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she watched the gang of youngsters crossing the lawn on their way to the

B

fields and the wadi to even the score with the nomads. We were carrvi

short, thick sticks. Excitement was dilating our pupils. And the blood was

drumming in our temples.

Far away in the darkened orchards stood somber, dust-laden cypresa,;.

swaying to and fro with a gentle, religious fervor. She felt tired, and th

was why she did not come to see us off. But her fingers caressed the dust,

and her face was very calm and almost beautiful.

TRANSLATED BY NICHOLAS DE LANG AND PHILIP SIMPSON" ’
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1 lsaac Goldemberg
. (Peru-United States, b.1945)
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":Considered in his youth to be one of the brightest young Latin American
* writers, Isaac Goldemberg left Peru for Israel when he was seventeen. Two
years later he settled in New York, where his early work earned him recog-
. nition as a rising Jewish star. He worked as a teacher, an administrator, and
- an editor, and penned the collection of poems Hombre de paso/Just Pass-
__Ing Through (1981) as well as the novel The Fragmented Life of Don Jacobo
. Lemer (1976). The latter is a collage of fiction and historical documents of
- Jewish life in Peru centering around the relationship of Don Jacobo, an en-

frepreneur, and a son of his mixed marriage with a Quechua Indian. Eight
years later, Goldemberg published his second and only other novel, Play
by Play. an experimental narrative structured around a soccer game be-

p tween Brazil and Peru during which a Jewish player dwells on his identity.
This is @ more succinct, less flamboyant volume, with a tighter prose style.
- "The Conversion’’ is its opening chapter.

- The Conversion

»

3 F ive thousand seven hundred and thirteen years of Judaism hit Mar-

quitos Karushansky like a ton of bricks. At the age of eight, shortly
after coming to Lima, classes in Hebrew and the history of the Jews at Leon

- Pinelo School; bris at the age of twelve; Bar Mitzvah at thirteen when he
- was a brand-new cadet at Leoncio Prado Military Academy. Bris was the

 little word taken from the Hebrew and used by the Jews in Lima to avoid

- saying circumcision, which left a bad taste in the mouth and made them bite
.~ the tip of their tongues, as if to spit it out. “Never you say crcumcision,

e

- correct word is bris; circumcision is from Latin circumcidere, to cut around, and

has no historical weight. But bris means covenant and is in Bible from time

* our father Abruhem sealed pact with Adonai.” That’s how Rabbi Gold-

stein, with his weeping willow beard, explained it to him. Adonai, of

~ course, was also a word Marcos had recently picked up. Saying Ged, which

B

- seemed to have a cholo, half-Indian ring to it, was absolutely out of the

* question. And it was really something to watch him swearing, Chai Adonai
- here and Chai Adonai there! whip ‘em in the front and whip 'em in the
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rear! Chahuee! Chahuaa! Pinelo, Pinelo, rah, rah, rah! First you've got to ,"
promise not to tell. I swear to God who is my shining light! What? To
God! No, that doesn’t count. C'mon, do it right. Chai Adonai! You'rea
liar, let’s see if you can swear it’s true. Chai Adonai! Swear you didn’t steal
the ballpoint. Chai Adonai! Marcos gradually became used to the word, it g

was like not swearing at all, and he got a big kick out of it. ;

Marquitos Karushansky’s circumcision, or rather his bris, took place on
the same day as the opening of The Ten Commandments at the Tacna movie
theater. What's more, Dr. Berkowitz’s office, where the operation was k.

done, was only half a block from the theater. Marcos was operated on in
the afternoon, some time between five and seven, and the show was to
start at eight. But he and his father missed the opening. The saddest part
of it, old Karushansky said, was not being able to see the film together =
with the rest of the Jewish community of Lima. They had to see it fouror =
five days later, sitting among Peruvians, and it wasn’t the same, it wasn’t
the right atmosphere, what did those diolos know about the Bible, anyway?

