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The Swimming Race
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BENJAMIN TamMUZ

One hot sumimer’s day many years ago I was sitting in the kitchen
at home, staring out of the window. The chill of the red floor
tile seeped into my bare feet. With my elbows leaning on the oil-
cloth-covered table, I'let my eyes stray outside. The rooms were per-
vaded by the afternoon stillness and I felt dreamily at peace.

Suddenly, galloping hoofbeats sounded down the road and a
black Arab horse-cab—the kind that plied the roads before cars
took over—came into view; it was like thosc cabs we used to hire to
drive us to the Jalfa ratlway station when we traveled up to
Jerusalem to spend Passover with Grandmother.

The horses drew nearer and were reined in outside our house,
and the Arab cabman alighted and knocked at our door. I jumped
up to open it, and a musty smell filled the kitchen—a smell of
horses and far-off places. The cahman’s shoulders blocked cut the
light and prevented the suftry heat from forcing its way inside.

He handed me a letter. T glanced at it and saw it was in
French, which T could not read. My mother entered and took the
letter, and her face lit up. She asked the cabman in and placed a
slice of cold watermelon and a fresh pita on the table before him.
Leaning his whip against the wall, the Arab thanked her for her
kindness, sat down at the table, and began taking large bites out of
the watermelon, filling the air with the smacking of his lips.

My mother told me that the letter was from the old Arab
woman who lived in the orange grove. She wrote that she was well
again and her pains had left her, and that she had been cured by
my mother’s hands, which she kissed from afar. She also wrote
that now that summer had come and she had heard our holidays
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74 The Swimming Race

would soon he coming round, she hoped my mother would he
able to get away from her other patients and come with her son 1o
stay at her house in the vrange grove.

The sun was about to sink into the sea as we left the house and
climhed into the cah. The cabman folded back the rounded
leather hood, and as we sank into the deep, soft seat I was in-
stantly overwhelmed by a sensation of traveling to distant parts.
The Arab climbed ento his high perch, whistled to his horses, and
flicked his whip in the air. The springs creaked, the seat sank and
surged up again beneath us like an ocean swell, and a farewell
whinny rose on the air. With a wrench of wheels the cah moved
off, its rumble over the pitted road sounding like a joyful melody.

Before long we had left the Hassan-Beq Mosque behind and
were plunging through the alleyways of the Manshieh quarter.
Smells of cooking assailed our nostrils: waves of za’lar, of roast
mutton, of fried aubergine and mint-spiced salad washed over us
in turn. The cabman’s voice filled the air, sounding warnings right
and left, coaxing street-hawkers 10 move out of our path, bawling
out the urchins who squatted in the middle of the road. The
horses trotted in a lively, unbroken rhythm, their brown shiny
rumps swaying from side to side. The horse on the right, without
brcaking his stride, pricked up his tail and drepped his dung.
Turning around on lLis lofty seat, the cahman threw us an apolo-
getic smile and remarked that horses were shamelcess ill-hred crea-
tures and we must excuse them.

We jogged along pleasurably and restfully in our seats till the
city lay behind us and the horses were drawing the cab laboriously
aleng the track of reddish sand lined with hedgerows of cactus
and acacia. Waves of heat rose from the sand, settling beside ns
onto the cool seat. The sun must alrcady have dipped into the sea,
for beyond the orange groves the skies glowed crimson and a
chilly dusk descendcd all around. Suddenly the horses stopped
and made watcr on the sand in unison.

Again the cab lurched forward. A quiver rippled the horses’
hides as their hooves struck a stretcl of limestone-paved road,
lined by cypresses on either side. Before us stood an archway of
whitewashcd stone, enclosing a large, closed wooden gate with a
small wicket sel in it. Near the wicket stood a girl of about my age,
wearing a white frock and with a ribbon in her hair. As the cab
drew up at the gate she bolted inside, and the cabman said,
“We're there!”
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You don't sce such courrvards any more. And if you should hap-
pen to come 10 a place where there once was such a courtyard,
you will only find a scene of wartime destruction: heaps of rubble
and rafters, with cobwebs trying to impart an air of antiquity to
what only yesterday still breathed and laughed.

