
 

 

 
Otherwise You’ll  

Get Your Money Back 

Novel by

Tomer Gardi

Excerpts translated by Jessica Cohen

Literaturverlag Droschl



© Literaturverlag Droschl Graz – Wien 2019 
 
 

ISBN 978-3-99059-026-3

Literaturverlag Droschl Stenggstraße 33 A-8043 Graz
www.droschl.com



3

The story begins like this:

An unemployed man goes to the office to collect unemploy-
ment. Proceeds through all the security circles, gets checked 
out, gets checked in,  beeps beep, take off your belt, empty 
your pockets, put everything here, now go through, belt back 
on, everything in, thank you. Steps into the elevator, goes up 
to the office, second floor. Takes a number, waits his turn, 
waits his turn, waits his turn, gets his turn.
Gets his turn, sits down in front of the clerk. The clerk doesn’t 
look at him. The clerk’s eyes focus on the screen. The clerk asks 
the man sitting opposite him what his profession is. The man 
opposite him says, I’m a writer.
The clerk stops playing with the mouse. The clerk stops look-
ing at the screen. The clerk looks away from the screen. He 
looks at the person in front of him. He says: Writer? No such 
profession. The unemployed man looks straight at him. Eye 
to eye, he looks straight at him. Looks straight back at him 
and says, Yes there is. My profession, he says, the unemployed 
man. Writer, he says. The clerk takes a deep breath. Exhales an 
impatient breath through his nose. I already told you, he says, 
writer isn’t a profession. Writer is a profession, says the unem-
ployed man. It’s my profession, he insists. The clerk disputes, 
the unemployed man insists, and so on and so forth.
And so on and so forth and over again, this way and that, 
that way and this, and it could have gone on and on thusly, 
endlessly, because the situation was pretty stuck, but then the 
unemployed man offered the clerk a sort of deal. A contract. 



4

A business transaction. I’ll tell you, he says to the clerk, the 
surprised clerk, the astounded clerk, I’ll tell you, he says to 
the clerk, a story. And if the story pleases you, he says to the 
clerk, if it’s good, if you like it, then you’ll sign my form. For 
the unemployment money. Like wages, he says. For work. And 
if you don’t, then you don’t sign, says the unemployed man, 
and  doesn’t wait for an answer, just starts storytelling, fill-
ing the empty space between them with words, between him 
and the clerk with his words, before the clerk in the office can 
stop him, halt him, slap him shut that morning actually started 
in the evening. I came home from another jobless day. No 
work. I was tired. I wanted to get to bed already, be finished 
with the day, crush it out like one last butt. There’s a path 
that leads to the entrance of the building where I live. Along 
the path a row of hedges  is planted, rooted. They’re nice, the 
hedges. They’re soft and good and they give your eyes a bit of 
placid green, although they do have their drawbacks. The roots 
push up and crack the battered sewage system’s pipes, which 
are already decrepit, decaying. And people throw out all sorts 
of used things under their branches, bloodied bandages, toilet 
paper, condoms, needles.
Down this short, dubious boulevard, on the narrow strip of 
earth lined with the hedges, all the building’s residents store 
their gas canisters. Yellow pipes run from the canisters up into 
the apartments, like a giant ventilator for the dying building. As 
if each apartment were a nostril and the old, ventilated, mortal 
creature—tired of all this, the building—lingers on with us, 
here in life, an artificial, tired, long-expired lingering. Gratu-
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itous imagery perhaps, the ventilator, but that’s what they look 
like to me, those canisters with their thin pipes. Anyway, along 
that route, between the path to the building’s entrance and the 
planted hedges, there is a sort of rusty, horizontal, iron pole, 
absurd as it is to invoke the horizon in this rusty, damp, dead-
end context—horizontal? A rusty iron pole, to which each and 
every neighbor chains and locks their gas canister, a not insig-
nificant asset, the gas canister, each one costs a lot of money as 
it sits out there exposed to the elements, murmuring its butane 
murmurs: Come on, thief. Come on. Psssst.
I walked through the gate and stopped on the path to say how 
are you to the neighbors: a woman with a sleeping girl on her 
back in a carrier, and a man next to her who looked tired, kind 
of untuned. An orchestration of Hebrew, Arabic and English, 
conducted Zubin Mehta-like, with movements and gestures, 
refugees from Eritrea they were, the three of them, and they 
showed me what I could see for myself at some point, in the 
dark, once my eyes had adjusted. Someone had stolen their gas 
canister. The lock that had chained the canister to the pole was 
broken, the yellow pipe disconnected.
On the path, wet from the rain, we talked in the dark for a few 
minutes. About the theft, the daily hardships, the injustice, 
augmenting our banter with shrugs of defeat, nods of resigna-
tion, gestures of it’s all from above and so forth. We were so 
busy accepting our fate, or maybe not busy, that’s a too-trans-
actional word for what it was, just subjected to, so subjected to 
the acceptance of fate were we that I didn’t even ask them, I re-
membered afterwards, too late of course, if they maybe wanted 
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to heat up something to eat at my place, on the stove. It was 
nine p.m. The thought sprouted or burst into my silent mind 
somewhere around two a.m. A ridiculous time for a generous 
offer. I’m also untuned. Always too lax or too taut. An hour 
later I did remember that even that hypothetical, hindsightful 
idea was baseless. My canister was empty. I had to order a new 
one. I fell asleep. I turned off. I shut down the day, enough.

