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1.
One dy on ny way to Frusalem, three gais after the ¥m Kippur War, |
dropped ly the navspaper in & Aviv and irvited myself into the liteary
editor's office The editorwho knev me from ny prior ad\ertising in his section,
warmly welcomed me with a cup otoffee and his usual,eN-wormn protests
about the changing timeSWha's to become ofHebrewv literature?" he asid
with genuine distresS§Who's ging to crete it the wa the bundes did? Hav
many tue lovers of literaure do ve hae todg?" Leaning back in mchair |
.. | sighed degly in agreement. Through the large winddehind him, | sa new
EISRFIRN | skyscrapes capped p crenelded roofs The entire right bank oNahal Ayalon
was in a frenzy ofconstuction. Hov did this beehie of activity concen my
corversdion with the liteary editor?

"It's precisey because oflovers of literature like ny father tha I've come to seeoy,” | said. Fom ny brief
case|l pulled sgeral pges and spread them on his desk. | told hinhttiia week had maed the tenth annéersay
of my father's deth and hwr | still missed him'You hae nothing to complainteut,” he said to pnsuprise "You're
a lucky man if you can satha. | don't &en knaw where ny father's luried. Our village in Lavia was destryed
during the waf' His emotions momentayilovercame him. "Blaives in America tell me thahey'e visited the tan
and nothing's left ofthe Jwish cemetey," the editor vent on. He pausedjain. "Well, well, this isn't wly you're
here Let's get back tousiness

We went over the paes I'd brought. | sheed him the selections | had made frory father's writings and
articles @out him. | recall bringing a shiolist of landmark dees including his k@ immigration to Isiael and his
untimey dedh. | also had taed ny meayer strength pparing an antaur bibdiography of all his pulished works It
listed the books he hadatmslaed for otheg the engging atticles on local eents pulished in our kilbutz joumnal
and sgeral pieces ofhis tha had appeared in the wspaper Daar. | told the editor thiamy father all his life had
sought to vade writing | told him, as m mother had told meha the leades of the MAFAI party had requested
tha he join Daar's staff but tha he had put them ofindefinitel, dodging them and sidepfgng the heay yoke
they meant to faon him, until he finalf gave in. He lwed working in the vinegrds more than anything elsey
mother had said,ut | told the editor | didn't kne whether it was so much thhe enjged fam work as thahe
haed to write For he considered writing a getudion of the diaspa, which embodied the wsir of everything.
What | do knav is tha he was destineaf another lifea life of the intellect, an unceasing life afriting books

We sa a the editorial officesdr seeral hous In the end, & chose seral aticles and a shorstory, a memoir
of his childhood written in memgrof his parents Actuall, he wrote it in honor ofhis mother the eact
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circumstances ofwhose deth he'd neger knovn. Had she been aimgled to deh while fleeing through theofest
with her young daughter and son-inalafrantically hoping to reach thew®sian border ahead tfie Gemans? Had
she suddewldied during the des of privation as they wandered through tloeeist? Or perhaps she'd reten alone
to the city bearing the bgdof her yung ganddaughterHad both ofthem been bried nearlp in the &wish

cemetey when &ws still received hurial there?

The editor ecitedly read the childhood memolreven sav tears in the caner of his eg. "If he weren't quite so
terse" he said, "he could write arxeellent shar story. Wha a succinct style he had, wiha mavelous instinct or
hitting the impotant points' | agreed entirgl. Dad's aticles in the kibutz joumnal in fact had s&ed as rich mines
to be worled into brilliant shdrstoriesWha a shame he hadn't hed back to finish his writing

When we were donewe rose and the editorvited me or a light lunch in the editorial commisga# his
expense | thanled him lut | couldn't sta | was en route toedusalem where | had pressingsiness As we shook
hands on pdmng, he said, "Don't waw, we'll bring out the retrospectévon yur faher net week. Een from a
distance | admired yur faher's writing I'd also heardleout the quality ofhis dransldions. A pity he didn't write
more of his ovn work." Bebre descending the g | heard him calling the archeg or a fitting photo of my late
father I'd utterly forgotten to bring any pictures and | didn't casethe photos in the memorial bookeNVit was
fortunae tha the nevspaper kpt photos on fileAnd as | glloped devn the stais to the street, | thought: | reall
must male some free time to find out once and &ll hav my grandmother died.

