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_ MY LITTLE SISTER,

AND SELECTED POEMS 1965-1985

Selected and translated
by Shirley Kaufman

FIELD Translation Series 11 [4 86

MY LITTLE SISTER
(Ahoti Ktana)

1968

To my children Michael and Shlomit

. . with what, little sister,
shall we spin and weave the dream
now?

Ko

Th;y came up to a

On the seventh night until the dawn

heard from the wall the drowning in the snow
not seeing the marchers’ faces

in the white wind.
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A But we were like crazy .
dogs gnawing the moon in a puddle.
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animals and birds inside the wall
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Naked. Braids on her breast —
my fragile sister!
Standing at the door. .
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My sister’s eyes search the wall of the convent
BT Npina nivenn *ning Ty for @ﬂﬂ A candle trembles
T, T in the iun’s-hands.
RO MR T +i¥ Nipn Nine holy Sisters look at my sister
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/ - seeing — ashes that speak.
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Dawn that wakes from fear. In light
wrenched from smoke, three chestnut trees
appear this morning

as if back from the land of the living.

My sister sees them close by.

My sister does not cry out. Only a catch
of joy in the throat. Nine nuns

are silent in black to my sister

like faces of monuments in a foreign city.
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The bell rings six.

The Dominican Convent is awake.
The Sisters search my sister’s eyes.
My fragile sister!

Nine Sisters look at you

uneasy

~ seeing — ashes that speak.
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Angels go with my sister.

A flock of angels goes with my
sister

up to the door. My little sister!
She has taken another god,

a gate opens for her.
And a place.
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Nine ‘“‘Little Sisters” in a gold frame
shining with inner light.
Doves ate

from their kissed hands.

e,

o fell down at the foot of the wall,

When m@ﬁ

torn wing,
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their palms were folded
in su plicatio_r},

pink as prayer beads, joints of their fingers
stiffen, _
while my sister stands at the door.

nd the
And the

son secs

father

stares
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A cloister wall is high.
A wall of silence

still higher.

A ladder leans at the side.

Tops of chestnut trees touch and recoil
from the bell tower.
Three chestnut trees |7~} Jﬁ“gf
out of a land of lakes

and yﬁ
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From here you can see the world
of the living.
From here a whole world watches

My sister is in the wall.
The waylayer at the gates.
In a heavy night robe,

in bare feet,

spying behind her back
god comes near.
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The place is amazed. What yearning streams
through my land
— that bitch!

These starving eyes

ripe with love.

Silences

and velvet steps.

Such clean hands and pure minds.

From his suffering image,

from the feet of the cold statue,
look, with a delicate hand

dust is swept

into a gold coffer —

only my crucified memory
outside the fence.

In that place,
in a private language, my sister plays
with another god.
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Walls of the house are bright.

No woman has crouched to give birth
on the floor.

No man screams

(blood) Their beds

are made ready with pardons.

Small pardons drop

NI nivpa niv R in the lap
]Jnx wv_%‘like a 'wh.ore's pay-
Ak And his light dripping warm.
P2 If you do not come to us
nwInd 1IIR) — how can we be consoled?
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Night after night

the Sisters breathe hard in their beds

as if lifted up on a ladder.

Their bodies tremble.

And this night too, heavy with longing,
the gowns on their skins are burning.

In his high place,

quiet as a tree alone,

he stands.

And light of the mother and the father
trickles down from his face.

Then his bright body breaks out
a gold frame.
Lord! He comes down

on a ladder of thorns.
He does not bleed.

He swings
in his thin limbs.
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The granter of grace to the innocent
comes.

He arches over me, saying:

you are my daughter —

The sun.

The frost.

The heat.

Together they pierce my flesh.
His blazing forehead on my face
and the great sea in me.

No world but him.

Nothing but him in me.

Only the soul is awake and knows
that this is the lust of knowing.

o
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To give to love the
walkers in the snow. The
pressed. The

oppressors. All the

lost for they are lost.

To bring them back

in pity

with open arms

with ringing bells

in blood.

Nine Sisters drenched with pleasure.

