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1.

My mother passed away. This is not breaking news. It's not an earthshaking piece of 
information. Especially not at my age – pushing forty-nine. I didn't begin by saying: My 
mother died, because of the two short definitive sentences, "My mother passed away" or 
"My mother died," the first one is subtler. It's much more manageable. The sentence 
actually conveys: My mother has paid her dues or, has been cleared of her debts or, has 
forfeited her status as a human being or, has left the world of agony.

Mother overcame the pain. She rid herself of it. But she also died. Mother has ceased to 
exist. She is no more. She is nowhere. Mother is not.

2.

When no one else had a private phone line, Tzvi Friedman, the winery owner's son did. He 
also had a clingy mother who was overly invested in his comings and goings. Her interest in 
her scrawny son, who invariably wore a beret, and a striped shirt that called attention to his 
protruding ribs, was more than my aging, downtrodden parents could handle then, in the 
no-frills fifties of Petah Tikvah, where I grew up.

Tzvi Friedman, the winery owner's son's mother was so invested in little Tzvi that when he 
had a test in school, she would sit outside his classroom until the test was over. She always 
looked ship-shape, coiffed and clad to perfection. New clothes were only for those who 
could afford them, but in Friedman's mother's case, they were custom made for her. Tzvi 
Friedman had a telephone line at home. Whenever the phone rang, Tzvi's mother would 
take leave of the bright red apple that trembled between her painted fingernails and her full  
lips, and from her lipstick shaped mouth she spat out, "Tell whoever it is I’m not home." Tzvi 
Friedman would lift the black receiver, his sweaty hand losing its grip and causing it to drop 
to the floor. Its clamorous fall would make his mother glare at him – a light-blue glare – like 
the sea in mid-October that we, the kids from Petah Tikva saw during the days of Tashlikh.1 

His lips would purse, his beret would tilt to one side practically falling onto his freckled neck. 
He would reluctantly lift the receiver knowing that the call could only be for his mother. 
None of his friends had a phone. His father had one in the office. And anyway, who uses the 
phone when no one actually has one?

"Hello…" he grunted into the mouthpiece…"My mother isn't home…she's gone."

As he sputtered the words, his forehead shone with perspiration. He thrust the receiver back 
into its shiny cradle, as though it were a venomous snake. He wiped his brow with the back 
of his scrawny arm and turned to smile at me helplessly.

3.

1  "Tashlikh" is a ritual that takes place before the Jewish New Year in which participants "cast away" their sins into the sea.



In those days of coveting the apple in Tzvi Friedman's mother's mouth, and her carefully 
combed hair, her free time, her thighs covered in billowing skirts… in those days of a nine-
year-old boy staring into my own empty well, I couldn't figure out why Tzvi Friedman, the 
winery owner 's son, got so worked up about answering the phone.

The words "my mother isn't home" came back to me when Mother lay in front of me on her 
deathbed. Tzvi Friedman's image came back to me - fragile, scared to death before a test 
while his mother sat outside the secretary's office in a chair that had been placed especially 
for her near the classroom door. It was that hazy image of a boy mumbling into the black 
receiver, "…Mother's gone" that made its way into my consciousness every time I said 
"Mother's gone. She passed away. She's not home. She seems to have…died". The glow of 
Tzvi Friedman's perspiring brow came back to me in a light-blue gaze "I can't utter those 
words!"

Those words are with me everywhere. They seep through the cracks under the doors, steal 
their way under the sweaty sheets beneath me every night, spread themselves on my 
morning toast and exit with me into the glaring new day and squeeze their way between the 
keys and the broiling hot car in the blistering heat of the parking lot across from the hospital,  
the last ward, the final stop. 

4.

People live a living death at least a few times in their lives. My mother died the first time 
while she was on her way to Israel. She wore heavy coat and her wrists were lined with 
bracelets like slivers of 18-carat gold. Valises. A bus traveling towards the border between 
Basra and Persia. 

Mother is pregnant with me - or maybe not - and the bus overturns. The passengers are 
trapped. Mother is wedged in the wreckage due to her cumbersome overcoat and her 
jangling gold bracelets. The illegal transport bound for the Land of Israel about-faces, 
together with a few dreams that have died. Mother will not want to board that bus again. I  
do not get to Israel as a fetus and miss the irrevocable opportunity of being born a  Sabra2 

without any Diaspora complexes. I am born in Basra, Iraq, and later come to Israel with my 
grandmother. Mother refuses to board anything with four wheels and a motor. It won't do 
any good. Everyone is making aliya3. Mother and father stay back. My sister is born. Aliya is 
legalized. People aren't making aliya by bus anymore. They go to the airport, board a plane, 
and arrive at Lod, without even a stopover.

5.

My mother never actually made aliya - even when she arrived in Pardes-Hanna, from there 
to Kfar-Saba, Petakh-Tikva, Ramat-Gan – she was still in Iraq. Even after physically living in 
Israel for forty-two years. Her Iraqi neighbors spoke to her through the thin cracks in the 
tent, when she arrived on a rainy night. She could strike up a conversation with the Christian 

2 Literally, a cactus fruit, prickly on the outside and sweet on the inside, a slang that native-born Israelis are called still today. In 
the early days of the State's establishment, being a Sabra was perceived as a status symbol.
3 Aliya literally means to ascend, used to describe the act of immigrating to Israel.



neighbor across the terrace in Petakh-Tikva, with whom she would exchange needles for 
broderie, that arabesque tapestry.