But in those days the courtyard was in good repair and throb-
bing with life. It was square-shaped and enclosed on three sides by
a two-story building, with stables and barns occupying the lower
story. Black and red hens roamed about the yard, their clucking
mingling with the neighing of horses. On the second floor was a
pump house, and next to it a pool-like rescrvoir into which water
splashed from a pipe leading from the pump. Goldfish gathered
near the outlet, darting among the bubbies crcated by the jet of
water. A wooden parapet railed in a long veranda thaz always lay in
the shade. A colored glass door led from the veranda into a cen-
tral reception room, from which numerous doors opened onto
the living rooms, the kitchen, and the pantries.

ln the center of the room stood a long table surrounded by
upholstered armchairs. In anticipation of our arrival that day,
their white lincn dust covers had been removed and lay folded in
neat piles in a corner. Earthcnware vases painted red and gold
were arranged about the room; they contained large paper roses
and lilies, some of them fashioned into strange unflowerlike
shapes. One vase, its paint long faded, had been brought there on
the wedding day of the elderly mistress of the housc.

From gilt wooden frames on the walls stared the portraits of
sword-bearing men in fezzes. The old lady led my mother up to
one of the pictures and said, “My husband, may he rest in peace!
His father built this house. Now we live here during the summer
and go back to Jaffa for the winter.”

With a sigh my mother replicd, “My husband’s no longer alive,
either. But bis house and his father’s house aren’t here; every-
thing remained over there, abroad, and 1 live in a rented apart-
ment summer and winter.”

“That’s because you are newcomers, immigrants,” the old lady
said. “But with the help of God you’ll thrive and build yourselves
houses. You're hard-working pcople and your hands are blessed.”

My mother caught the hint and threw her a grateful look, but
I blurted out: “But it's not true that we're driving the Arabs out.
We are out for peace, not war.”

Placing her hand on my head, the old Tady said, “It all depends
on the individual; everyone wha wants peace will live in peace.”
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At that moment the young girl appeared in the doorway.

“Conie over here, Nahida,” the old lady said, “and kiss the hand of
the hakima® who cured your grandmather. And this is her son.”

Nahida came hesitantly into the room and stood in front of
my mother. My mother embraced her and kissed her on the
cheek, and a flush suffused the girl’s dark complexion. She hung
her head and remained silent.

“Our Nahida is shy,” the old lady said, “buc her heart is kind.”

Hitching up her white skirt, Nahida sat down in an armchair.
The rest of us sat down, too, as though permitted to do so now
that the most honored person among us was seated.

The old lady made a remark in French and my mother
laughed. Again Nahida blushed and I noticed her eyeing me to
sec whether I understood French.

“I don’t understand a word,” I wld her. “What are they saying?”

“My grandmother says you and I would make a fine couple.”

“Rubhish!” I answercd and stared at the floor.

*You can go and play,” the old woman said. “We'rc not keep-
ing you.”

1 got up and followed Nahida out onto the veranda. We went
and sat down at the edge of the pool.

“Do you believe in God?” I asked her. “Because I don’t, not at
all.”

‘I do, and 1 have a place in the grove where I go and pray. If
we become friends I'll take you there and I'll show you there’s a
God.”

“Then you fast in the month of Ramadan?” T asked. “I eat even
on Yom-Kippur.”

“I don’t fast because I'm still too young. Do you rest on the
Sabbath?”

“That depends,” I answered. ‘I rest if I've got nothing elsc to
do. Not because there’s a God, hut just if T fecl like it.”

“But T love God,” Nahida said.

“Then we certainly won’t make a couple unless vou stop be-
lieving.”

Nahida was about to make some retort when we heard the
gate open, and two men entered the vard. Nahida leapt up and
rushed over to them, throwing her arms around the neck of the
older man, who wore a fez and Enropean clothes.

