully and said in an all-knowing tone, bullshit, you take yourself with you everywhere you go… 

EXCERPT 11. SADDIQ 

And I’ll tell you what’s strange now Itzhak Rabin is dead, the Rabin who finished off Nasser, the Rabin whose soldiers 

shot above our heads in ‘48, the evil Rabin, Rabin the devil, and instead of being happy, instead of dancing in the 

street and clapping, I’m sad. Look at his granddaughter, a pretty girl, crying. She looks like her grandfather, the way 

Marwan’s Raoda looks like her grandfather. I can’t help it, I’m sad for her. All the leaders, they always have a bad end. 

And what will happen now?… 

 

 

EXCERPT 12. MOSHE 

He leaves the neighbourhood, turns right at the Mevasseret bridge and starts driving towards Tel Aviv. The road is 

empty, the air is sharp and darkness swallows up the trees flying past. After the descent to the Castel, he steps 

harder on the accelerator. A truck coming from the opposite direction has its full beams on. His face grim, Moshe turns 

his up too: I’ll show him. The miniature Beitar menorah hanging from the rearview mirror jumps around like a football 

fan after a win. He presses the radio search button. The Voice of Music. The Voice of Ramallah. There’s nothing he 

wants to hear. He settles on Non-Stop Radio, Hebrew songs all night, including the greatest hits of this year. And 

still, the words Sima shot at him that night keep sounding in his brain. ‘Forget it’, ‘Let it go’, ‘Over My dead body’. Over 

and over again. You’d think he’d suggested something terrible. All he did was say that they opened a nice 

kindergarten up the street. Half price, twice the hours, good food for the kids to eat. Two of his friends had already 

transferred their children, and they said the kindergarten was good. Menachem, in Tiberias, thought they should. It 

wouldn’t hurt the boy to absorb some Judaism. The education he was getting now was a disgrace. Not to mention 

that the money they’d save would help them buy a bigger place. With a room for guests to stay. But Sima’s as 

stubborn as a mule. What exactly had she said? ‘For you, religion is a house, but it’s a prison for me.’ A difficult 

woman, as difficult as can be…What’ll the children think when they see their father in the living room in his underwear? 

Lilach’s a baby, but Liron’s old enough to understand what they said. And why should it be him, Moshe, who has to 

leave their bed? He’s the one with a bad back, and sleeping on the hard living room sofa will make his bones crack… 

EXCERPT 13. SADDIQ 

My mother, she has something to say to everyone, even to people in films. Usually, Arab women are silent, hiding 

behind their husbands, but with us, ever since they took away my father’s land and he had to go out and work like a 

common labourer, he became weak, ya’ani, depressed, and my mother talks for him. 

I look at the dog that’s licking Mahmoud Yassin’s face, and remember my mother’s story about Assuad the dog. It’s a 

story she always tells when my aunts and uncles from Ramallah come for Ramadan or Id al -Fitr, and someone 

mentions the sweet katayif my grandmother used to make, and before long, they’re talking about that house. Then 

she says: Do you remember Assuad, al-kalb, the dog? Everyone says, taba’an, of course, and they turn their chairs 

towards her to hear again about the night they ran away, about how Assuad, who was a big, black dog, refused to 



leave the house and how his howls filled up the whole wadi and even after they tied a strong iron chain around his 

neck he kept on pulling my father, who was holding him, back to the village and how he looked at the long line of 

people with the eyes of someone whose best friend had just tricked him, and how at one of their stops, when my 

father wasn’t watching, he managed to break loose and ran to the village with the iron chain trailing after him and 

never came back. They never saw him again. ‘Even a dog was more faithful to his home than we were. Even a dog!’…  

EXCERPT 14. NOA AND AMIR 

Lately, when Noa comes home, Amir’s happiness at her return is diluted with  

a kind of pre-insult. Before he has a specific reason, the insult is already lying in wait, ready to spring. He’s waiting for 

the kiss that doesn’t last long enough, for the careless way she drops her things. For anything that will give him an 

excuse to make a nasty crack… 

A rebellious thought passes suddenly through Noa’s mind: I’m out all day trying to make a buck. If Sima and Moshe 

separate and we have to leave, I’ll tell him goodbye and good luck. I’ll find myself an apartment in a good part of 

town. “With a girl for a room-mate. And none of these problems to weigh me down. 