She was frightened of the neighbor's son's masculinity "that he shouldn't look at one of my 
daughters, yimakh shmo4…" The "Cornice" was how she referred to the bank of the Yarkon, 
and the main drag in Tel-Aviv, was given King Feisal's name. Allenby meant nothing to her, 
nor did Dizengoff, and the great sea, as far as she was concerned, could have been Shatt al-
Arab. 

My mother died a second death when Father died. They notified her without any emotional 
facial expression.

"How can you tell me such a thing? How can you do this to me? I want to see him. His suit is 
hanging in the closet and he's gone? What – you want me to die?"

My mother, forty-five, the mother of ten children between the ages of seven and thirty, died 
a second death, and never remarried. 

Not by day, and not by night. Not in reality and not in a dream. She died along with Father, 
just as she had died in the bus.

6.

Father never really died. He continued to live in Mother's unfinished life. Just as she had 
never really made aliya in the entire forty-two years of her life in Israel, she was never 
widowed until the day she departed from the burden of life that reverted her entirely to the 
embrace of her self-evident marriage.

All her life she had struggled with the strong desire to sign her own name. To know numbers 
beyond the basic numerals. Numbers one to ten were clear. Three-digit numbers completely 
confounded her. She didn't say a hundred, a thousand, or a million. She said one-zero-zero. 
For a thousand, she said one followed by three zeros. And if there were numbers placed 
next to each other, she just recited the individual digits. To say that my mother was illiterate 
is like saying that she was dead – a sentence that that I couldn't say or express; Tzvi 
Friedman's sweat would even begin to drip from my own brow. I never uttered the words 
"mother is illiterate". I would say, "My mother doesn't write Hebrew". That was much 
easier. It was like "my mother passed away" instead of "my mother died." If asked, "What 
language does she write?" I would die between the letters of the obvious question, and bury 
myself in the tone of the question mark at the end of the query and could not be exhumed. 
And if they were persistent and repeated the question, "She must write some language…
no?" I would lie, or remain silent, or choose to be brave and say, "My mother doesn't write 
at all. It's all because of the aliya," and offered no more. The return gaze was like that 
towards Shulam when he would say, "My grandfather died in the Holocaust." I was so 
envious of those soft, caressing, stares of pity cast towards poor Shulam when he said, "My 
grandfather died in the Holocaust" with that smile of triumph as though he had just been 
accepted to the international guild of "The Poor Souls Unite". "My mother doesn't write 

4 Literally, "his name should be erased", this is a curse saved for the worst of offenders.



because of the aliya" was the solution of all solutions to ward off retardation and illiteracy 
that could become a legitimate reason for stoning me with their gloating looks and clucking 
tongues. "Tsk, tsk, tsk, women didn't learn how to write where you come from?" 

7.

The third time, to my surprise, my mother really did die. In Beilinson Medical Center during a 
regular workday. On a day that no one had even thought of running a red light. On that day, 
nothing was in the papers that could testify anything related to Mother's death. No one 
knows of the transition from being Mother's son to being orphaned, and from child to man. 
Sentences that were uttered to me in the past might possibly have been my own: "Until his 
parents die, a person remains a child." Losing my mother was the first door to open the 
tempest of time that turns a child into a man. I am a forty-nine-year-old man who doesn't 
stand a chance of being tragically orphaned at a young age. I'm captive to a banal 
orphanhood, of little consequence (how much self-pity can one squeeze into ten words?). I  
will never get to be "a young orphan".

8.

Mother stops cooking. Mother can't manage alone. Mother needs a cleaning lady. Mother 
doesn't clean the house. Mother can't manage alone. Mother doesn't sleep at night. Mother 
doesn't want to be left alone. Mother wants someone to be there at night. Mother will not 
hear of a nursing home. Mother cries. Mother is losing her piercing gaze. Mother doesn't 
smile. Mother asks us to visit. Mother reminds us that she is alone. Mother says, "Come now 
while I’m still here. Tomorrow you will be sorry," her wise expression metamorphosing into 
a plea. Mother needs me more than I need her. Mother is a problem. Mother requires 
meetings and discussions among the siblings in order to figure out the state of affairs. 
Mother is the state of affairs. Mother is sick. Mother can't walk. Her knee joints are 
completely dry. The cartilage is gone and the friction between the bones is killing her. 
Mother is in a wheelchair. Mother needs to go to the toilet. Mother can't go to the toilet. 
Mother needs to be taken to the toilet and there, having lost her dignity, she gets out of the 
chair to the toilet and back to the chair. Mother needs two strong people to move her from 
the chair into bed; two strong people to move her from the bed into the chair; one strong 
person to get her into a sitting position.

Mother gives up on getting into the chair. Mother stops asking to see the world. Mother 
needs someone around the clock. Day and night, night and day. Mother needs someone to 
call her from moment to moment. Mother is bound to the portable phone attached to the 
wheelchair. Mother defends the Persian cleaning lady all of her shortcomings, "that I 
shouldn't be left alone." 