On the morning that began, as I said, the evening before, I 
called the gas bootlegger to change my canister. A Palestinian 
from Hebron who lives around the neighborhood, he usually 
tells anyone who asks that he’s from Akko, maybe so he doesn’t 
get into trouble, maybe because he really is from there, him, 
his parents, his grandparents. Within twenty minutes he was 
at my place, the heavy canister on a green dairy crate tied to 
his bicycle trailer. We shook hands hello, said a word about 
the weather, cursed the prime minister, always a happy occa-
sion, and then I opened the lock that secured my gas canister 
to the rusty pole along the path. He took the full canister off 
the green crate on the bike trailer and rolled it, a heavy barrel, 
over to where my gas hook-up was. He bent over to screw the 
yellow pipe into the new canister and then, from the ground 
next to one of the bushes, picked up a large knife.
We looked at each other. The neighbors’ yellow gas pipe was 
still there, lopped off, probing the nothing around it like the 
orphaned mouth of an abandoned baby. The cheap bike lock 
was still lying there, severed. We smiled, him and me. It was 
obvious what the knife had been used for. A good knife, he 
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told me. Look how good the knife is. They left it here, who-
ever did the job, he said. I moved closer, he moved closer. He 
showed me the blade. See the layers? he asked. The layers of 
steel? I saw them, like rings on wood, signs of sharpening. A 
good knife, he said. Take it, I said. It’s yours, I said. Take it, I 
told him, with a sort of generosity, even though it wasn’t mine. 
He found it, not me. It wasn’t mine to give. But that’s what I 
said anyway. I don’t know why. He smiled. Like he understood 
something veiled. He hooked up my canister to the yellow 
pipe and I paid him. He took the knife and left.
I bent over to tie up my new, full canister to the chain, to the 
pole, and lock it. I fiddled with the rusty chain, the lock, the 
key, the rusty pole, the most horizontal thing in the neigh-
borhood, so I was still clattering around when I heard him, 
or actually someone, behind me, I didn’t know who, coming 
closer. I turned my head and it was him, Abu Omran, coming 
back with the knife in his hand. I looked at him with a what’s 
up look. Forget it, he said. Lots of cops on the streets. With 
a knife in my pocket on the street I’d rather not be Arab, he 
said. I’d rather not get caught walking around with a knife 
like this. I smiled, a bitter smile. I mean it was ridiculous. Abu 
Omran. I’ve known him for years, goes all over South Tel Aviv 
with the gas canisters on his bike, handing them out. A knife? 
Ridiculous. He could blow up this whole city if he wanted to. 
He crouched down next to me, put the knife on the path. You 
take it, he told me. It’s a good knife, he said. You take it. And 
he left.
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I locked the canister and went up to my apartment. I put the 
knife on the kitchen table, washed the rust off my hands, and 
went out to the unemployment office.