“Daddy, we have visitors!” she cried.

*Woman doctor.
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“l know,” her father replied. “The Agkima has come to sce us.”

1 stood up and waited for them to mount the steps to the pool.
The second man, who wore a keffiyeh and agel and looked about
eighteen, was Nahida's uncle, her father’s brother. He came up
first and held out his hand to greet me. Nahida’s father patted my
check and ushered me into the house.

We had supper out on the veranda. We were served large dishes of
fried potatoes, sliced aubergine in tomato sauce and diced salted
cheese, and a howl of pomegranates and watermelons. There was
a heap of hot pilas in the center of the table.

Nuhida’s uncle—his name was Abdul-Karim—asked mc if [ was
in the Haganah. When I told him that was a secret, he laughed and
said it was an open sccret which the whole country knew about.

“Abdul-Karim is studying at the College of the Muft,” Nahida’s
father told us. “And he’s in constant fear of your Haganah.”

Abdul-Karim’s face darkencd and he kept silent; but the old
lady, his mother, laid her hand on his arm and said, “My Abdul-
Karim is a fine, loyal man. Don’t you tease him.”

Abdul-Karim kissed his mother’s hand and said nothing,

Just then, a shaggy sheepdog appeared on the veranda and
wriggled under the table, butting against the tangle of legs as it
looked for a spot to lie down. Finally it came o rest with its head
on Nahida’s feet and its tail on mine; it kept licking Nahida's feet,
and its wagging tail tickled minec. The tickling made me smile and
I turned to explain to Nahida why I was smiling, but when | saw
she was taking my smile as a mark of friendship, 1 kept quict.

When supper was over, Nahida’s father said to his brother:

“Abdul-Karim my hrother, go and show the children what
you’ve brought from town.”

Motioning to Nahida and myself to follow him, Abdul-Karim
went into a toolshed in the orange grove and came out with a
brand-new shotgun.

“We'll go hunting rabbits tomorrow,” he said. “Know how to
fire a gun?”

“Alittle,” T told him, “We can have a shooting match if you like.”

“We had a swimming match here in the pool last week,”
Nahida said, “and my uncle heat them all.”

“Ahlan w-sahlan!” Abdul-Karim agreed. “Tomorrow morning,
then. Now let’s get back to the house and listen to some songs. We
have a gramophone.”

*With pleasure.
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Back in the house, Abdul-Karim put on a record, wound the
handle, and adjusted the soundbox. The sound of a kamangi and
drum and cymbals issued forth, immediately followed by an Arab
song, sung in a sweet plaintive voice, with delicate, floating trills.
Abdul-Karim sprawled hack contentedly in his armchair, his face
beaming.

When the record ended he put on another, though to me it
seemed as though the same song was being played over again. This
went on again and again till T got bored and slipped out to another
room where my mother was chatting with the old lady. But that
hored me too, so I went out to the veranda and gazed at the pool
and the orange grove heyond. A large moon hung just above the
treetops and a chill arose from the water in the pool. Some night
bird was calling nearby, but stopped whenever the gramophone fell
silent. As a yawn cscaped me, I thought regretfully of my pals at
home who were probably roasting potatocs on a fire under the
electricity pylon, having pilfered the wood [rom the nearby sausage
factory. What had made me come here? 1 asked myself.

Nahida found a qucer way of waking me up next morning. They
had a fat, lazy cat in the house, which Nahida dropped onto my
face while I was aslcep. I leapt out of bed and flung the cat back
info her lap. That was how we started our second day in the house
in the orange grove.

I was still brushing my teeth when Abdul-Karim came into the
kitchen and said, “What ahour our swimming race?”

“I'm ready,” I told him.,

We hurried through breakfast, got into bathing trunks, and
went outside. My mother, the old lady, and Nahida's father had al-
ready drawn up chairs at the side of the pool to watch the race.