After finishing ny business in &l Aviv, | hopped on theus br Jerusalem. It was alregdearly winter and
Jerusalem was cold. | enyed walking on such da My dormitory, where | lived in a small room, wasn'exy far, |
told myself. So | vent for a brisk walk from the certrbus stéon through the streets ahe nev neighborhood near
the Isael Museum. Fom therefrom Givat Ram and the nizonal library and the éwish studies reading room yrfife
took on an entirgl different cast. My fedner's sudden déa which had hit me hardpf some reason felt less painful
there Perhaps it was due to the distanperhaps because dhe high mountains encircling the ci® mgbe it was
because | still hadn't recered from the long war théad ended threeewis earlier Striding brisky in the chily
Jerusalem airl pondered whether | was another victim sifell shock. €haps not the same sof shell shock thia
recenty had @gined &ention, lut a form of shell shock nonetheleskly case is more chronic and less acut®ld
myself. | was gateful tha it hadn't silenced gnmemories

It was bright and cheerful in the dhoitory. The young students &re noisy as usual. lemt up to ng room on
the third foor. dist as | waslaout to @ inside the door facing mine suddgndpened and an eldgnnman whom |
didn't recgnize came out. He had fair hair andrieat a largeblack book bg. For a moment an old pain pierced,me
for he resenied ny father so much.

"Hello," he said. "Sait's you, ny mysterious neighbof'm Me'ir. Nice to meet gu."

We shook handd later realized thiahe'd gized ame with curiosityl'm ashamed to admit iub whaever the
reason, | had no interest in meeting him just then. He wgsamather ofthe ami&le retirees who had made time
for a sharyear of courses and tan a small room to be near the @nsity halls

"Sq are pu in the dwish studies dgatment? Who are yu stud/ing with?" he askd, in no apparent hoy

"That's a long stor,” | cut him shot. "I can't tell ypu the whole thing in two secontls

The long hows of travel had made me quite jittgrAll | wanted was to enter ynroom, shut the door behind
me, tale a shwer, treda myself to some things I'd bought on theywand get to slgeas eayl as possile.

"All right,” Me'ir said. "I paticularly like long storiesYou intrigue mel've askd dout you in the domitory
offices When can w talk?"

I mumbded somethingwe separated and he ent dovn the dark hallay. Even after closing mmdoor, | heard his
steps echoing on the stair
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2.

Me'ir, havever, neither brgot nor let things slideSeveral days laer, he accosted me in the dorcafeteria. | realized
then tha he was vell-knonvn, perhaps een famousfor the kilbutz classes onudlaism he taught up rtbr The
studentswho seemed to kmohim well, behaed respectfujl towards him. Wia sott of dilettante pensioner was
this? | wondered. My shofuse gain had led me into sor. The kitchen staffpampered him, semg him doulte
portions of whaever he lilked. Wha had become othat disceming eye on which | prided gself? | thought of him
as a visitarand | a student on schadaip, for he was ogla guest while | in jnmdomm room was no stinger herel
was angy with myself over my impaience A sense ofinferiority still not easy overcome There wasindeed, no
basis ér nmy vanity, which more than once had led me astrfelt peplexed, sensing thahings weren't working out
as anticipted. As usual, | hadverlooled both the realath and the most interesting peaple

"Say," said Me'ir "let's continue whawe stated. Wha's a middle-ged éw like you doing here? Don't tell me
you're a full-time student.”

| told him haw difficult it had beendr me coming home from the waklthough | said nothing otthronic shell
shock, | think he kng exactly wha | meant. | also told himb@ut my meeting with the liteary editor in Bl Aviv,
the retrospecti on ny father the ne/spaper had pdished and, ofa sudden, mfeeling th& | was nav in the crisis
of my life. If | retumed to the fields and crqgp&l sink into themdrever. I'd realized during the war thhhad to do
something different with the rest afy life.