9.

"Yoseph."

"Who is it?"

"It’s me, Miriam, your mother's cleaning lady. She fell out of bed. Come quick."



"I'll be right there."

I mount my motorcycle and weave through the streets of Tel-Aviv bringing me to the edge of 
reason, to the Ben-Gurion intersection in Bnei Brak. I climb the stairs. I open the door 
obstructed by a stool so as to announce anyone's entrance. I walk towards the improvised 
bedroom near the bathroom. Mother is back in bed. Miriam, the Persian cleaning lady, is by 
her side. 

"Don't worry, Yoseph, don't worry, I’m all right. It's nothing. Nothing. I'm all right."

"Don't look at her like that now," the Persian cleaning lady wails. She intersperses little 
Persian ditties that are supposed to relax Mother, who listens and ignores them as if to say, 
"Let her sing, let her sing, let her calm down, just as long as she doesn’t leave me..."

10.

Miriam, the Persian cleaning lady, brings her troubles with her from home. She is the 
widowed mother of two sons in mental institutions. "Keep her. She's a good soul," my 
mother would protest whenever we broached the idea of getting rid of her. Every time we 
would come to visit, mother would raise her voice at us and make us feel guilty and beyond 
reproach. "You should be ashamed of yourselves. A house with no clementines, no oranges, 
no fruit, no mint leaves, no…" is how she delineated the missing items we were to buy.

The guilt, coupled with Miriam the cleaning lady's yelling, would cause us to scamper in 
different directions. The children's songs she sang in Persian made us all feel like we were 
the offspring of a baby. Each of us in turn, the children, the grandchildren and the great-
grandchildren - rebuked Miriam the cleaning lady: "Our grandmother is not a dim-witted 
baby, so why's she singing her those songs?"

"I like Persian songs. She's okay. She's a good soul. Just so she doesn't leave me."

I looked at Mother lying in the makeshift bed in the small room near the bathroom and 
asked Miriam, "By the way, how did you get her back into bed?"

"I went downstairs and I asked two soldiers who were waiting for a ride, to help me. They 
came up here and lifted up your mother. What was I to do, leave her on the floor?"

Feelings rose in admiration for Miriam's resourcefulness and collapsed in the shame of the 
basic necessity of needing help from passersby.

11.

Mother doesn't leave her bed. Mother can't relieve herself. Mother's stomach is 
frighteningly bloated. The doctor sends Mother to the hospital. It's Passover eve.

"You see, Yoseph?" Mother says from her hospital bed, surrounded by nurses. "I won't be 
leaving here. Your father was also admitted on Passover eve. Where will you have the 
Seder? Who will take care of you? I know that if it's Passover eve, in the same hospital, then 



it's my time. Don't worry. You are sensitive. You – you mustn't get frightened. You need to 
take care.

12.

"What kind of party do you want when you get out?" I was joking around in order to protect 
myself from the situation and to protect her situation from mine. Mostly to protect my 
situation from hers. Her vacuous look reminded me of Father on the brink of his death. I 
envisioned the insuppressible link between her being alive and his being dead. I saw in her 
eyes the desires that had come and gone and are no more, and could not be found in any 
crease of her lined, shiny forehead. 

"I'll get a Tchalghi to come here," I told her. "I'll bring you a band with musicians and you'll  
have a ball." 'Tchalghi' (pronounced Chilery) is the Iraqi Jewish klezmer band that used spice 
up all the parties. All festivities were defined by whether or not Tchalghi was there: Without 
them, it was a pauper's occasion or just any old party. With them, the party became a 
marked event, having social, cultural and artistic status – the envy of all the neighbors. 

"Who do you want to come and sing?" I continued to drag her into my joke, as her gaze 
turned into an unyielding heaviness.

"Who do you want?"

"I'll bring you Iman," I answered with a smile disclosing my inadequacy.

"I wish," she replied as if to excuse my lack of ability.

“You don't believe me?” I raised my voice like a spoiled child asking his mother for 
something she forbids him to have. "I'll bring Iman here right now. We won't wait until 
you're released."

"How are you going to bring her?" Her eyes awoke in playfulness.

Iman was considered the best Iraqi singer in Israel. Whoever brought her to a party together 
with her musicians was awarded points for good taste and culture. Iman's songs are popular 
in the entire Arab world. Songs sung by Iman, the daughter of the renowned poet, beloved 
specifically by the Iraqi culture, were considered an inevitable upgrading of status. She 
wasn't just another singer. 

"Do you want me to bring her here now?" She looked at me like before and set me off as if I  
were about to jump off of one of those high-dives. I was rousted from that look back to my 
childhood pranks that no one ever believed. Every story I told was more outlandish than the 
one before. For some reason, I was thought to inflate the truth, be a prankster and maybe 
even make up stories from time to time.

It was my mother who nicknamed me Yoseph Abu el-Lira – Yoseph-Owner-of-a-Lira - an Iraqi 
name that stuck with me until my teens. It was when I earned one whole lira after working 
an entire week in the wholesale market in Petah Tikvah. After unloading a not-so-small 
number of truckloads of vegetables, I earned the first lira that became a big deal in our 



family. I walked around as if I owned half the country, a jack-of-all-trades. I earned my first 
lira in my life because of hard work that was well documented in our daily stories, repeated 
endlessly like a recording of "His Master's Voice" playing on 78 rounds speed.