“Ready, steady . . . go!” Nahida called out, and Abdul-Karim
and I dived in. Either because [ was overexcited or I wasn’t used to
fresh water, I sank to thie bottom like a stone, and by the time I
had recovercd sufficiently to surlace, Abdul-Karim was already
halfway across. I saw my mother bending over the parapct and
heard her calling out to me, “Don’t be afraid! Swim fast!” I started
swimming, but it was no use. By the time I reached the pipe lead-
ing from the pump house, Abdul-Karim was already sitting on the
parapct on the far side, squeezing the water out of his hair.

“You beat me in the pool,” I told him. “But I'll take you on at
anything else, if vou want.”

“At what?” he asked.

“Let's say at arithmetic.”
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“Why not?” he answered, and told Nahida to fetch some paper
and pen;:ils. When Nahida came back with them, | tore a sheet of
paper into two halves, and on each | wrote down seven million,
nine hundred and eighty-four thousand, six hundred and ninety-
eight multiplied by four million, nine hundred and eighty-six
thousand, seven hundred and fifty-nine.

“Let's see who figures that out first,” | said.

Taking a pencil, Ahdul-Karim started jotting down figures, and
so did I. I was through before he was and handed my sheet to
Nahida's father to check. It turned out I had a mistake. Then
Abdul-Karim handed over his paper and it turned out that he had
gone wroug, too.

“Then let’s have a gencral knowledge competition,” I chal-
lenged Ahdul-Karim. “For instance: who discovered America?”

“Columbus,” Abdul-Karim answered.

“Wrong!” I said. “Tt was Amerigo Vespucci, and that’s why it’s
called America!”

“He beat vou!” Nahida called to her uncle. “You see, he beat
youl”

“He beat me in America,” Abdul-Carim said, “but I beat him
right here, in the pool.”

“You wait till I'm grown up and then I'll heat you right here in
the pool,” T told him.

Nahida scemed about to nod agreement, hut thought better of
itand looked at her uncle to see what he was going to answer to that.

“If he ever manages to beat me hcre in the pool,” Abdul-
Karim said, “it will he very bad indeed. It will be bad for you too,
Nahida. Bad for all of us.”

We didn’t get his meaning and I wanted to tell him to cut cut
his philosophizing; but I didn't know how to say that in Arabic, so
I kept quiet.

Later we went hunting rabhits in the orange grove.

Il

Many years had gone by and summer had come round once again.
Tired out after the year’s work, I was looking for soineplace where
I could take a fortnight’s rest. Packing a small valise, [ traveled up
to Jerusalem, only to find all the bearding houses full. Finally, wea-
ried hy rushing about the city, [ boarded a bus bound for the Arab
village of Ein-Karem. As T took my seat, [ started wondering what
[ would do there and what had made me go there of all places.
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At the end of the main street stood a domed building, with a foun-
tain gushing out from under its floor. Opposite, on a hillside that
sloped up to the Russian monastery on its summit, in the shade of
a clump of sycamorcs, some men sat on low wooden stools, sip-
ping coftee and puffing at their narghiles. I walked over and sat
down on one of the stools, and when the waiter came over to take
my order, | asked him if he knew of a family that would be willing
to put me up for a couple of weeks.

‘I don't know of one,” the lad answered. “But maybe the
owner does.”

The caf¢ proprietor came over to have a look at me. “A family
to put you up?” he said. “What for?”

“To take a rest,” | answered. “I'm tired and I'm looking for
somewhere to rest.”

“And how much are you willing to pay?” he asked,

“As much as | have t0,” I replied.

The proprietor sent the lad to the house of a certain Abu-
Nimr. Before long he came back and said:

“Go up that way. Abu-Nimr is willing.”

Picking up my valise, I rudged up the hillside, wondering all the
time what had made me come to this place. [ entered a courtyard
and knocked at the door of the house indicated. A tall, bald Arab of
about forty-five came out and said, “Welcome! Come right in.”