"Don't talk like thd,” Me'ir intefjected. "ou're still a yung man."

Writing gives me no desfaction, | said. In fact,verything I'd pulished thus far had been merel bginner's
experimentsthe scrilbling of a novice But if | didn't male time or writing now, I'd be lost. | told him laout ny laie
father; although he'd honed his shatticles to a ken edgethe cgnoscenti kne tha these were ony fine pearls
rolling off the desk ofsomeone who had gwn up on writingMe'ir listened to mel recall, as no one had listened to
me br yeas His wise egs fixed on mehe said nothing as | sthere athe tdle in the domitory dining hall. Under
his encouaging gaze | ramtded quite a bit thiadinner

"You're soup's getting cold, gentlemen,” | sudgédrmard the cook'sogd-ndured wice "Let me get gu fresh
bowls." | abruptly came out ofmy unexpected reerie Oh yes I'd spolen far more than | should Y& | went back to
my wam dinner Me'ir still sa there looking pensers

"Yes tha was a taible wat" he said, sighing dedy. Over his face dded a shade so gloony tha | stebbed
myself with the soup spoon.ufning from me alast, Me'ir resumed his dinnaie de in silence The aclket raised
by the young students around us bounced ti# ubble erveloping us From time to time students would approach
Me'ir to ask his advice which, to their thanke epertly gave in hut a fev shoit words As | bgan to listen to his
comments | realized thiathis old fellov interested meWhen he gain tumed to the thle, | sav from the coner of
my eye tha his face was shrouded in some dagk while his egs coneyed an gpression thial can describe oplas
"unhinged."

We met the nda day on the gounds outside theuidding. It was a brisk, eaylwinter momning. Me'ir asled
where | was ging. "To the libary, as usual,” | rglied. "The &wish studies reading room." As ifhad anyplace else
to go. With Me'ir & my side | took the shdrcut, a step easten pah. When we arived d the copse oflarge pines
breghing hard, ve stopped to ¢ah our breth. Me'ir leaned gainst the tunk of a broad pineHe had something to
tell me he said, and wanted toysa now. Actuall, he'd meant to tell me after dinner the nightobefbut, too
distracted ly the clamor of the studentshadn't bund the words and the moment had passed. He'd conside
knocking on ny door hut had dropped the idea because the hour wasated he hadn't felt he could bother. riie
simply wasn't right, he'd thought, to enter a room and st@resonal comersaion with someone he'd just met. He
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inhaled, steaging his bre¢hing.

"l lost," he stated, then stopped. After a pause hentwon, "V& lost our son threeewrs ggo a the end ofthe
Yom Kippur War." | was too stdted to knav wha to da After all, he was nearlold enough to be yfather

"It was impotant to me to tell gu tha," Me'ir added. "And | wanted it said atght out."

| said nothingl felt uneasy Should | console him? Putynamm around him? éthaps mutter something and
clasp his hand? | frozenutel rooted to ng spot. It was such a qrise

"He was a top helicopter pilot,” Me'ir continued. "Hemnw davn in the GretBitter Lake, you know, & the Sue
Canal."

| was still too fabberagsted to saanything Unconsciousl | picked up some pine needles andtsthkneaded
them.

"This month maks &actly three yars" he went on. | took agod look & him. | couldn't tear mngaze from his
eyes Tha grea shadwy, a pall of profound gief whose source | couldn't guess the nighbleefcrossed his face
again. "He was a teific boy," Me'ir said. "I still remember the last time he visited uoketthe fighting staed. |
doubt I'll ever forget it." He bretihhed deely in the pause thd&ollowed. Glancing uptahe sunlight glinting through
the heay canojy of pine boughshe said, "All right, let's g on. | have se&eral appointments togaThey're waiting
for me athe library."

