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c would return. Perspiring, a knapsack on his back, he
ring with him the fresh scent of worlds unknown here. His
comings and goings were quiet. You never knew whether he was
happy to leave or happy to return.

Inside, in the small room, life remained unchanged. Bertha
would sit on the floor, knitting. It seemed as if the passing of years
did not touch her. She remained Just as he had left her fin summer,,
small, dwarfish even, and quite unaltered. T

*“Maxie,” she would exclaim, as a crack of light came through
the door. Throughout the long months she had waited for this light.
As the door opened her gaze would fall on him, helplessly.

Very slowly, with studied caution, he would unpack the knap-
sack. There were clothes and household articles that he had brought
with him from his travels. At the sight of them, tears of Joy welled
up in Bertha’s eyes. “Thar's for you, for you,” Max would say,
stroking her hair.

The first days after his return were
Max, talking. She told him the various details that had accumulated
in her memory, trivial experiences, which in this dark room became
objects of childlike admiration. Max also talked. He had litdle to say;

cd had frozen somewhere on the way. Of course,
1t was not possible to tell her everything. During the long summer
months, on the floor among the skeins of wool, the gaps that he had
left between the stories provided her with food for fantasy with
which to amuse herself,

Bertha would light the stove, and Max, like a weary traveler,

woul

delightful. Bertha sat beside

Pewould sink into a !ong;»l_g‘mb_g_ntbatlas(cd through the winter. Only

A7

\

in early spring would he
time I was on my way.”

vens.

stretch hinis?l?,?a?iﬂé‘,""Wm;w'ﬁ?rlha, it's

Between naps he would try,
to discuss his plans for her. The conversations were full of tears and
laughter, and in the end cverything remained as before. Max would
leave on his travels and Bertha remained behind. And 50, the scasons
changed, one year followed another, a sprinkling of white appeared

halfmajic@ously, half aﬂl’ctiona(cly,

s IN
at Max’s temples, stomach pains began to trouble him, dysentery, a
harsh cough, but Bertha remained as she was, small and dwarfish,
these qualities becoming more pronounced, perfected as it were, - (b arh

At first, he had tried, firmly enough, to put her into an institu- -

tion for girls. He had even had 2 few prcliminary meetings with the
headmistress of the institution, who had turned out to be 3 strong
woman with piercing eyes whom he couldn’t stand from the very
first mecting. The plan, of course, came to nothing. For several days
she roamed the streets, undil they found her desolate, and brought
her back. No amount of persuasion on his part did any good, he did
not have the courage to force her to 89, and 50 she stayed on. There
had been one other serious atempt to find her what might be called

returned the next day,
closed.
Soon afterward, he began to travel.

T
i /
il
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Max left, hoping that within a year people would make some
arrangement for her, or that she herself would find some way out,

but when after a year, upon returning to his room, he found her
sitting on the floor among the skeins of wool, half knitting, half
playing, he simply couldn’t be angry with her.

Several years passed—five years, or more. The passage of time
became blurred, especially since there were no innovations. Life
went on its lazy routine, devouring time. The coming of winter left
a stale taste, something like the sourness of a cigarette. Little by little
he began to take the fact of her being there for granted. Even when
he made far-reaching plans for her, he made them good-humoredly,
for he knew with growing certainty that he would never be able
to get rid of her.

Between naps he would sit and watch her, as if he were observ-

X i!i_g ah_i{ own life..

Sometimes, he went haunted by the old question of his purpose
n life. What was he to do with her, or what was she going to do?
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It was her duty to think of it—she must not be a perpetual burden

on him.

Bertha would stand up, looking at him helplessly with her big
eyes, unable to understand. When he nagged her, she would burst
into tears. This weeping was gccp and bitter. It wasn't she that wept;
some sleeping animal wept inside her. Sometimes it was a high-
pitched wail. After words of reconciliation, everything returned to
normal. Bertha would g0 back to her knitting and Max would cover
his head with the blanket. N laesnm 4~

Sometimes he teased her with riddles. “Don't you ever feel any
change; don't things weigh upon you?” Or, in another direction,
“What would you like to be someday?” The questions were y_gnpm-.
ous, aimed at her most vulnerable Vfcclir_xxgs, but she did not react.
Closed, encased in a hard shell, she ‘draggcd after him like a dead
weight, and sometimes like a mirror wherein his life was reflected.