It had all started when his father announced, like a patriarch in the Old
Testament: “Next year you be ready for Bar Mitzvah but first is necessary
you have bris.”” Marcos remembered his eyes wandering to the smudgy

windowpane, and then his voice, mocking and at the same time tryingto

reassure him, he shouldn’t worry, they had also snipped off the foreskin of

Jesus the Jew.

They showed up one day in Dr. Berkowitz’s office where the physncun,

very professional; very freckled, explained: ““Bris is an extremely simple

operation. All it amounts to is cutting off the prepuce, the end of the skin
that folds over the head of the penis and covers it. Then it’s much easier
to keep the glans clean. No sebaceous matter collects around it and this %
reduces the risk of catching dangerous infections.” Marcos didn’t know

what he was talking about and went back with his father to the doctor’s
office the next day. The nurse had already left and they were greeted bya

1 - - A
it, Marcos was stretched out on his back on the operating table. Dr. Ber-

kowitz was standing beside it, scalpel in hand, arm poised, and his feather,

sweat running down features drawn tight in pain and disgust, his father was =
lying across his chest, pinning his arms, papa’s chunky body on top of his,
would he ask him for a camphor liniment rubdown later? Every night at

bedtime the ritual of the rubdown would begin and Marcos would massage A
him furiously, as if he wanted to tear off his skin, as if he were trying to

draw blood from the heavy body with an oval head. He would pass the

palm of his hand down the slope of the thick short neck, up the incline of
the shoulders with their overgrowth of hair, matted like the fur on a bat-

tered old grizzly, his body stripped of every shred of nobility, letting out

low grunts, soft moans of pleasure.
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His penis had been put to sleep but not enough to kill the pain from
the clamp holding on to his skin as if it would never let go. Then the
doctor—warning him not to exaggerate, because too much anesthetic
could leave him paralyzed for life—raised the needle to eye level to make
sure he had the right amount in the syringe. His whole body shuddered
when the needle entered his glans. His father pressed all his weight down
on his chest, and on his lips and chin Marcos could feel the rough beard,
soaked with sweat and tears. Now his penis was a soft mass, a spongy
mushroom, an organism with a life of its own, capable of tearing free with
one jerk and slipping all over his skin, looking for a way into his body, or
capable of dissolving and leaving a smelly, viscous fluid on his groin. He
knew his penis was already in the open and he tried to imagine its new,
hoodless look. In his mind, he compared it to the image he had of his
father’s member, its extreme whiteness, the perfect distribution of its parts,
the scarlet crest topping the head of the sleepy iguana, with its vertical
blind eye. He wanted to examine his phallus, to hold it above his eyes like
a flower, to fall under the spell of the rosy calyx snug around its neck, to
weigh it in his hand and stroke it warmly back to the familiarity it had lost.
He was conscious of the small pincers clutching his foreskin tight: they
were fierce little animals with fangs, beady eyes, and metallic scales on their
backs. At the same time, he felt the pressure of his father’s dead weight on
him as a reproach, the embodiment of all the insults he had ever had to
take. He thought about how, when he went back to school, he wouldn’t
have to hide from his friends in the bathroom. He would be able to piss

_ casually now, to pull out his prick, take his time shaking it out, boldly

pressing hard to squeeze the last drops out and then turn around defiantly
and show it to the others, to all his schoolmates at Leén Pinelo, proudly,
now let’s see who is man enough to say I'm not a Jew.