Now | was ashamed th#id kurdened him with mn own troubes in the domitory dining hall the night befe.
Wha a dolt I'd been not to undgand the man facing melow dull must ny wits hare been, ho impercetive had
my béatle faigue made metha | was undéle to discen a gieving faher? Wha had become omy famous sensitivity
where had it suddenfied?

"Please drgive me Me'ir," | said as v resumed walking'l was a real idiot last night." Wy had | babled
away a& him aout ny meeting with the editor inel Aviv? And wha about all those ridiculous things I'd said to him
about the "shdratticle genre?" Wa gall of me to condbund him with ny waffling after the war wer retuning to
the kibbutz. Who the hell would be interested in alltthaindless trivia? This man sitting xteco me who r three
yeass had counted the hauand minutes his son had beemef? Why, during a dpartment social athe restored
home of one of my colleayues just a f& weeks go, I'd boasted thid can't be doled, no one can put anything pas
me.

We went the rest ofthe way in silence He lept svitching his big heary book b@ from shoulder to shoulder
"Can | help?" | asi&d. But he silenyl refused. When the dit pah ended and merged into a reav concrete langwe
stopped gain for a shor rest. Fom here we nav could see the litary's roof and large glass winees. We entered
the coaroom tagether lut he no longer had timerftalk. Kegping only a handful ofbooks he d@osited the large Iga
and his jackt in the cloakroom. "@1l meet in the don," he said befre leaing. "Maybe tonight, mgbe net week."

| was upset. Wa avaited me amy table in the reading room? A discaarly the Rambam, which I'd bgun to
study with one of the teachey or an antholgy of prayer and poetics | was styidg on ny own? Or dozens ofdark
volumes from the defunct jooal Gilyonot, which I'd ingplicably remembered during yrfirst leave after the war
That had been laout three gars ajo, and still I'll never forget the pain thgolted me when | sathe bare Igs of the
Scandingian girls who had @lunteered to pick earkipening gapefuit. The gonizing realizéon thd life went on
here on the gund; tha life must @ on; tha the world, the little ofit visible to me riding back on thérst pass and
the potion | might neer segkegs on meing, kegps on living kegs on fowing, continues to ®ist, cut through me
like a shap knife. Wha shell shock victim's false pride did | harbor to thinkrebr a moment thahe world would
stop and fall silent? \Wy should it? Simpl because ofmy damned war?

| went dowvn to the cafeteria and ordered a light breakfast with coffee tdles around me hummed with the
congenial, soothing drone afuiet cowersaion. Real life sometimes brekin, as when aoyng, lost soldierwho had
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wrested timedr an arduous gaof registration, appearedtahe doorl thought of Me'ir taking couses so I in life.

| thought of his dead son and the targibfe éruptly torn from him and the pwy life in memoy that he was just
beginning | thought of the comiades I'd left on the smoking basalt hills thfe Golan Heightsl thought of the
young wounded men I'dvacuded from the ki#alion aid stdons. | thought of the war's anel arbitariness and the
torture it still inflicts on those who cannobriget. Rrticularly & such timesas in the cafeteria thanoming, |
promised mself 1'd never forget. I'll never mady rush back into s previous life I'll never shut out the memories
Quite the contry, I'll find some wg never to surender to érgetting To anyone who grees to listen until he's so
bored and raspested he plugs his egrl'll tell again and g@ain wha happened one night threeays ajo & the Grea
Bitter Lake or on the basalt hill$ finished ny coffee and left.

3.

| stated writing seeral memorial poems thavinter in &rusalem. They wre cude bainner's workssuffused with
sentiment. Me'ir agld me seeral times whal intended to do after yncourses | didn't knov wha to sg. | was
afraid | wouldn't knv what to do | feared confusion and silence and the neea toagk to ny earlier life Hereg in
Jerusalem, in g domitory and & the library, | could submerge gnsorow in a host of words books illuminaing
exchanges and dazzling lectuseBut when all this ended, wh#éhen? | didn't kne wha to s& to him. He tried to
corvince me to be more actical. I'd gien enough ofmyself to my chronic shell shock. Ne | needed to plunge
back into ordinar life, dsorb the lmws, heal ny wounds bury the guesome memoriesie stroe to dew me into
teaching dwvish studiesdr only in this he felt surewould we find balm ér our scas

"Wha a queer birdgu are" he said to me one time on ourywaack to the daon from the libary. "A mixed-up
boy from a Hashomer Hza'ir kibbutz, pushing drty, finally comes toekusalem to studJudaism. And whiainterests
him the most? Sitting den & night to write memorial poemBor wha? Isn't it time to gow up?"