“She was sﬁubbornlz loyal, another quality that was not quite
human. All summer long she would sit and knit fantastic patterns
in strange colors. “I'm knitting for Maxie,” she would say. They
were not sweaters. A dumb smile would appear on her face at the
sight of the patterns. In the end she would unravel them and then
the same wool would appear again on the needles, year after year.
The tape measure he brought her was no help, since she did not seem
to understand what it was for.

But sometimes she, 100, asked guestions.

They were not the sort of questions that one person asks another,
but a sort of eruption, not entirely irrational, that would claim his
complete attention. These questions drove him out of his mind; at
those moments he was ready to throw her out, to hand her over to
the welfare authorities, to denounce her, even to beat her, something
that he, incidentally, never did. At these moments, he felt the whole
weight of this human burden that had been thrust upon him.

Somectimes he would let her ask her questions and she would sit.
and drift along with them, like a ship tossing in the ind. Then came
the time when he reconciled himself to his fate. Now he knew that

he would not leave Bertha, and Bertha knew that she was to stay
with him.

Bertha would remain with him . .

- some day she might
change . . .

medical care might cure her . . . she was a girl hike all
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other girls. They were great thoughts, and they surged up within
him. At those times cverything seemed pleasantly near. “I'll wind
up my affairs, Bertha, and I'll come.” The fecling was powerful,
leaving no room for doubts. “Isn’t it so, Bertha?” he would ask

suddenly.
At the moment she was that same Bertha who had been handed
to him during the big escape when the others couldn’t take her,
when the only thing they could do was to give her to him. He hadn’t
been able to carry her either. but he couldn’t throw her into the |

snow.
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At the same moment, he conjured up m thick flakes

falling from the skies, soft as a caress, but sometimes swooping down
on you, hard, like the beating of hooves.

From the day that they had reached this country, oblivion had

overcome her. Her memory froze at a certain point. You couldn’t
make her disclose a.nythmg?”w the past, nor was shc capable of
! absorbing anything new. “Some pipe is stopped up.” This fecling,
oversimplified as it might be, remained a sort of certainty that he
could not doubst, feeling as he did that something was clogged up

in
as

him, too. This had been so several years ago, but perhaps now
well. P~ .

When’’ sprmg rcame he didn't go out to work. He took Bertha

with him to the Vallcy of the Crucifixion, opposite the monastery.
At that moment they were close to each other as they had never been

before.

“The sun is good,” said Bertha.
“It’s a beautiful spring,” said Max.
And there was a feeling that the pipe had become unstopped;

there was communication, they weren't suspicious of one another
any more, they had left their experiences behind them. Now the

words, half-syllables, groped toward their hearts. Something was
happening 10 her as well.

The future became misty and sweet. The way it had been in the

Ef.s.‘u day of the hberation. Open roads and many wagons full of
refugees, and an inexplicable desire to walk, to take Bertha and to

walk with her to the end of the world, just the two of them, and
to swallow up the beautiful distances.

“Isn’t it beautiful today . . .” he tried.
“Beautiful,” she said.

“Isn’t it beautiful today . . .” he tried again.
“Beautiful,” she said.

Exposed to the spring, to the good sun, the thou Jhts welled up

in him until he could almost feel their physical movement. He was
only slightly annoyed with Bertha for not fcclmg the change.

He bought food; as long as he had enough money, no one could

force him to go out traveling. It was 2 moment of sweet abandon-
ment that would sooner or later bring some sort of whiplash in its

wake. Soon he would have to go back to work, but in the meantime,

there was something festive about this walk, in the glittering olive

i
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trees, the comfortable warmth, the light playing on his shirt.

This sweet indolence lasted a few days. Not many. A letter
arrived reminding him that he must be on his way. The letter was
brief and uncquivocal, with a sufficiently firm conclusion and certain
threatening overtones.

Now he didn’t know how these months of his vacation had gon
by—or perhaps they had never existed at all. The cars, the refrigera-
tor, the workers, (hc whole atmosphcrc of busy commerce suddenly,
came to life_and scemed so near that you could smell them. The
sngnboards flashed vividly before his eyes.