The doctor left them alone in the back office: he told them he’d return
in half an hour, they’d have to wait for the anesthetic to wear off, and
Marcos watched his father nodding yes. Then the old man started to pace
with his hands clasped behind him. He marched up and down next to the
operating table, eyes straight ahead, without bending his knees, swinging
each leg sideways slowly in a semicircle, before setting his foot down on
the tiles. The controlled stiffness of his body, the deliberate halt after each
about-face, before he started pacing again, reflected all the misery and

~ resignation stored up in him. But Marcos knew every detail of this tactic

his father had used, over the past two years, to put a certain amount of
distance between them, to make him understand that behind this tempo-
rary withdrawal, all the things he had ever silenced were crying out, louder
than words, against his bad luck and his unhappiness. If he had had any
hope of crossing into his father’s world, he would have asked him to come
over to the table, dry the sweat on his forehead, take his hand in his, and
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help him clear away the skein of solitude unraveling endlessly in his chest. ‘

But he was sure the old man would avoid his eyes, as he did whenever he

pounded on him with his fists, only to feel sorry afterward and break down

like a vulnerable Mary Magdalene.

His senses had become dulled. His father looked older now: his beard
had taken on a grayish tint and a hundred wrinkles had formed ;xround his 1
eyes. He tl.'ied to think of his mother but he couldn’t retain a solid i
of her behind his eyes. He had closed them and felt himself rushinglcll?wg: .
a .toboggan run, rolling over and over without being able to stop. Only 3
his father. was solid; all the objects in the room had melted into ribl:;ons of 4
vapor swirling around him, and only his father’s presence kept him from

turning into a gaseous substance too.

He didn’t move a muscle when the doctor’s voice burst into the room :

like a garble of voices and sounds, and asked him if he was feeling better.

He nodded without unlocking his eyelids, and the doctor and his father
helped him off the table. His eyes were still closed, he staggered as if

whipped by a blizzard, and the weight of his nakedness embarrassed him.

The mere brush of the doctor’s gloved hands on his

E i on his member, the slight
pull of the threads sticking out from the skin under the glan :le ]g.h E
feel wretched and he had the urge to piss. He guessed the p 2 his rache

move would bring on and stopped himself just in i

mo \ ' Just in time; the doctor was
fitting a Jjockstrap snfﬂ'ed with wads of gauze on him and he had the sen-
sation that he was pissing inward. His bladder was tightening up and his

inward-flowing urine plunged through his ureters, was picked up by the

renal Fubes, flooded .his kidneys like a winding current, and was pumped,
bul?bh.ng and humming, into the bloodstream. He felt that he was burning :
up inside, explored by the fine probe of an intense blue flame. The doctor’s

voice jolted him back to reality. A sudden smile lit up the doctor’s faceas

h; ;;:ultu outr\l:lis hand in an outlandishly formal way and made a big show

ot shaking Marcos’s father’s hand, saying: “Mazel tov, Sefior Karus 3

congratulations, mazel tov. . . . = S o

The lights on Tacna Avenue woke him all th i

e way. Walking to the

corner, they Passed the Tacna movie theater, its front covered V\ngth giant 3

gosters showing scenes from the movie: a beardless Charlton Heston,

ress:ed as an Egyptian \{varrior, was giving a wasp-waisted princess a he-

m;n s h:;agl;s over to the right, Charlton Heston again, beard and wig, tunic
and sandals, on a promontory, arms extended lik ician’s: al

dabra, let the waters divide. R

As they stood on the comer tryin
) g to get a cab, Marcos thought of th
late afternoon when he had arrived in Lima, four years before.g¥hrou h

the smoke rising steac_ljly from a charcoal pit where some shish kebab on
tiny skewers was roasting and giving off a tempting aroma, he saw his father
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" with his hands in his pockets, coming toward the El Chasqui travel agency,
~ where he and his mother were waiting. Then, like now, they had stopped
" on a corner, loaded down with bundles and suitcases, to get a cab. He
~ looked out the side of his eye at his father, sitting cross-legged next to him;
~ his arms were folded stiffly across his chest. Through the window on the
'~ other side of his father’s aquiline profile, he watched the streetcars stretch-
" ing, lumbering over the flashing tracks. Tall buildings loomed up unex-
- pectedly, swaying like the carob trees back home, and then, with the speed
- of a fist coming straight at his eyes out of nowhere, the slender pyramid
" of the Jorge Chivez monument like an airplane full of lights—manned by
" 2 crew of graceful winged granite figures—taking off into the night.