But | wasn't coxinced. Tue my studies wre fascintng and eerted a seductey powverful atraction. More
than oncel felt tha this was ny last oppotunity not ony to change caregitut to star a nawv life, if one can put it
tha way, to recgnize thaall my life until then had been squanderedrifaps m severe case oshell shock had been
to my benefit, br now | could no longer g on hiding | had to decidel had to reeal wha | was if not to the world
then & least to ngself. But the oligation to teach otherto hold their interest andlfow their prgress—thawasn't
for me It scared meactualy. Was | to gie nmyself entirely to othes again? When was | look after gself? Nq |
wasn't bon to be a teacheno méter hav much | enjyed leading hiks and giving talks on "the heg&of combd'
and touring remote sites witloyng enthusiastdNg teaching as a professioaorfthe rest ofmy life, | couldn't tak
tha.

Me'ir, howvever, wouldn't giwe in. "It's people lik you, who hae grown stronger from their crises in wavho
must ste up to teachewish studies' he badgered me

A heary snaw fell tha winter in &rusalem. All the roads &re impasdae and it was hardogng even on bot.
Shut up in our daon, we waited 6r the wedaher to impree. Our luilding, with the heaa full blast, was wan and
cozy We felt nothing of the bitter cold outside and couldem shed our heg cods to walk the hallays in open
shirts. | invited Me'ir to join me in m room for a cup ofthe fine tea I'd brought from hom&s usual, he shveed me
the laest book onudaism. "Anything gu can imgine is in these bookshe said. W sa at the little tdde, drinking
tea and grging on the small cookiesynwife had bakd bebre | retuned to &rusalem. Despite the frigid afit
blowing through the winde seams| opened the shutter and pulled aside thdams The viev of the city
blanketed in sne was spellbinding

"We had a snw like this tha winter during the wal | said to Me'ir "Some manings, we couldn't find our huts
in the snav." A friend in ny plaoon, an dist, had been stied by the melting sne. "Take a look," he'd said. "The



THE LOST SON

snaw is exposing the dx holes and the old geaven the caoseslt's like a bandge has been remed." On the slopes
of the basalt hillsand in the trenches athe Syrian értifications we sav terible things like open wounds from
which the healing dressings had been stripped.

From his sef Me'ir stared entinced aithe cod of snav deposited on €rusalem. "Br you, the snw brings
back memories othe basalt on the Golan Heighlisreminds me ofthe best dgs of my life." Some wars earlier he
told me a heay snowv had fallen on the city while he sed full-time on a dvish educaon committee By chanceall
his famil{y had been in his small aparent—nhis wife his older daughter and hisyng son, the lost son. He'd beer
only a lad then, a promising pilotinee there with his girlfriend. kile the city was taa stand-still ér two dags the
entire family was stuck in the apanent. They had felt themsels back in their modest home on thebkitz, wam,
pleasant dgs unlilke any they'deer enjg/ed together Tearing his gze from the winde, Me'ir pressed his palms to
his face So he daseveral secondshis head bent into his hand3nl the havling of the wind seping through the
cracks brole the silence in snapatment. "V were happ then," he said,aising his head. "&mere so happ mgbe
we made someone ang'

My courses in érusalem lasted ogla shot time | went home andarey sav Me'ir after thaa From friends |
heard thahe had done &l in finishing the dgree he'd bgun more than thiy yeas earlier athe outbreak ofthe
War of Independencelater, | sav nevspaper announcements bboks he'd puished through a meuteble house
Occasionall, | also sw short interviews of him and onceven heard his familiaraice on a teleision broadcast. |
didn't tansbrm ny life the wa I'd dreamed. | wnt back to hard faring on the kibutz while my shell shock
continued to plgue me & night. When the haunting memories thier@ed to gerwhelm me en massé would
imagine the copse obroad pines and the spepdh we climbed to the liary. "Don't feel sory for yourself,” | chided
myself. "Othes paid a far geder price” | heard Me'ir ceching his breth and sging, "l lost...," then stopping
peering &dove the pine tree andg on, "We lost our son threeeqis o & the end ofthe Yom Kippur WAr."