I'let him precede me down a long, cool passage and into a
small reom, almost entirely raken up by a tall, wide bed.

“TIF you like it, you're welcome,” Abu-Nimr said.

“It’s very nice,” I said. “How much will it cost®”

‘I don’t know. My wife will tell you that,” he said and left the
room.

I unpacked my valise and sat dowrt on the bed, instantly sink-
ing into the soft bedding, which billowed up to my elbows. There
was a deep stillness all around, pervaded by the familiar smells of
frying oil, mint leaves, black coffec, rosewater, and cardamum
seeds. | felt my face break into a smile as niy ears strained to catch
a sound that was missing in order to complete a dim, distant memn-
ory.

Suddenly I heard a tap turned on in the kitchen and the
sound of gushing water made me hold my breath: water gushing
from a pipe into a pooll

I got up and went out to the yard. There was no pool, nor cven
orangc trees; hut there was something about the apple und plum
trees, some quality of strangeness peculiar 1o an Arab homestead.
It was obvious that the courtyard had not evolved all at once, that
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each generation had added something of its own. One man had
planted the apple (ree by the water tap, another the mutherry tree
pear the dog kennel, and in time the garden had sprouted up to
tell its masters’ life stories. 1 stood listening, my fantasy pcopling
the courtyard with Nahida and her grandmother, with Abdul-
Karim, with the horse-cab that would suddenly draw to a halc out-
side the gate and the horses that would stand and urinate.

That evening [ was invited to join the family at supper, and Abu-
Nimr introduced me to the pcople who sat round the tahle: his
round-faced, bustling wife, who smiled into space without resting

_her eyes on me; his two sons, aged thirteen and fifteen, who at-

tended high school in the city; his plump, white-skinned daughter,
married to a policeman who was away from home all week, and
who came home loaded with a wicker basket containing a trussed
pigeon, apples from Betar, and a dozen eggs commandeered from
some villager who happened to call at the police station.

The food that was secrved was no more than a continuation of
that furaway supper in the orange grove, At that moment I real-
ized what I had come there for.

After supper the strains of an Arab song arose from the gramo-
phone. Abu-Nimr asked mc whether I would care to show his boys
how to operate the English typewriter he had bought in the city the
day hefore. I sat down to instruct the lads, who set about their task
with tremendous awe while their parents looked on, their hearts
overflowing with pride. After a while their mother brought me a
glass of cocea and urged me to take a little rest. The gramophone
was still playing, and as I sipped my drink Nahida’s voice came
back to me and Abdul-Karim’s features formed themselves before
my eyes, and out of the gloom in the passage there arose the
sounds of my mother chatting with the old lady. 1t was then that I
knew that I had been waiting all these years for just this moment,
that I would relive our stay at the house in the orange grove.

I

Again the years went by, We were in the grip of war with the Arabs.
[ was serving in a company that was lined up to storm Tel-Arish, an
Arab sronghold in the Jaffa dunes, cast of the city.

We had launched an aborlive attack there several weeks before
which had cost us lwenty-six men. This time we felr sure of success
and looked forward to the batlle as a fierce retaliation.
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We sct out from Holon at nudnight, and soon began crawling
in the direction of the Tel-Arish huildings. The sand dunes
afforded exccllent cover, and we slipped across them effortlessly
and soundlessly. A west wind carried the Jaffa smells over to us,
but later the wing veered round hehind us, from the new estates
going up in Holon, breathing the smell of ncw, white houses on
our hacks. The sand beneath us surrendered the sun’s warmth it
had absorbed during the day, telling of the days of light we had
known among the white houses, and auguring the liberty and joy
that would again he ours once victory had been gained.

When the Arabs spotted us it was too late for them to do anything
about it. We were already within grenade range of their position,
and we stormed it from three sides. One of the first grenades
burst inside their forward machine-gun nest, putting all its crew
out of action. We charged inside and raked the villagc with the
German machine gun. The Arabs there panicked and rushed out
of the houses, only to be cut down by our riflemen, who lay in am-
bush on our two flanks to the north and south. This left the Arabs
only one escape route, westwards, and it appeared that some of
them managed to slip through in that direction and escape into the
cover of the nearby orange grove—the same grove were, about
wwenty years hefore, 1 had spent a few days with the old lady’s family.