He had seen pictures of the Plaza San Martin and the Plaza de Armas

" in his schoolbook and had thought of Lima as a ghost town where time
~ had stopped without warning, freezing cars as they moved along and pe-
~ destrians as they walked. He liked to invent all kinds of stories about those

unknown people suspended in midair like grotesque puppets. He had even

; tried to see if he could make out his father among those men in dark suits
" and hats. Sometimes he felt sure he had found him sitting on a bench

reading a newspaper, or spotted his profile coming around a corner, and

" he would run to the kitchen and point him out to his mother. Without
* hiding her amazement at her son’s fancies, she would stroke his head ner-

~ vously and always tell him no, with an understanding smile. But now,
~ sitting on his father’s right, he didn’t have to imagine him anymore. The
~ city itself seemed to have come out of its sleep, happy to open the night
~ and show him his father’s world. And with all his senses set on the course

of this moment so new to him, fluttering around him like a playful but-
terfly, he accepted that world unquestioning, wholeheartedly, as if it had
always been his by right.

The taxi plunged into the warm shadows of a Salaverry Avenue studded
with lights. His father was still just sitting there, his face outlined by the

pale flash of the car’s window, oblivious of the clusters of trees reflected

in his eyes as they shot past. On the right, the Campo de Marte spread out;
deserted, bleak, it disappeared for stretches at a time behind groups of

" houses and reappeared, somnolent and hazy. Marcos was quiet too, afraid

to shift a leg that had fallen asleep and trying with his imagination to lop
it off from his body and stop the swirl of bubbles climbing to his groin
slowly, noisily. He let the stale air out of his lungs and sank a little into the
seat, thinking That old guy is my father, I can tell by the musty odor of
his clothes, he smells like dirty synagogue draperies, old velvet, damp wool,
like the moth-eaten cashmere and poplin remnants he keeps in back of the
store. He's probably taking the annual inventory right now, setting bolts
of cloth on the counter, running his hand over them like a shepherd fondly
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: 1 in the house. Startled
« embered the first time he had set foot in
':l'wyhc:?'cf;;zf furniture as he stepped through the door, he stood ro;)(;ed
thcjspot' he felt as if all his bones were giving way under ad s:lm er:
: deafening :;valanche of rocks. Then his fathecr: took his arm an os
dngge him inside toward his room, saying (_ome, ¢
sunch:g alone in his bedroom with his suitcase beside m, he could hard}lly
;ta on his feet, a weary taste of rancid almonds in his m.outh.‘ From t e(ei
’ba&y:k of the hO;lSC his father’s voice, as studied as a concnerg; s, reacht
: 1 1 teps to
| Li . “This is your room, here you will sleep. Bathroom is a few s
s lyn;‘;r 1;2-‘1;1;22: of bathroom is kitchen. You find everything there, un-
. ’ bag, then fix yourselfsomething to eat. i s
; w’t'ga:u:lgha% as soon as his mother had gone to hc;: room, th[: r(;tual ho;z
! . = i fF all dirt from your body,
" the bath got under way. “Am going get off S vy bl
3 id, rolling up his sleeves with an air of nostalgl ;
: f;:f‘il;t :mrzld grt}l:odox Jew ready to wind the leather rl:mzed o}f plhyt'k:;c
i i limb into the tub and he le
| teries around his arm. He made Marcos ¢ <vproers -
stream 1 g sound,
' £ water out: it came on by fits and starts with a
 then br?)k;”ZUt in spurts tll it picked up the steady murmur of‘ Zn C:S_Z
" flow. Steam filled the bathroom with drowsiness,_blurred the soli ;v ci
3 and ;umed his father into a shadowy figure kne_ehng next to the tuh alr:l
~ already beginning to soap his body with rhythmic skx'll. as if he were ho[h—
: ing 2 newborn baby, or a body not yet born, molding its form with the
i f a Florentine goldsmith. .
: mn'llglli fsi;::gne: v:as taking on the importance of a ceremony. The image c;tl’
~ baptism in the son’s mind corresponded closely to the rites of the biblic