Then, when | could no longer restr myself, my memorial poemsurst from me with a will oftheir avn.
Sights thathad assailed mef years leapt from ny eyes Sounds thalong had tamented me poured fromyreass.
The goans and cries | couldn'driget, and thiathreaened to ansh ny spirit, surged to the paper oryrdesk. As
much as | sought to be urdikry father | failed. | found nyself doing almost the same things he had dare him,
secrety fuming, | would shoe ny papes of no use to amne into the wooden tmk to molder andeflow. Just as
he had, | too deeloped a are talentdr the supeftious and w@nsitoy. | rebuked nyself for choosing this lifel was
angry with my father for letting his life tak this p#h. And | was angy with Me'ir, who corectly had pushed me to
"change liwes" d the right moment, when yrpost-war crisis came to a head. Buer Me'ir failed to mak a dwish
studies teacher ome Even he couldn't psuade me to join the small, select band gathered around himtahe
institute where he taught.

Among the memorial poems | wrote was one | called, "The Lost Son." This was a poemeamyldther tha
| truly don't knav how it took seed, sprouted antbbmed. | was unconscious when | wrote it. The instant | finishe
| saw thd it had a life of its own. It didn't belong to any earlier poem and had no connection to angltbeed. It
wasn't @en written in Hebng but rather in an ancient Canaanitgemitic languge. | labored wer it for months
copying it from the pge to the computer and then back. Something in &,dikaughty child disobeying higlier,
struck me as off-ky. Finally, one autumn night when the wind died in the pine boughs outssdeldent seized its
inner melog. It was the wice of Me'ir's dead son in the Gieitter Lake a the end ofthe Yom Kippur War. And it
was the sound oMe'ir in Erusalem, gsping bendh the pines outside the ldoy on Givat Ram.

With trepiddion, | sent the poem to Me'irhad no idea whahe would think of it so many wars laer. In the
margin of the pae, | wrote thaif | pubished the poem, | would dedieait to him in memaor of our dgs together
a school and ofhis lost son. | did puish the poem, in one afhe nevspaper liteary supplementd-rom the spotty
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response | recead thd weelend, | realized thathe stange Canaanite langys I'd used had touchedymeades'
heats. Then, one eening he called mel was so thrilled, m wife began to wory a&out me In ny excitement, |
failed to gasp whahe was sg@ng but | detected in hisaice the same melgd'd heard when he stopped to resoa
the end ofthe pah. When | finaly calmed dan and could anger him, he told me thde was mounting the poem in
a glass fame to hanglaove the desk in his officéNow he had done whavas necessarto revive the memaor of his
son, whose photos adwd the caners of his desk. Wieneser he looked up and read the lines dfie poem, he felt his
dead son talking with himgain across the span gkars.

Several times | wanted to tell himxactly what had happened, thas, when | went up the sggs to the
newspaper's editorial offices on the tenth aempar of my father's deth, three pais after the ghast!'73 war |
wanted to ask the litary editor to put out a special ga deoted to ny late faher | couldn't imgine tha the
memorial poems &re alreag gathering lurking beynd ny thoughts Nor could | imgine thathey one dawould
erupt from me in a peerful, all-engulfing food. Tha one of them would be written not in Helwebut in an ancient
forgotten tonguethe sum ofall the wices I'd heard—obereaed fahers wailing their gief into the wind among
the pines and ofsons lostdrever, sunk within the bitter lads of memoy—never occured to me But | neser
manaed to tell him hw all this had happened. And so | tellttséory now.