His piry was aroused: pity for himself, for the room, for Bertha,
for his belongings, and for a small body that made him, too, bend
his head a bit, surrender, and also love a little.

The parting was difficult for Bertha this time; promises did no
good. She begged him to take her with him. The next day he saw
her packing her belongings.

“Where are you going, Bertha?”

“With you.”

In the evening he managed to get away. At the station, when
he turned his head, he saw the flickering of lights on the road. A
car was being towed to the ga 2ge. The trip was slow, as if they

wanted to delay him, to prolong that which cannot be prolonged,
perhaps even to bring him back. He saw that he was mean, so mean,
that he felt the heaviness of his shoes, even the dirt at the roots of
his hair, the sweat in his armpits. “It’s not the first time I've left hcr

but I have always found her again—1 left her enough to live on.”
Thus he stifled his thoughts. zeolel |

P2

That night, when he arrived at workccted him warmly.
“Well, how was the vacation, Max?” He was glad that he could go
out with the first truck, unloading the cold drinks all over the city, .
fecling the cases on his back, full of good foaming beer. For some
reason, he didn't feel like any now. He felt fresh and vigorous, ready
for any load.

Late that night, after two whole rounds, he was still as fresh as
he had been at the beginning. Only his thoughts pounded inside him,
as if they had disengaged themselves from him, leaving him incapa-
ble of directing them. He didn't really grasp what they demanded
of him, he only felt them rcvolvmg in his head.

“You've left Bertha again”—he heard this clearly; the voice
resounded like the ceaseless ringing of a bell. _~—
Then came the time that scemed ordained to bring this fecling
to a head; a decision had to be taken. His fellow workers saw the
need to interfere. Max needed a_wife. It started, as these things
usually do, as a joke. Later they fixed up a date for him—with a

typist at the plant.

He didn’t have much to offer her. They didn't speak about
Bertha. But with her feminine intuition she discovered it in a
roundabout way.

He could have said that she was retarded, that she would soon

ut in an institution. This was an accepted way of speaking, even
to@nm )But he couldn’t put it that way; something stopped him
from saying the words. Sometimes your cunning betrays you, and
you are suddenly left naked and ashamed. At those moments you
are as vulnerable 4 a bare neck at the change of the scasons. Mitzi .

dclved deeply into “he matter; she too, had been hurt enough in her
hfe.

Max was called upon to _clarify matters, so that, for the time

ﬁ:? being, her own affairs were pushed aside.

£
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“This Bertha,” she said, “I1 don’t understand why she hasn’t been
put into an institution by now.” ,

What could he answer? Her questions were direct, going straight
to the heart of the matter; they showed up all the contradictions,
and even contained an clement of mild reproach.

“She didn’t want to.” Max tried to shake off his embarrassment.

“What do you mean, she didn’t want 10?"

They met every evening; it was as if she were trying to exhaust
the matter completely. In order to ease the confession, she invited
him to her room.

" The problem was not dismissed in her room. It kept floating up
to the surface like a buoy.

“It’s only a question of making the arrangements,” he tried to
defend himself. '

“Then why has it been going on for so long?”

One day he felt that something had happened to him, something
physical—something that had to do with the way he handled the
crates. He moved differenty, and once he even dropped a crate of
bottles. “Take it casy there!” cried the foreman, who liked him.

His thoughts fumbled, as though he were tipsy. Late at night he
felt the fire burning in his head.

He tried to clarify the matter 10 himself logically, drawing the
thread of Mitzi’s questions to himself. In_his dreams, the stark
mystery took hold of him—Bertha’s knitting nccdl’éys,v(oys, hell and
paradise, a strange combination of rudimentary symbols and objects.

“Does Bertha drcam_of me, t00?”"—Now_he_did not doubt it.

If she knew how to read, he would write her a letter. He would
clanify, explain, enumerate all the reasons, one vy one. Distance
made it easier to hide one’s facial expression. One day during the
noon break, between loading, he tried to write, but in the end, when
he was about to fold the lettei, he realized how idiotic it was.

Mitzi asked him no further questions, as 1f waiting to see the

impact of her words. The silence was hard for him, since he knew
that it would only lead to new questions.

The movies became his most comfortable refuge.