Plans for this lira were wide and varied: a bathing suit, books, a blazer, a trip to Eilat and 
other consumerist items whose prices reached at least three figures. As a joke, Mother 
would sing, "my master of the lira", and undulate the ends of the musical phrases in a way 
that the Iraqi singers of Tchalghi might do.

For every economic plan I had for this eternal lira, everyone would laugh in jest: "Here 
comes Yoseph Abu el-Lira”.

"You don't believe me? You don't believe that I, Yoseph, Abu el-Lira, will bring Iman to you 
now? I'll show you!" The inquisitive look returned to Mother's eyes as though through them 
she had arisen from the bed in awe, facing with the reality that this playful son of hers was 
trying to orchestrate. If she could only have disengaged herself from the myriad pipes 
entering and existing her body, she would have jumped up and down on the hospital bed 
and come to peek behind the dark curtain of her son's tricks…

13.

I picked up the rented telephone next to her bed and dialed Iman's home number. She 
answered. "Happy holiday," she greeted. I was reminded of the hour and that it was the eve 
of a holiday, and my apologetic tone oozed into the mouthpiece. I explained Mother's 
terminal situation. I asked Iman to sing her a lullaby. To my surprise, she did not refuse. The 
emotion in her voice led me to believe that she would do anything I requested.

"Do you want me to come?"

"Mother, do you want Iman to come?"

"Are you crazy? It's a holiday. Why should she come?"

"Would you sing her a lullaby over the phone?" I asked hoping she would refuse so I could 
later ask her to come to the hospital.

"I will."

"Mother, Iman wants to sing to you. Put the phone near your ear. It's quiet in the room."

The hospital room was not private. There were six other beds. Patients occupied them. Four 
nurses stood around the bed. The cleaning lady, Miriam, was peeling an eternal apple that 
Mother would most probably not eat. She is being fed through her veins. I brought the 
telephone close to Mother's ear. A thick, blue silence descended upon the room. 

Iman's voice resounded from the receiver. She sang a lullaby "dilla-la-la lul, dilla-la-la, lul", a 
song that causes every tough Iraqi to tear-up unabashedly. The people in the room did their 
best not to weep out loud. 



Mother mumbled, "Keep singing, please, I’m not crying..." As I followed her sighs at the end 
of each musical phrase, I knew what part of the song Iman had just sung. 

I had never been to a solo performance over the telephone. Two male nurses, older than I, 
came to do rounds. The impenetrable silence and the voice coming from the phone stopped 
them in their tracks like so many traffic police at a barricaded intersection. They stood near 
her bed as their eyes filled their charts with tears.

The song turns into a conversation. The performance has come to an end. A live broadcast of 
a famous singer just for Mother. Good-byes. Iman is crying over the phone. Months later, I 
will visit Iman in the hospital after they remove a tumor from her head.

14.

"Go and have Seder at your big brother's", Mother's commands brought her back from the 
reverie of the phone call. Tzvi Friedman's broken opening line: "Mother isn't home, Mother 
is gone…" returned to the shelves of my memory. Mother was home. Mother is tired. She's 
going to sleep.

It is Passover eve in her dream. She is in her father's home on the river in Basra. The Seder 
will begin in a few hours. The dust of the encroaching summer carries its scent here too, 
near the river. They scurry to finish their preparations for the holiday. Everyone is in a hurry. 
There is tension in the household, just like during every other Jewish holiday in Basra. The 
pillars of the house planted firmly in the river at the meeting point between the Tigris and 
the Euphrates shine luminously in the light of the setting sun. The voice of her father, 
Haroon Shimon Fattal - who has returned early - is heard distinctly from afar, "So what if it  
isn't Friday. Don't you know it's a Jewish holiday? I don't have time to come by this Friday. 
You have to pay today and don't argue with me."

Wearing a white suit, his face adorned with small sunglasses, Father Haroon was waving his 
hands frantically as though he was being attacked by the man opposite him. 

Abu Nagi, the spice man, rented one of Haroon Shimon's stores in the spice market. His 
clothes invariably reeked, whether he was in the store on a workday, or if he was in the 
synagogue on the Sabbath. The usher would smile and wink and say, "Here comes Abu Nagi. 
With the smell from his clothes, we could probably make the blessing over the spice box.5

Every Friday Haroon Shimon would walk through the market from store to store to collect 
the weekly rent. All in cash. And on the spot without dispute. Any argument could raise the 
rent, and there was no one to contest it. 

He was a thick-waisted, short man with a sharp eye and a particularly high-pitched voice. 
One outburst towards him could lead a businessman to ruin. His pockets were perpetually 
filled with papers or money. He never walked alone; he was always accompanied by one of 
the storekeepers, who thought that this service would allow him a discount from the 
following week's rent. But immediately following the rounds, Haroon Shimon would ask for 
the rent, dinar for dinar, without fail. In defiance to the lessee's request, he would 

5 The spice box is used in the religious ceremony at sunset, at the close of the Sabbath.



emphatically claim, "Believe me, you are taking my store from me, and that costs me more 
than the meager rent you pay in return."