A rebellious thought passes suddenly through Amir’s mind: It’s pretty crowded, the two of us on this small armchair. 

The camera zooms in on a clearing in the woods: a group of robed people are praying to the devil. Mulder isn’t 

around, of course. Scully’s hiding behind a bush. And the music gets louder. Louder. Louder. The violins screech. The 

drums boom. Amir wriggles around on the chair trying to find some room… 

 

EXCERPT 15. MOSHE 

I hope I’m not disturbing you, Rabbi Zakian, he says, and his brother replies, laughing to reassure him, heaven 

forbid, you caught me between lessons and besides, dear brother, I always have time for you. For you, anything. 

Moshe begins to tell him, first in half-sentences, as if he were hesitating, and then it flows out of him like a spring. All 

the words that he didn’t have the day before with Sima are miraculously there and he tells his brother everything. For 

me, God is home, he says, and for Sima, a prison. For me, God is peace, and for her, it’s like having someone watch 

her every move. Menachem listens patiently for a long time, humming every once in a while so Moshe will know he’s 

still on the line. He lets his brother finish telling the whole story before he sighs and says: I am here for you. Then 

Moshe asks: but tell me what you think I should do. And Menachem replies: What I think is of no importance, and 

this is all I will say – the way will be illuminated for the righteous and joy will come to the upright. Moshe, not sure 

that he understands the meaning of the verse, persists and asks again: but what exactly should I do so things don’t get 

worse? Before Menachem has time to answer, someone knocks on the phone booth glass. The soldier, his eyes still 

red, is trying to tell him something. He uncovers his watch, presses it against the glass and shows Moshe the time. 

Moshe looks and is horrified. The break ended long ago. Shivers of shame run down his spine… 

EXCERPT 16. SIMA 

Do you remember that Arab who came to ask for water, I ask. Noa nods. So listen to this, I say. Day before 

yesterday, Gina, Moshe’s mother, comes back from Doga with bags full of food, and that worker jumps out from 

behind her, asks her if she needs help and offers to carry her bags to the house. She says no, thank you. But he insists. 

Free delivery, lady, free delivery, he says. Then he grabs the handle of a bag and starts pulling it. But she doesn’t let 

him. I don’t need delivery. I don’t need any help. So the two of them keep tugging at the bag till  

it tears, and everything in it – oranges, pears, onions, a box of eggs – falls out  

all over the pavement. The minute the Arab sees that, he gets scared, does an  

about-face and disappears, leaving Grandma Gina standing there in the middle of the street, in the middle of the 

day, with one shoe covered in egg yolk and  

oranges all around as if she was the tree and they all fell off her. Lucky I was home. I heard her screaming hutmani! 

hutmani! – which is oh my God in Kurdish.  

I went outside, helped her pick up everything…  

EXCERPT 17. SADDIQ 

And then, all of a sudden, I saw the door. I couldn’t see it before because we hadn’t built that high yet, but now, 

standing at the height of the electric wires and looking down, it stood out between the branches and leaves of the 

tree. A heavy door, made of iron, with engravings on the sides. Just like I remembered it. When we lived there, the door 

was at the front, naturally. With the Jews who live across from Madmoni, it’s the back door that leads nowhere. I 



slapped my forehead, why didn’t I think of that? I remembered the house from a different direction, and whenever I 

looked at it these last few months it was from the wrong direction. 