But the sccret weighed on him. Was it still a secret? He had told
everything. He thought he had exhausted the matter. That is how
it seemed to him as they sat in a small café once, after the movies,

Late at nighe, during the second shift when the storchouse was
empty, he suddenly felt that he was still carrying the secret wichin
him. If only he could give it a name, he would feel easier; but the
name eluded him. " '

~ The days were as flat as the cement floor of the storchouse. He
felt that the light that protected him was being taken away. Some-
times a fecling of nakedness overcame him. He tried in vain to glean
something from Mitzi's eyes; they were watery cyes, the color
scemed to melt in them; something was melting in him, t0o, but he
didn’c know what it was.

If there were a starting point, it would make things a great deal
casier—to say, “1 will begin from here,” 1o take 2 day off and go
up to Jerusalem, to Bertha, even to bring Mitzi, to show her. How
complicated the possibilities seemed, and in the meantime all he saw
were the bottles; in the darkness of the warehouse the alcohol was
fermenting. He had to make a_decision; Mitzi's moderate tone

demanded it.
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* His head was empry of all thoughts. He wasn't sure for what he
had
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“When was Bertha entrusted to me?” The question arose from
some dark depth. @gcﬁ_ years ago.§ The event seemed so near to
him, as if it had taken place during his last vacation.

Mizi did not tell him what to do. She wanted to see what he
would do himself. Only once did she say to him in passing, as she
always did: “Maybe she’s yours; you can tell me, 1 won't blame you;
things like that happened during the war.” She had thought it all
out beforchand.

Now he had to act, to prove to Bertha if not to himself; to finish
once and for all, to get rid of the nuisance. How close he felt at that
moment to Muzi.

He asked for his quarterly vacation. “To take care of some-
thing,” he said to Frost.

—

He wore his good suit, and in the evening he came to Mitzi.
“Very nice, very nice,” said Mitzi, like a merchant who leaves the
way open for negotiations, not over-cager but never refusing an
offer.

“Aren't you pleased I'm going to finish it?”

“Of course, of course.”

For some reason he was reminded of the headmistress of the
institution with whom he had negotiated—the long corridor,
dressed in blue.

“The institutions here in this country are fine,” he said.

“Of course.” .

“Maybe you'll come with me.”

girls

o) “Better not . . .” she said, as if shaking off some unpleasantmess.

p™n3°a Yar .yeaa? oUIpd opLaw 130 X .AMYT Ayun -

The next day he got up early. It was a nice day, mild after the
first rains. There was an air of simple festivity on this weekday, little
traffic. He thought he would get there quickly by taxi, but mean-
while he was attracted by the shop windows. He never came empty-
handed, and he was angry with himself for leaving her so little cash.

First he bought her a short winter coat, then a woolen blouse.
In the next shop he bought shoes; the colors matched, colors that
he liked. Then he was drawn to the central shops. A sudden fit of
spending took hold of him. He ended up with two large pa’..ages.

In the taxi he su{tsdhlf‘?ﬂ/nc’[sig‘ion with 2 man, telling him that
he worked for Frost, and the man

in the blue suit said that he also
knew Frost.

Suddenly he felt the cool mountain air in his shirt.

“On vacation?” asked the man.

“Have to arrange something,” said Max.

It wasn't clear to him what he would do. The certainty started
to fall apart. The chill wrapped itself around his neck. He was

exposed to the cutting air. He just wanted the Jjoumey to go on, to
take as long as possible.

“Aren’t you afraid of catching cold?” asked the man.
Jerusalem was as beautiful as on the day he had first arrived with

Bertha. l:iﬂéhis'-gii(tcrcd in the city. For some reason he was slow in -

his movements. It turned out that the man who had traveled with

sitting outside, knitting.

him was still standing next to him. “I've come to arrange some-
thing,” apologized Max. They parted.

come. His feet drew him to the slope. He caught a glimpse of

ha’s head. Simple indifference was written on her face, She was

Bert

“Bertha,” he sid. It was the biggest word that he could cut out
of his heart; it scemed that only once had he called her that way,
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once at 2 Gentile woman's in Zivorka, after the big hunt when he
was forced to leave her. It was the same head with the same tangled
hair. A small, warm body that needed nothing, that was beyond
pncncc, ‘beyond any change that might come. It asked for nothing -
except to be left here, among these skeins of wool, to sit and kry
thus, like a spider, like 2 bee; you couldn’t aall it stupidity, idioc
or any similar names called to mind by that strangeness. It was
something different, something that 2 man like Max couldn’t give
a name to, but could feel.