Morning rises

op "\P:U
T N for love.
.ﬂ:}'ﬂg‘? My little sister
P iR is scared.
AR
15 Warkdo
ng‘lui n’?ﬁyg The world that watched | (\M&W
107 withdrew.
. " Her beautiful doll
-k ’
gl father’s gift,
ax nina they crushed in the snow.
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No mother, no brother,
hands crossed over her growing breasts,

they waved my sister
through that gate.

Hid her behind the wall.
With sainted patience
the ladies wait.

They are flooded with mercy-

My fragile sister!

No harbor — be trayal

— no island.

Only a folded sail in a storm.

TWO

16

There, just there

a city lies. Body still warm.
Bells are ringing.
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You have not seen a city thrust on its back
like 2 horse in its blood, jerking its hooves
unable to rise.

Bells are ringing.

City.

City.

How mourn a city

whose people are dead, whose dead are alive
in the heart.

Bells.

Now the Sisters are ready.

Ringing,

the bells chime their longing

to fixed portions,

to times appointed

for payment. And the wall keeps them
from the world.

Nine little Sisters pace in awe.

Their robes float. In procession.

My sister sits at the window. She

waits for 4

18

1

You never knew Vilk. He takes me

in his paws. He wets my eyes

with his warm tongue,

and when he says good night like this,
I hear my father’s sandals

going to his room.

Tomorrow Vilk will carry me in his teeth,

and T will be like one of the whelps.
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One

bell for prayer.
A second

for danger.

A long rope hangs from one.

My sister’s life
from the second.

Free of god,

the dog listens for the hidden bell
at the gate of the convent —

day and night.

1t

He never barks.

Before an alarm

he only bares his teeth.

His eyes are filled with blood.

Then Vilk sets this creature gently
in the secrecy of the kennel. He covers her face
with his hairy body,

stands over her trembling. Mute.

When he was murdered, my sister washed Vilk
from head to foot

and wrote: my brother,

in the sand.

19

Christina is lame, Her day begins

with a murmur of eyelashes. Like a dove
alarmed from its nest.

Christina circles his face,

a loose wing pleading.

Christina hazards her life waiting

for him to take her to himself.

Christina knows there are endless ways,
but only one

she can choose.

Christina knows fulfillment

is promised, |

the gates of heaven in reach of her prayer.

A life for our Sister Christina —
but no perfect healing.

@
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20
The second Christina (they have one God

~ but not one father) is a red-fleshed

virgin, an excellent mare.
But the way she looks!

Her stricken look when the sun is shining.
And something almost,

not quite love

comes hot,

comes cold.

She labors to sleep,

our Sister Christina. All day long

in rage she drives the little Sisters —

all day long

the virgin kneels.

21

Suzanne is alien. If not to the mother of god,
then to herself.

When there’s a tolling to prayer
from the tower,

her head flinches

as from a whip.

22
No!

" Don’t imagine

a lovelier one than Marie.
My God —

Oh God, keep

far away _
the steps of my prince!

23

[rena and Olga are glorious with love.
When they sink down
together

to kiss his thin body,
rinse

his mute face with warm
tears,

my sister’s frozen eyes
say: :

Blessed ate the crucified.
But for whom?
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Our hearts invented a place,

yes, a place in the world

where we would know life without end.
Your lives, how they seize the future!
To our Sister Clarisse — the world

is a waiting room to be prized.

Blessed the Creator. He has
in His world: such a Sister,
such patience,

such waiting rooms.

25

Most blessed of the nuns the holy flesh
already hallowed by sin.

In order of importance,

she is the clapper of the convent.

Not by her loud voice,

but by her great legs

dragging the mystery of the world.

She knows it. In her lips —

scorched straps — it is chained,

unraveled as a clothesline.

The holy flesh, our Sister.

With head thrust forward she is the first
who marches to confession

like a battering ram to a wall.

A statue could be made

from the stuff in her. With a drawn sword.

She

pities my sister.
And does not like
black sheep.
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My sister loves the Mother Superior.
A hood covers her clear forehead,
not her shivering heart.

My sister sees the Mother Superior.

Maybe her heart trembles with too much fervor.
Maybe she also has no

place to escape.