I had been expecting things to turn out like that, for that was how
it had heen planned. The house in the orange grove was our sec-
ond objective that night. We didn’t know whether there were any
soldiers there, but we were quite sure that any we failcd to destroy
at the Tel-Arish position would easily be able to reorganize and en-
trench themselves in the stone huilding and courtyard. It seemed
that they had kept a reserve force in the house in the orange
grove, {or heavy fire was opened upon us from that direction, and
therc were other indications that fortified positions there were
ready to go into action in the event that Tel-Arish should fail.
Our luck didn’t hold out there, however: the battle continued
till dawn and we lost six men. This only heightened our desire for
revenge, and besides, we still outnumbered them. Soon the de-
fense of the house showed signs of weakening and the fire gradu-
ally slackened off. At dawn we rushed the courtyard, got through
as far as the stables, and laid a charge of high explosives, then
withdrew. A few moments later there was a violent clap of thunder
and the wing of the house next w the pool collapsed into a heap
of ruhhle. This was immediately followed by the groans of the
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wounded and cries of surrender. We remustercd in the courtyard
and shouted to the Arahs to come out and surrender.

I was not surprised (o see Abdul-Karim. He seemed to have ex-
pected this, oo, though thar was something I had never dared to
imagine. 1 recognized him straight away. 1 went up to him and
called his name. When 1 explained who T was, he gave a weary
smile of recollection.

“Nahida . . . is she here too?” [ asked him,

“No,” he said. “The family has left Jaffa.”

Some ol the hoys listened to our conversation in surprise.

“Tyou know him?” our officer asked me.

“I know him,” 1 said.

“Can he give us any important information?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But let me settle an old score with him first.”

“Want to finish him otf?” the officer asked me.

“No,” I told him. “I just want to talk to him.”

The boys burst out faughing at this. Abdul-Karim, who hadn’t
understood what we were saying, must have been insulted for his
huands rembled with suppressed fury.

I hastened to cxplain to him that I wanted to talk to him alone.

“You're the victors,” he said. “We do as we’re told.”

“As long as I haven’t beaten you in the pool,” I told him,
“there’s no telling who is the victor.”

Abdul-Karim smiled. He seemed to have got my meaning,

Our officer didn’t seem 1o get it, however, for he ordered
Abdul-Karim to be taken into the orange grove, where the prison-
ers were being rounded up. I went up to the pool and sat down on
the parapet. Our reinforcements from Bat-Yam and Holon began
to appear and the orderlies set about attending to the wounded in
the courtyard. I stripped and entered the water. It was warm and
dirty: it must have been a long rime since the pipe overhead had
jetted waler from the well pump.

Stretching out my arms, I swam across the pool, then back
again. 1 closed my eyes and waited to hear my mother’s voice, urg-
ing me on: “Don’t be scared! Swim fast!” But instead, I hcard
Abdul-Karim say: “You beat me in America, hut I beat you right
here, in the pool.”

Just then I heard a shot from the orange grove. My heart
missed a beat. [ knew Abdul-Karim had been killed.

Leaping out of the water, 1 pulled on my trousers and rushed
into the grove. There was commotion and the officer was yelling:

“Who the hell fired that shot?”

“My gun went off,” one of the boys said.
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When he saw me coming up the officer said, “We've lost that
information, damn it! They’ve killed thal Arab of yours.”

“We've lost it,” I said.

I went over to Abdul-Karim’s body and turned it over. He
looked as though Iie had seen me swimming in the pool a few mo-
ments ago. His was not the expression of a man who had lost.

There, in the courtyard, it was I, all ot us, whe were the losers,

(1951)

~—Translated by Joseph Schachier