“Max!” she said. Not a muscle moved in her face.

“I came early this time.” He too was unable to utter another
word.

He got down on his knees. “This coat,” he said, starting to take
apart the package, “this coat will suit you. It's warm; at this time
of the year you have to be careful.”  Le. it be oA

Bertha put down the knitting needles without saying a word.
Supreme indifference froze her face. Now he had no doubt she knew
everything. But he could not detect any signs of anger in her. She
'Mmmgmﬁm&_&hit could not be con-
ained in any human measure. She was not a girl to whom he could
say “I couldn’t, I was forced, 1 I never loved Mitzi, it was only a blind
incident.” But again he rcpcatcd ‘Bertha"—as if trying to suggest
everything in this ene word.

He tried to explain to her in the vocabulary that he had carried
with him all these years, that had ripened within him.

“Max!” said Bertha, as if cutting short his confession. A deep

flush suffused her face.

At that moment, he could not guess how near the solution was.
Sometimes catastrophe wears festive garb. ,
Bertha wanted to put on her new clothes and go to town. Sh
had matured during these months, or perhaps she had just acqmrcd

mmc of;ﬂl_g gestures of a woman. Shc was dlffcrcm

" Let’s go!"” she said. This was a new tone that was unfamiliar
© him.

They passed by the institution. In the corridor there was confu-
sion. Girls in blue were running around and the headmistress ap-
peared in the entrance. It was an old Arab house that was dispropor-
tionately tall. No one noticed them.

Again he didn’t know | -:w he had got here; Bertha’s cheeks were
burning, and they were already in the center of town. The traffic
was very heavy. Max suddenly realized why he had come and he
said, “You must understand, Bertha, you're alrcidy grown up; ore
must marry, set up a houschold. You too, you too!”

Bertha turned her head and looked at him.

He wanted 1o say something else, but the noisc in the street
prevented it. Afterward, when they came to the q quict side streets,
to Ibn Gabirol Strect and Rambam Boulevard, it was too quict for
them o speak.

Their walk continued for some time. It was as solemn as a
ceremony, as a farewell, as a simple never-to-be-forgotten occasion.
You are not in control of yourself, other powers dominate you, lead

you as in a procession. Oaths are broken, but another oath, greater
than all, takes their place. Your cyes ghs(cn with tears. The llgh‘

begin to dance:~ han  Thowrnf

Now he was already in the lcalm of mystery.
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A smile lit up Bertha’s face, and there was something sharp in
her eyes like an inanimate object unexpectedly changing its form.
Darkness rose up from thc streets, and abovc them was light. Among

o ————TT

the trees there were dark shadc 's.
" When they returned home, her face was very flushed—a fire

burned in her. Her eyes werc opea, but you could see nothing in
them. Toward morning she beg: 1 to shiver.

In the morning, the ambulance came.

She was as light and small as on the day when he had received
her; the years had added no weight. He asked permission to go along
with her.

The casualty ward in the hospital was full, but they made room
for her. A man wheeled her carefully through the corridor on a low
bed, as if trying to smooth her passage, as if he did not want to break
the silence.

They told him that he must leave. The gate closed behind him.

At that moment he could remember nothing. His eyes saw, his
heart fumbled, the tips of his fingers were tingling. Inside the caviry
of his skull, something floated as in a heavy fluid.

“Now, my load is lighter,” he nﬂ nalvely, failing to understand
the situarion. Py ebhe

The cars crept slowly down the slope thc traﬂé was heavy,
everything flowed as through blocked pipes. He remembered noth-
ing. The sky was clear without a trace of cloud, like glass that had

"Been well polished in order to see through to its dépths. Each object
was unique: the traffic signs, the posters, and the two people coming
toward him.
Wﬂmn all? My memory is gone.”

Tl__nc_hndscapc was bathed in bright sunshine, as if it wanted to
exhibit every detail to him slightly more enlarged than usual and
brought closer to the eye.

“But I must remember,” he said to himself. “Forgetting won't
release me.”