3 patriarch being officiated by his father: an initiation that would take the

stroking the backs of his sheep; or maybe he’s repeating over and over the
words he spit out at me this morning, “In a few hours you be at last one
of us, at last one of us, at last one. . . .” :
As the cab made a sharp turn, coming out into Mariitegui Avenue, its
chassis seemed to bristle up like a cat; it went down the street chugging
along unsteadily, entered Pumacahua Street and pulled up at the corner of
the second block, where the houses came to a dead end, cut off by the
Club Hipico’s garden wall, a solid line of trees and wire. His father helped =
him out of the car. They walked the short distance to the project entrance
and silently headed for the apartment at the rear. :
In the bedroom his father helped him undress; he knelt to take off his
shoes, and then took them to the foot of the valet clothes stand, dressed
up in the rest of his clothes and looking like a silly scarecrow. He knelt =
down again to help him on with his pajama pants and then stood up with
a heavy sigh seeming to come from somewhere far away; he turned down =
the covers, settled the boy in the center of the bed, and covered him with
a rough sweep of his hand. “So if you want something, you'll call,” he
told him abruptly, going to the door. Marcos heard his father’s footsteps
fading down the hallway toward the living room and now, as he lay sub-
merged in the warmth of the covers, the silence started winding its way
through the shell of his ears, humming like the sea, and he could feel the
solitude he had been longing for begin to take root in his spirit. He swept
the room with his eyes, pausing carefully at each object, trying to figure
out what hidden common bond there was between so many disparate
things. He sensed that the suffocating mishmash of furniture, spread =
through the rest of the house like heavy underbrush, summed up his father’s = St : W into an
horror of empty rooms. Landscapes and scenes of Israel, torn [f)i'om calen- " boy, cleansed of impurities, 1to his own world. Trﬁgozzeggg with the
dars, lined all the walls: the sea of Galilee (or Kineret, as his father know- 8 exterminating angel,_ l-xis father seetped a.b: utttao * buried in the depths
ingly called it), hemmed by a tight ring of hills; a street in Yerushalaim S pumice stone, a primitive porous kmfje,'wu ?‘uhjs %;E,er’s hand had all the
crammed with shops and pedestrians, exactly like Jiron de la Unién Street, 8 of his massive fist. The frenzied whu’lcilnlsl o -+ o saw hisnself being sub-
right, Marcos? this is the capital of Israel, you wouldn’t believe everyone S8 appearance of an act of martyrdom an uli:irqul - dough unharmed that
in streets are Jewish, right? blond-dark-redhead and even real black chil- - jected to an ordeal but felt so sure he wok hi.com e el i i
dren in a tiny school in Tel Aviv; also the vast wilderness of the Negev % he endured the stabbing stone, held back his tears,
with red red sand and where are located the mines of King Shlomo, who

4 by biting his teeth down hard. Everything else afterward—scrambling out
was very wise; do you know story of two women are fighting for same
son and going to King Shlomo . .. ? and also many pictures of Kibbutz

" of the tub, scampering to his room, the comforting fetal position under
Givat Brenner, founded in year 'twenty-eight, [ was one of founders, Mar-

" the covers—took place in suspended time, on the hazy verge of sleep.
cos, see how beautiful, all people glad working in fields, look how happy
everybody, and in fact his father had also worked in the kibbutz, intoning
erets zavat chalav, chalav, erets zavat chalav, humming into the wind, land
of milk and honey, erets zavat chalav, chalav ud’vash, and in other prints

there were young patriarchs, hands twirling the udders of the goats, sinking
into the labyrinthine nurseries of the bees. . . .

TRANSLATED BY HARDIE ST. MARTIN