That’s why I couldn’t decide. I was so excited that I finally understood, I almost fell off the ramp – it’s a good thing I 

didn’t, because we don’t have insurance. I grabbed one of the iron bars, wiped my forehead with my shirt and looked 

at the house and the street. I tried to picture how the house looked when you saw it from the other side. And then, all 

of a sudden, while I was stretching myself to see better, I saw the old Jewish lady, the one who lives in the house, 

walking down the street carrying bags full of shopping. Without thinking too much, I jumped off the ramp, squeezed 

through the concrete pillars, crossed the street and ran up to her. I wanted to ask her to let me in, just for a minute, to 

see what was inside, to be sure, but my running scared her and she dropped all her bags on the pavement. 

I was ashamed of myself, the way I scared a lady my mother’s age, so I bent down and started picking up all her 

stuff to put it back in the bags – cottage cheese, oranges, onions – but she started yelling thief! thief! and she hit me 

on the head with a baguette. I put my hands on my head and she kept on hitting my fingers, the way Ali Ahvis, the 

arithmetic teacher, used to hit us with a ruler. Stop, madam, stop, I’m helping you, I’m giving you a free delivery, I 

said, trying to explain to her, but she kept on hitting me with a baguette in one hand and a carrot in the other, and 

meanwhile, people started looking out of windows all around us. 

So I left her – who needs trouble like that? 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

A HOUSE OR A HOME 

1. At another point in the story not included here, when reflecting on his  

argument with his wife Sima, Moshe reveals “She is home for him. And he can’t breathe without her” What is home to 

the different people in the story? 

2. If you had to match the people in the story (Noa, Amir, Sima, Moshe) with these different concepts of home: 

 A house 

Some land 

A country where you are the majority 

An anchor, a place that is there, but that you can roam from 

Someone’s presence 

A space we share and create together 

 Who would you match with which concept, and why? 

3. What does this story make you think about a home versus a homeland? 

4. What is Noa’s, Amir’s, and Modi’s understanding of a home and a homeland? 

5. What is your personal understanding of a home and/or a homeland? 

6. In the first passage what are Sima’s frustrations with her husband’s family?  

7. Why doesn’t Amir recognise the foods?  

8. Besides the religious/less religious and Sephardi/Ashkenazi differences illustrated in the first passage, what other 

differences are offered in the book about the many inhabitants of this contested homeland? 

9. From the list below, who do you feel Israel is home to? 

 Jews  Arabs  Religious  Secular 

You  Men   Women  Young 

Old  Labourers  Intellectuals Diaspora Jews 

10. Throughout the passages included here for Amir and Noa, and for Arabs and Jews, positive and hopeful 

examples are given of them living together, and negative and fearful examples and thoughts are shared. Can you 

find these? 



11. By juxtaposing the personal difficulties of a couple living together with the political problems of coexistence, what 
is Nevo showing and suggesting about sharing a home and a homeland? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ADI KEISSAR 

POEMS 

TRANSLATED FROM HEBREW BY ILANA KURSHAN 

I’M THE MIZRAHI 

I’m the Mizrahi 

That you don’t know 

I’m the Mizrahi 

That you never mention 

Who can recite all the songs 

Of Zohar Argov 

And read Albert Camus 

And Bulgakov 

Slowly stirring it all together 

Over a low fire 

Milk and meat 

Black and white 

The steam contaminates 

Your blue and white sky. 

So what will you do to me?  

I breathe in Hebrew 

Buy in English 

Love in Arabic 

Kappara al ha-Suraq 

I whine in Mizrahit 

The revolution will not be televised 

The revolution will not be televised 

Because the television just has ads 

Featuring all sorts of blondes 

Maybe that’s why in school they called me 

Negro during recess 

I’m in between 

Neither here nor there  

If I had to choose  

I’d choose Afro-Yemen.  

So what will you do to me? 