There was no connection between one thought and another. It
was as if they had frozen in one of his arterics. His body was
working properly, and you could hear the gentle pulse within it.

The neighborhood began to empty as if it wanted to hide the
traffic from him, to illustrate the paralysis of the inanimate land-
scape.

“I must choose a starting poing; from now on I will try to
reconstruct. One detail will bring another in its wake, and in this
way | can reconstruct all the events to myself.”

Nothing came to him, not a single detail that would lead him
on or connect anything. His cyes saw, and he could make out

everything, still enlarged, as it had scemed to him before. But he
couldn’t _remember a_thing. T

If some sort of guilt erupted within him, it would make him feel
casier. But no feeling of this sort existed in him at that moment. -
Everything was just more enlarged than usual, everything seemed
so close that it made him dizzy.

He turned toward the slope’ “wrying to thaw the solidity, and
suddenly he began to feel a current of warmth in his knees. He was
stll in the grounds of the hospital; a bluish light flickered at _the
windows, something like the light in Frost's warchouscs

“He felt ligher in wclght only somcthmg outside him made his
walk heavy. Thus he walked around and around the hospital, unable

@ é%to tear himself away from the circle.
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Slowly, like a sharp stimulus, memory started cbbing back,
around the thin tubes of his temples. He clutched his head, afraid
that it would burst. .

A slighe chill met him at the entrance to the yard, and he drew
his short coat closer around his body. There was a warm light in
the streets. Low pinkish clouds stretched across the skics. The cop-
per—colored rooftops glistened in the light. The street was long and
exposcd; one could see the remarkably straight rows of trees and the
white, almost transparent, traffic signs. Then the redness descended,
interewining itself with the roads, and Max tried to submerge his
eyes in it.

The street gradually filled with rich colors. The shadows, dumb
and cautious, passed across. Dark circles whirled at its end. When
he turned his head back, he saw the thick redness strangled by damp
powerful arns.

The street emptied and you could see how the mist was being
absorbed by the tree trunks.

His vacation permit was in his pocket.

A pain, a kind of sumulus, stabbed him in the ankles, pricking
CL\MAXK
his toes. He remembered that from here he used to leave for work,
a long journey that always began with an attack of nausea.
Now, he was-already in the realm of forms. Reality, as it were,
shed its skin; all he fele was a  kind of familiarity, as if he were being
drawn—he did not know toward what; o the bluc color, to the
trees or to the stray dog that chanced to be there. He did not see
Bertha. She had become something that could no longer be calle

fr—— .
Bertha, =~ TUENED inTO SP@yTuAL EeNCKCy
He entered the hospital. The nurse told him that the girl had

amazed the ward. That was all she said, and the other nurses sai
nothing. ’

He became a regular visitor there; the attendants soon recognized
him, and let him in as if he belonged there. Most of the day he would
sit on the bench, looking at the tiled walls. If they had let him remain
at night, he would have stayed. The dream became full of ceremo-
nics. Sometimes she was handed over to him and sometimes a
delegation came to claim her from him; sometimes it was in a forest
and sometimes in Frost’s warchouse.

Was it Bertha, or only a vision? Again details rose up, denying
it. The shoes, the beads, the knitting needles, the blue wool—was
this Bertha?

Again you went out to scarch for her the way you searched for
her in the forest, the way you searched for yourself in the street. You
Just found details; you couldn’t see her, Just as you couldn’t see
yoursel. ' : ‘

" The nurse came out again. She kept her distance as if he were
a stranger; she didn't trust him. Nurses trailed behind her.

The doctor came over to him, ready to start a conversation.-

“Yours?” asked the doctor. .

“Mine,” he said. She dreq

The next day they didn't let him enter. The walls grew higher
and the gate was locked. A blue nght twinkled in the windows, lhal‘
familiar_blue, the color of a bri ‘sc.

Si(l:r:c:dcsccndcd; it touched his body, slithered through the hair

on his head, and was sull.
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apwn TH aoTEa by N3 Meab M va Sk Opposite, there were girls dressed in blue on the pavement, neat

the side entrance to the institution.

The evening light rested on his shoulders.

Suddenly he saw that Bertha's clothes lay in his hands. He didn't
dare to open them—ot perhaps these were no longer his hands, but
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