"Mas'uda, make the chai6," resounded Umi Tova's shrieking voice. "Do you want him to go 
into a tirade?" And indeed, within three paces from the front door, the first bellow was 
heard:

"I can't smell the chai. What happened – have you all fallen asleep?"

The young Mas'uda smiled. Her plump cheeks puffed up and her rolling giggle could be 
heard in the stairwell. With this same laugh, she would hear Elijah the Prophet's footsteps, 
the same figure that was her hopefulness at the end of every Sabbath and on Passover eve. 
"Everyone makes fun of me, but I know he exists. He will bring me hope." With a whimsical 
woman-child's smile, she went to the ever-lit burner in the kitchen. A kettle filled with water 
rested on the burner, and above that, the teapot filled with the black tea. She touched the 
kettle and scorched her fingers…her scream was heard from afar: "…Father! Father! My 
hands, my hands!"

"It's all right, Mrs. Alfi, it's all right. We're just changing the infusion. Everything's okay," the 
Russian nurse soothed, trying to set up a fresh sack of fluid.

"Thank you very much. Thank you. Insha'Allah you should be well."

"Thank you Mrs. Alfi. You, too."

The common buzz among the doctors and nurses was all about how Mrs. Alfi thanked 
everyone and anyone who came near her. "That woman is really something. She's always 
thanking everyone." A different take on public health…

15.

The next morning we were summoned – the entire clan of brothers and sisters - for a 
meeting with the attending physician. 

"We have to operate."

"Will it help?"

"Perhaps. She might not make it. It's your decision."

There were days in my childhood when I thought I was Joseph in Egypt facing his brothers, 
moments before his great revelation: Here is Joseph, the younger brother who is about to 
vindicate the wrong doings of his older brothers. But how is that relevant to this moment?

"So, what do you say, Yoseph? " the siblings face me.

We are sitting around the doctor's desk like ministering angels, perhaps angels of evil or 
angels of death, the sweat pouring down my sides reminding me of the Angels of Horror and 

6Tea in Arabic 



the Angels of Tremble that descended with the Lord on the night of the Seder, in the 
pictures on the Haggadah that would haunt me all that night.

"Guys, you've got to come to a decision." The doctor's eyes rested heavily with pity on each 
of us. 

"Let's ask her," I said.

"Who is there to ask, with all of the tubes hanging out of her?" the doctor muttered.

"I want you to ask her…"

"Okay, let's go ask…" The attending physician agreed as she lay the stethoscope across her 
shoulder, beckoning to the rest of the staff to follow her.

16.

The procession of family exited the doctor's office down the hallway and bumped into 
another gathering of our family members. They joined us as well, as we marched into the 
room where Mother lay; she would soon be determining her fate. If it hadn't been the 
corridor of a hospital lined with pale green walls, we might have looked like that same small 
demonstration emerging from the ma'abara* every Thursday calling out, "Work! bread!" 
Now no one was yelling. A group of marchers: brothers, sisters, brothers and sisters-in-law, 
grandchildren, great-grandchildren, neighbors and the cleaning lady, Miriam. The first row of 
our anxious family reached the doorway. The attending physician opened the door. The 
respirator let out raspy groans. Mother looked towards the door. She arched her eyebrows 
way up into her forehead, as if to ask, "Hey, what's this entourage doing here? What's all the 
commotion?"

"Only two family members and the doctors. Not all of you. Please, everyone, wait outside."

*Transition camp

17.

The doctors in white stood near Mother's bed, and the family shuffled around the corridor,  
populating the entire area. Our faces were grim beholding this figure who only yesterday 
had given birth to the crowd waiting in the hall. This figure, who had caressed, encouraged, 
urged, stood firm as a fortified wall, was now bewildered and submissive. The figure of 
yesterday that was, would be no more.

"Mrs. Alfi!" cried the doctor, as though calling into a deep, dark, bottomless well.

Because of the respirator, her answers were coupled with plastic inhales and exhales into a 
glass jar hanging on a pole. She didn't open her eyes.

The doctor faced us. "She's not answering me."



"Mrs. Alfi, you've got to listen to me. Your condition is serious. You must listen. We need 
your permission to operate. We need to know. Do you want us to operate?" There was no 
response.

Plastic breaths in a clear glass jar continued at an increased rate.

"Does she understand Hebrew?"

"Yes."

"Maybe you should try explaining in Arabic anyway."

"No, no you can ask her. She'll answer you…"

"Mrs. Alfi." Mother opened her right eye and looked at the doctor. Her gaze looked as 
though it had come from underneath a sidewalk paved in thick concrete.

"Mrs. Alfi, we want to operate."

Mother's head moved slightly to the right, then to the left. The short distance that her head 
turned as she moved it from right to left was like the distance between the city of her birth 
and that of her death; the distance that passed in the micro-second as her head moved from 
side to side. Her gesture indicated a distinct "No".

"Do you want us to operate?!" The doctor's loud voice reached the corridor, causing some of 
the family members to poke their heads inside. The confusion from their inquisitive stares 
spread like molasses over the walls. 