When the sun couples with the invaders,
the Mother’s eyes

keep guarding spring;

when she faces the divine image
in her small

thin shape — his cross falls:
body to body they are
- silent. Except for their eyes.
Maybe at the end of time we’ll know who'’s to
blame
that now such a heart
is split!
Every day the Mother Superior drills hymns
into my sister.
She chants to her and does not speak.

My sister sings in another choir.

27
Oh you who commanded us to be children

-silent

scared.

The day I turned back

when a black cat crossed my path —

The day I wept for the neighbor’s daughter

Wmmm;ket —

Oh night grinding
sleep. Fear entered all my bones
— I cut my nails at the window.

Every Sunday o
my window shakes from the bells d@ar&"%
every Sunday

my heart is dumb with the terror
of drowning —

Oh you who commanded us to be children
more silent than fire. ‘
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My sister sits happy

at her bridegroom’s table. She does not cry.
My sister will do no such thing:

what would people say!

My sister sits happy

at her bridegroom’s table. Her heart is awake.
The whole world drinks

kosher chicken soup.

The dumplings of unleavened flour

were made by her mother-in-law. The world
is amazed

and tastes the mother’s dessert.

My sister-bride sits. A small dish
of honey before her. Such a huge crowd!

Father twisted
the braids of the hallah.

Our father took his bread, bless God,

forty years from the same oven. He never
imagined

a whole people could rise in the ovens

and the world, with God’s help, go on.

My sister sits at the table in her bridal veil
alone. From the mourners’ hideout

the voice of a bridegroom comes near.

We will set the table without you,

the marriage contract will be written in stone.

29

Oh one who asked for the hand of my sister.
Oh one who closed in on her in the valley
to kiss her on the mouth with no witness.
With lips tasting clay, ‘

my bridegrooms,

go, look for her now.

We put her at the foot of the wall
that understands silence.

We put her on the mound

like a naked stem.

Blessed be he among men

who will bring her into his chambers,
my bridegrooms!
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32
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277 To bring back

the world to innocence,

fan) 20k oLy .
Wi T as if to its socket

nxy nD:V-]m ‘?N 3‘”2'3 2 bone from the foot of the dead.
LD 2y 19370 NYRMY To return there,
1awy 1imn’? to the city,
Y ’78 and plant chestnut trees again
- in the square,
. '1?3;1 common bellflowers
D"'_"-IK?? D“Z_I'I?DS_ZQ N near the fence,
by 2 f s and not to fear,
VJ'IWT_'I'? R"?':l not to fear that the beating darkness

. _ will suddenly lock up your sobs
2B TEnR w2 X in the lines of a poem.
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Fragile, my sister!
| | My fragile sister.
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In the rustle of chestnuts, in the foaming earth

B filled with dark signs,

in the beat of the heart )

like a flock of gulls bursting toward you,
in a smell of moss

in the wall,

in joy rising from fissures,

like water collected in cracks,

at the door of your home, my sister,

spring

spring

spring lords over the land!

And dawn opens wide in the valley.
Only your angels are late.

They give no sign.

They won’t say when.

Perhaps a rider will return.
Perhaps the brother.

In the woods my sister plays
hopscotch

with the messiah.

34

A tortured forest. Leaves and crown sacrificed

to a violent autumn.

Bare,

against stars of hostile brilliance,
still nurtured tubers of spring.

My home carried its roots

to the stake.

With what —

with what, little sister,

shall we spin and weave the dream
now?

@
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1

In seventy-seven funerals we circled the wall
and the wall stood. '

From the promised land I called you,

I searched for you

among heaps of small shoes.

At every approaching holiday.

No man will cure,
no heaven,
the offense of your scalding silence.

My blessing

did not light your eyes.
My curse

came too late.

i

— to say good-bye to you
even in one word

whispered

that you were no burden to us.
On the way.

Mother walked heavy.

L.

All your brothers.

And the desperate convoy.
Our strength did not give out,
only the earth, below.

iii

In animal sheds

on cold stoves

when we made our beds
on steaming dung
before eyes wet

with rotten joy

in front of dogs

too proud to bark —

even when shame came into all my limbs
with transparent nails glaring,

we clung to our flesh

as if alive.

Until we lay down

one near the other.

Until we saw our faces

one within the other.