Don’t tell me how to be Mizrahi 

Even if you’ve read Edward Said 

Because I’m the Mizrahi 

Who’s not afraid of you 

Not in admissions committees 

Not in job interviews 

And not in airports 

Even though you ask me 

Quite a few questions 

With accusing eyes 

Searching me for Arab traces 

How long did you come here for 



And how much cash have you got 

You didn’t come here to work, right? 

You didn’t come here to work, right? 

So what will you do to me? 

And here I am standing in the satiated center 

Far from the hungry periphery  

And I learned to speak academic 

To ride the 25 bus line 

And to measure the distance  

From the head to the heart 

Only to understand 

The way to my home 

Where my mother and father 

Never handed me a book 

But they bound up their soul  

In mine 

Each time  

They took me  

To the public library 

Each time they told me 

Don’t read in the dark 

You’ll ruin your eyes 

So I came out to the light. 

What will you do to me?  

And you berate me: 

If you stop talking about it 

It will cease to exist 

If you stop talking about it 

It will cease to exist 

Because everyone marries everyone these days  

Just play Mizrahi music at the wedding 

Mizrahi makes everyone happy 

And in my head 

Ahuva Ozeri 

Lends me her voice again 

Lends me her voice again 

Lends me it all again 

And in my head 

The ringing of bells 

“Mother, Mother open the door 

My whole body shivers with cold 

Mother, Mother open the door 

On my back’s a heavy load.”* 

*The last four lines are taken from the song “Mother, Mother” by Ahuva Ozeri  

 

 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF LOVE  

Grandma spoke and understood Yemenite 

Mother understands but doesn’t speak it 

I don’t speak it and don’t understand it 



And all that I didn’t understand 

And all that I didn’t speak aloud 

I write 

Grandma in the carob tree 

Mother among the branches 

The scent of blossoming inside me 

The scent, the branches, the Grandma 

What is it that I’m writing 

Because I don’t speak and don’t understand 

And I still haven’t found the key 

And I still haven’t found the door 

That’s been slammed in my face again and again 

Back and forth 

Blown shut 

By distant winds 

Waiting for the moment 

I will mutely burst it open 

With the force of my beating heart. 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

THE MIZRACHI EXPERIENCE 

Adi Keissar is of Yemenite descent and through her poetry and other work she asserts pride in her cultural heritage 

and identity. Her poetry is also a powerful protest. In the poem ‘I’m the Mizrahi’ (Eastern Jews mainly from the 

Middle East and North Africa – a majority amongst Israeli Jews), she articulates multiple experiences of 

discrimination and frustration driven by the dominant mainly Ashkenazi elites – the people to whom the poem is 

addressed. 

1. She notes advertising media “Featuring all sorts of blondes” and then goes on to say: “Maybe that’s why in school 

they called me/Negro during recess”. What is the context and significance of this example?  

2. What is the resonance of the two separate phrases: “I breathe in Hebrew/buy in English/love in Arabic” (her self -

perception) and “Searching for Arab traces” (the perception of others)? 

3. When she writes “And here I am standing in the satiated center/Far from the hungry periphery”, to what is she 

referring?  

4. Adi Keissar is known for celebrating her own cultural identity as well as the cultures of others. Are you able to 

recognise and appreciate the influences of Mizrachi culture as it is expressed in Israel today? 

In ‘A Brief History of Love’, Keissar focuses on the personal relationship with her Grandmother.  

INTEGRATION, ACCOMMODATION, ISOLATION 

1. Jews on the move invariably experience the challenges of finding their place in a new social context. It has applied 

throughout the Diaspora and also, in a different context, in terms of Aliya (immigration to Israel). Why do you think 

the poet does not speak or understand Yemenite?  

2. In contrasting the different generational experiences of life in Israel for both Adi and her Grandmother, what has 

changed… and what has not?  

FAMILY MATTERS 

1. Keissar brings out the inter-generational strains and lack of shared experiences. Is this something that you are 

able to see in your own family’s background and the differences between the generations? What are the similarities 

and what are the differences in the generational experiences? 