Mother again moved her head from side to side and closed her eyes. The small slit that had 
been open to life was shut tightly and left us outside the walls of our parent. 

"Mrs. Alfi, listen to me. We have to operate," the doctor implored.

Mother raised her chin like a defiant, spoiled child in an act of refusal.

"Okay, there's nothing we can do. She doesn't want the operation."

The attending physician signaled towards the staff and the doctor on call; everyone left the 
room. The familial entourage parted like the Red Sea and the doctor and staff passed 
between them in desolation. 

18.

"People, this can't continue. You can't go on like this. Everyone wait outside the ward. You 
are blocking the halls. The corridor is packed with the Alfi family. Please wait outside. Only 
one family member can be in the room, and one can wait in the hall. No more. Is that clear?"

Every time there was a theater production that failed to draw a crowd, the producers always 
knew to call me and ask, "Alfi, you want tickets for the family?" This type of offer ensured 
filling up the auditorium of any second-rate play. And here - another flop of life in which my 
family could fill up the halls of the theater.



19.

In the afternoon, the doctors were called into the room. She had stopped breathing. The 
staff worked on her for twenty minutes. After their attempts, we were called in from the 
outer corridor.

"Come and see your mother. She can't seem to hold on any longer."

We made a plan: Who would go in first, who would stand beside her, how should we 
behave? We can't cry in her presence. We can't have her know how grim the situation is. As 
we were walking down the corridor, we failed to maintain order; we didn't walk two-by-two 
as we had agreed. There were five people in the first row. The last row turned into a thick 
crowd. At the corner, Miriam the cleaning lady, cut ahead everyone, and with a defiant self-
assurance opened the door, went into the room and positioned herself at Mother's bedside. 

The sight of Mother was startling. Her face was swollen and her eyes were like slits under 
puffy eyebrows. The tubes that were stuck in her throat looked like the pipes that were laid 
by the Petah-Tikvah municipality to connect the outer neighborhoods to the sewer system; 
thick pipes made of grey asbestos that we, as children would crawl into as we took illicit 
peaks at each other's private parts.

The sounds of squelched weeping escaped my sisters' throats as they attempted to conceal 
their grief. Mother had turned into a suffering lump of meat on a whizzing respirator.

Miriam yelled into Mother's ear, "Go in peace, go in peace. If you see my husband Avram, 
tell him I love him, that I miss him and I see him in my dreams…" Her screaming turned into 
an orgy of hysterics. She was still carrying on when we removed her from the room.

20.

At that moment, it was decided that we had to put an end to Miriam's maddening 
dramatics.

"Take the day off tomorrow. Stay home. You don't have to come to work. It's too much for 
you."

"What are you talking about? Your mother is my life..." Her face broke out in a disturbing, 
almost creepy smile, even after an unexpected wad of money had been thrust into her palm, 
and complete acquiescence spread over her face. 

21.

"Listen – we have to buy stuff for the house. The end is imminent. We have to get the house 
ready for shiv'a.7" My brother adopted an authoritative tone.

The next morning my brother filled the kitchen with cartons of vegetables that he had 
brought directly from the wholesale farmer's market.

22.
7 Literally, seven, referring to the traditional seven days of compulsory mourning in Judaism.



In the afternoon, we reconvened in the hospital corridor. The crowd had increased in 
number. The nurses were well seasoned at using the family to help out, as manpower was 
sorely lacking. The ward had no paper towels or cups and they had to be brought from 
home. Mother's condition had improved, astounding even the doctors. The respirator and 
other apparatus were removed. "She's getting better. Maybe we'll release her tomorrow." 
The doctor's face disclosed that he was not joking. Even though it was April, we knew it 
wasn't April Fool's.

"How can you consider releasing her tomorrow? She's in critical condition."

"Yes, but this is a hospital. We need to treat patients. There is nothing more we can do for 
her here. We have to move her to a geriatric hospital or…home." He finished the sentence, 
swallowed, and shoved his pen into his coat pocket, adding another blue streak to the many 
other ones decorating the pocket.

The social worker that had been called into the room asked Mother, "Can you dress 
yourself?"

"Can you manage with a bit of help?" 

"Can your family help out with the care?"

The social worker pressed on her pen, and with a flick of the wrist, checked off all of the 
little boxes on the form. The positive report filled out by this woman guised as a "social 
worker", would lead one to understand that Mother was of sound body and mind, and could 
be moved to a geriatric facility.

23.

In the following days, the entourage had shrunk to a manageable size of ten.

"Take some vegetables home. They're just going to waste," my brother told everyone, as 
they turned away from him to hide their laughter.

"Now that the shiv'a is on hold, the vegetables will rot." He smiled with a dunce-like 
expression, like someone who erred in the line of duty.

On the day we finished dividing up the vegetables, a notice came to the office. Come quickly.  
Your mother is in surgery.

24.

The corridor near the operating room hummed with family members. When I got there, I 
realized that I was one of the last to show up, as everyone was already accounted for. This 
time, others, who had previously not visited, had found reason to be there.

"What's up?"

"She's inside."



"How long?"

"Half an hour."

"How long did they say it would take?"

"At least an hour."

25.