At the edge of the redeeming pit,
my sister, -

we remembered your going alone.
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You were not privileged to be condemned to
death.

You did not enter a covenant of blood.

On the day when you will be spoken for —

behold you

are consecrated i

more than eagles

and angels.

37

I vow by you today.

We will not speak, for better or for worse,
of a ruined world. But terror —

how will this passage of our lives

be told now —

38

This night, just snOw.
Follow the dogs,

Put on the dress

our mother sewed for you,

the only one
left, in white folds.

We have no other dress.
We have no other prayer.
This sun,

no other.

Let us rise up, oh sister,
your time has come.

®
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Behold you — behold

they . . .

So long as the night covers you like a canopy
let us go forth.

Say to them nicely

thank you.

Be grateful

for every hour

of refuge.

Perhaps they were not guilty —
there is always someone more guilty:
(the victim)

(the victim)

Perhaps they heard
only the voice of their hearts:

Go, they said.
Go.

My fragile sister!
Y ou must

go.

Come, sister,
quiet.

Quiet.

40

We knew what the hazards were —
to cross the soft earth,

to pass the still glowing iron

and ¢o say to a stranger

— a world was here.

It comes upon me from behind

— a choir of stones R

here!

In the unrepenting street of the city
the shorn head of my sister

breaks out of a wall.

|
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sealed in a tomb
enslaved troops of scorpions rake me
steal me out, take me voice of my love
(door)
(door)
house of clay house of life
undo me renew me
(door)
(door)
my love a gazelle
who finds me who floods me who fills me
who sings when I SOTTOW
my love who speaks near now
(over)

(it’s over)

FIVE

42

As when a fire dies. And nobody leaves,
though everything has already

gone out — the flames,

the vault of heaven,

the clothes,

and the brightness

in the eyes of those who stand apart.

The generous will rush together then

to those who were burning. To throw
water

on each of them.
What if a stone’s still boiling in their hearts?

43

As in a flood dammed too late,
they will come, come to the shore,
their hearts full of pity, to help
the survivors with swollen feet
into the book of chronicles,

to extend a brother’s hand.

And they gave them a hand

in spite of their ugly smell.

And before heart and mind could separate
they cried,

and applauded them.

As in a melodrama that’s over:

the characters

are asked

to step in front of the curtain.

(18
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They came out.

They stretched their whole hands for the bread

still fearing hunger.

They stood. B

When they smelled plates of soup,

they unwrapped tin spoons

from their leggings. '

And all who came near, when they gnawed the
bones,

were like tyrants or thieves.

And they rose up.

In Europe the sun was shining,
and they

bought black umbrellas

as if they were daggers;

and while you stood trembling

I wanted to say to you,

my sister!

Tomorrow they will be first to forget:
they will cover up my blood.
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The Bikur Holim Hospital
walls soaked

with the smell of sour urine
and dying hopes.

In the old hospit
among walls of red brick) = V) LW\'/ ) of

my sister died. j@'w@/{’ .
prul of e

She was two hours old. Suddenly
her eyelids contracted to look —

my sister did not scream. > Vhaie @?ng i fi%ﬂ

I X ”D‘lﬂ_k_{: | ‘ She was not introduced to the world. <

Shillbara
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You are silent.

But our mother used to ligllt

a candle for the saving of her soul
every day.

The candles ran out in the ghetto, and the

oxygen
in the bunker.

My mother kindled her soul
on all the seas.

Our mother mourned a daughter
who never came into the world.

% w v

From 1940 to 1948. The rest of her sons were cut

down,
and she lamented them,
and she mourned my little sister
who never came into the world.

— You who saw

everything.

You who saw us,
‘mother!

How mourn to our faces
someone

who never came into the world?

And mother stared at me for a while.
And she stared at me for a long while.
Until her lips parted to speak,

and she said, my son

— she was not privileged to see

the light of the day.

And she came close.
And she prepared the candle.
And her hand was holding

another wick.

no one will carry my mother’s bier with me

no one will come close to my mother’s bier with me

come to the vast plains

lead your eyes to the white river
it scoops out its channel and shoves
like the prow of a heavy
ship in the ice
and say with me
1mi
imi