All the angry questions and the appeasing answers accumulated in my bowels. Why did they 
need to operate? It is the incumbent obligation to try and save another's life. It is the 
doctor's job to make the effort for his client, the patient. It is the obligation of the scientist 
to know. Obligation. Curiosity. Answers to the obvious. Even when it seems like cancer, 
responds like cancer, and makes the impression of cancer, it's not cancer until it's proven. 
The obligation of proof. The obligation to act. The obligation to fulfill what is. Why her? We 
had told them no. We asked her and she answered. There was no anger. There was no 
strength left for anger. 

The waiting room was more comfortable than usual, as if to say, "Here, we can indulge you, 
because from here, there's no way out". Even coffee. And a phone. My brother sat on a 
couch continuing his plan for the ensuing grief. He raised his eyebrows in recognition of me. 
They converged in a way that meant, "Take a seat." I sat down. Time was a desperate 
attempt to decipher the headlines of the daily paper that was out of reach and unattainable. 
A couple moved around the room restlessly, waiting their turn for news from the operating 
room. They made themselves some coffee. Then they repeated the process and if to say, 
"We deserve this."

A gurney was being wheeled out of the O.R. The woman who was busy with her coffee 
looked up at the wheels rolling through the doors leading towards the corridor. "That's 
Karol." She dropped the cup and walked over to the gurney with the man who had been 
with her making coffee trailing behind. 

The door to the O.R. opened again. A surgeon in green exited. He leaned against the 
doorway, yanking off his surgical mask, letting it dangle around his neck. “Alfi?”

"Yes," we affirmed eagerly. None of us rose to meet his pale-green gaze. He knitted his 
eyebrows. His shoulders rose to meet his chin, his eyebrows furrowed his forehead in angst. 
"We did what we could," he mumbled. "There was so much internal disease. Terrible." I 
looked at my brother. My brother-in-law looked at me. We got it. The worst had come.

"C-can we see her?" I stammered.

"Absolutely. She will be out of recovery soon," he answered, straightening himself up.

"Recovery??"

"Yes. She just woke up."



I returned my brother's stare, peering into his eyes, welled up and open wide, spilling their 
contents in astonishment.

My brother looked at my brother-in-law.

If we could only have laughed. But we couldn't.

"So she's still alive?" My brother asked, about the same way I used to ask the butcher who I 
would go to on Wednesdays with one of the free-ranging chickens I'd bring him from our 
yard. The chicken would stagger and twitch on the sand for a number of minutes. When the 
twitching stopped, I would ask the butcher if I could pick it up:

"Is she still alive?"

"Of course she's still alive. What did you think?" The surgeon removed himself from the 
doorway and turned on his heel back into the O.R. 

26.

While we were still trying to digest the meaning of this news, a gurney whizzed by, 
accompanied by two orderlies. It was being raced along the floor at great speed. The 
surgeon was using a handheld respirator on Mother as he was running alongside of the bed. 
"That's Mother," I called out. The bed didn't stop to take the corners, and was followed by 
the large crowd of family members who had broken into a sprint behind the gurney as it 
flew towards the I.C.U. 

"Bring in the respirator. I'll continue manually meanwhile," the nurse said.

The respirator was wheeled into the room. They connected it to Mother. The gurgling-
through-plastic sound began in an unbroken rhythm. The nurses left the room, leaving the 
respirator to do its thing.

"The machine isn't working," my brother-in-law whispered loudly right into my ear. All heads 
craned into the room staring at the machine that had stopped.

"Nurse!" I emitted a roar aimed at the attending nurse, stationed in the center of the ward. 
"The machine is broken!"

"How do you know it's broken? Since when are you an expert on respirators?" she 
reproached as she neared Mother's room, casting a sideways glance from afar…

"It's not working. Hurry up!" She ran to the handheld respirator, yanking it off the wall,  
sticking its mouthpiece into Mother's bluing mouth. "Come here. Take this. I'm going to call 
the technicians." She left me with the manual respirator, which was no more than a rubber 
bellows with tubes. I squeezed on the gadget and Mother's diaphragm began to rise and fall 
in rhythm as I pressed. My hands began to sweat and I was overcome with fear, my knees 
became weak, threatening to give in any minute. My brother-in-law, appraising the situation 
grabbed the device from me and told me to get the nurse to hurry up.



An old man wearing an orderly's coat was dragging another respirator on wheels down the 
hall. He didn't seem to be in any particular rush. From her station, the nurse, was trying to 
get him to move faster. 

"What do you want from me…how fast can I go? Everyone's in a rush here. What about 
me?"

He broke into a diatribe protesting the conditions of the workers, their low salary and his 
own personal hardships. 

He reached the room; all eyes seemed to be pushing him up a steep incline. He connected 
the new machine. It worked. He removed the tube from the manual respirator and yanked it  
out of Mother's throat, inserting the tube from the new machine. It worked. The plastic 
sounds moving rhythmically into the glass jar resumed, instilling a feeling of security. He 
removed the broken machine from the room, leaving it on its wheels in the corridor.

The orderly left our group without further ado and simply drifted out of the room to get on 
with his job. His beeper was summoning him for the next task. This time, the panicking 
callers from another ward were the recipients of his previous garbled diatribe.

The acute silence following his departure disengaged me from my thoughts: "It's not 
working again!"

"She's not breathing!"

The scene repeated itself like a cartoon. Again, my brother-in-law ran to get the handheld 
respirator. Again, the nurse called Yitzhak, the orderly, again, Yitzhak shuffled down the 
corridor, this time swearing at the hospital's head purchaser. "…who bought this blasted, 
cheap equipment…"?

"These machines keep breaking down and who suffers? Only me." He lashed out at the 
nurse amidst the bleary-eyed crowd. 

All this time, the drama of one of life's basic needs – air – is unfolding around Mother's head 
recovering from surgery: nurses flitting about, the technician, and the orderly, scrounging up 
functioning respirators from other wards. Two hours after the operation, and there were 
five respirators lined up against the corridor wall. The seventh machine worked properly. 
"Well, really, this is a German machine. Yimakh sh'mam. These are real machines. Not like 
those Italian ones. They're crap. I had to yank this one out of some dead person's throat. 
May she rest in peace."

And I, the whole time, am trying to define the difference between the theatrical 
characterization of grotesque and this reality that is grotesque beyond belief.

27.

It is early morning. In spite of the darkness, the birds are chirping outside. "It's because of 
the strong lighting that they installed in the intersection," my brother explains. "They're 
even getting to the birds. Because of the light, they think it's already morning."



28.

The shifts we organized among us allowed me to go home for a brief sleep before my turn in 
the morning. The next day I enter Mother's room. She is still on artificial respiration, and the 
computer screen shows her heart rhythm and her blood activity. It's critical. A thin curtain 
surrounding her bed separates us from a new patient that has been wheeled into the room 
previously. A policeman is sitting with his back to the wall reading the paper. I know him. It's 
Rami, Great Aunt Victoria's son. "What are you doing here?" 

"Well, what d'ya know – I'm on duty," Rami answered with a tired smile. I thought to myself 
how nice it was that even the distant relatives were taking part in this vigil. In his uniform, he 
adds a discernible urgency to the atmosphere. "Aunt Mas'uda looks awful," he said. "I didn't 
even know she was sick." My unconcealed surprise caught his attention. "I'm here because 
of this idiot…" He moved the thin curtain aside, exposing the new patient. He was a large 
man, lying on his side and handcuffed to the bed. His entire body was bandaged concealing 
the surgery he had undergone the night before. 

"Who is he?" I asked, my mouth suddenly parched. 

"That's the Gorilla - the bank robber. Look at that idiot. A lieutenant colonel in the army has 
to rob banks? And to open fire right in front of us. Stupid. Hell – we practically turned him 
into a piece of Swiss cheese. They worked all night to remove all of the bullets. 

"Is he going to live?"

"He'll live and bury us all, the piece of crap. What kills me is that they stuck him near Aunty. 
Imagine. Your mother living out her last days like this. They tell me there are no beds. Hell,  
I'd leave him outside to die. I'm stuck with him here on duty for another six hours at least. 
S'like I'm being punished."

29.

The Gorilla - the bank robber - woke up the following morning asking for quiet. Too many 
people in the room. He turned to the officer who seemed to be at the beginning of his shift.  
"I want to read," he announced, pointing to the shelf near his bed. The policeman handed 
him the book. A detective story. The Gorilla, without his suit of fur looked like a stripped-
down palm tree. He held the book in one hand. "Officer, I can't turn the page…" he said, 
pointing to the handcuffs.

The officer got up and turned the page, and stuck it under the Gorilla's fingers that were 
holding the book.

30.

Mother turned the page. She passed like a hair shedding from a tormented head into an 
abyss, that does not concur with any realm of my comprehension. She was clad in virtue. 
She was beautiful, like a bride on her wedding day. The lines on her face had disappeared. 
Her eyes were closed in innocence. The last page had fallen from the book and there was no 
one to retrieve it or turn it over and see what was written in the meaningless letters on the 



other side. No one will be able to decipher her face that tells the story composed of 
sentences, words and letters whose meaning she did not know. Her forehead opened wide 
to a place where no one dare tread barefoot. She fell from the Tree of Life. She transcended 
to another realm, leaving her agonized body in our hands.

31.

The transition from body to disembodied, from the living to the dead. From a naked face to 
a yesterday, thwarted by an unknown tomorrow. 

A transition from a sickbed to a dead person's stretcher. From an I.C.U. to a deathbed.

The transition from a room in a ward to a room where a death announcement is designed on 
a complex Macintosh program.

Wide open windows of death announcements in different graphic designs. 

32.

"We announce that…" "With deepest sorrow, we…" "Our mother has passed…" The words 
that had caused Tzvi Friedman's sweat to drip down his forehead into the receiver: "Mother 
is gone…"

Now they are written on the computer screen and one hundred copies are about to be made 
on a laser printer.

33.

My mother isn't home. My mother has gone. My mother has passed away. My mother is 
dead - along with the memory of Tzvi Friedman's pain, my brow moist with sweat, my 
fingers perspiring from the pain of words that are not new and are meaningless to those 
who do not know this pain. She has left the world of pain. What remains now is to feel it 
alone, ambling over used razor blades that have grazed a wise man's beard.  

 34.

Mother is gone.