At the unemployment office, there is a fish tank in the lobby. A 
strange, pink fish swims around the big reinforced glass tank, 
lonely in there, like a lost soul. Next to the biometric machines 
is where it is, a strategic position in the office, right where 
every unemployed person must pass on the way to imprint 
his scanned, encoded finger in the machine. If someone ever 
wants to round up all the country’s unemployed people into a 
big pen, and let’s face it the day is not far off—the unemployed 
are, after all, an unstable, dangerous collective—well then all 
the details are in place. The software. The police. The pens. The 
only thing missing is the directive.
I stood there by the aquarium, looking at the strange pink fish 
swimming alone. There’s no shortage of sad creatures at the 
unemployment office, but this fish could certainly compete 
for one of the first spots. This pink fish, it said on a little sign 
stuck to the tank, brings its owner, according to some com-
mercialized Far-Eastern belief, I’ve forgotten now which one, 
economic prosperity and success. In the past, it said on the 
sign, it was customary to raise this type of fish in one’s home, 
but now the custom had spread and the fish was kept in banks, 
stock exchanges, investment firms. It takes more than a bitter 
sense of humor, a cruel one in fact, to put that kind of fish in 
an unemployment line. Nothing can save you jobless people. 
You’re better off believing in a pink, recycled fish. A woman 
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came over and stood next to me by the aquarium. Touched the 
thick glass, caressed it, her hand tracking the fish swimming 
inside, slowly, sealed in the tank. Have you been asking it for 
good luck for a long time? I asked her. A few months, she said. 
A living and good health and a safe place to rest my head is 
what I need.

We said goodbye, I wished her luck, I stood in line, I went 
through the seven circles of inspection, empty pockets, belt 
off, through the gray beeping gate, then back in pockets, belt 
on. I went upstairs, elevator, second floor, office. Counter 23, 
the doorway guard told me. I went in, into the depths of the 
neon hall. A row of counters, clerks in cubicles, rows of chairs 
opposite each counter, the unemployed sitting, waiting their 
turn. I walked down that brightly lit space in between the 
waiters and the clerks, until I found it, Counter 23. On a piece 
of paper taped to a glass partition I wrote down my name and 
sat there, on one of the chairs in the row of chairs, to wait. An 
elongated room, lit with neon, like I said, a white acoustic ceil-
ing dotted with smoke detectors. I passed the time. I looked 
around. The tired mother with the little boy. The furrowed 
man. The wrinkled woman. The sprawling student. Opposite 
me at the counter a skirmish started up between the clerk and 
the woman facing him, a skirmish that followed a failed lob-
bying effort. Voices were raised. On the contrary, I heard the 
clerk say, raising his voice, loudly, to the woman. Rebuking. 
Defying. On the contrary! he yelled.
Then-I-got-lost-in-reveries. Long ones.
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I found my way back, perfectly timed, trained, circus-like, just 
before my turn came. I got up. I went over. I sat down before 
him. Behind him on the wall there was a colorful picture from 
a lifestyle magazine. On the windowsill stood row after row 
of cardboard and metal boxes, tubular, square, triangular, that 
had once held expensive bottles of whiskey. Like miniaturized 
models of skyscrapers, they looked up there. Like the skyline of 
Alcohol City. In the dusty frame of the window behind him, a 
eucalyptus tree’s branch swayed in the breeze like a drunk in a 
dusty whirlwind.

Name? he asked. Eyes on the screen. Didn’t look at me at all.
I didn’t answer.
Name? he repeated. Eyes still on the screen.
I didn’t say anything.
Well, what’s your name?! he raised his voice. Without looking. 
Busy with the mouse. The keyboard. Eyes still on the screen.
Frenetta Grotesky, I told him.
There, it worked, the trick. He was looking at me. Moved his 
eyes to me. Looked at me. It worked. Oh, how the eyes wander 
from screen to face. Oh, how they wander back from face to 
screen. Oh, that pendulum. How well I know its  momentum. 
How well I know that cursed motion.
Frenetta Grotesky? he said.
Frenetta Grotesky, I answered.
Behind him, outside, through the dirty, thick glass, a tired, 
dusty eucalyptus branch swayed in the wind, as if out of faith. 
The skyline of Alcohol City sprawled on the windowsill like 
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a taxidermied creature. In the picture on the wall, from the 
lifestyle magazine, a tall man, his stubble Italian, his black suit 
tailored, looked straight at me. A bouquet of red roses gleamed 
chromatically in his hand.
Frenetta Grotesky? said the clerk.
Frenetta Grotesky, said I.
ID, Ms. Grotesky? he said.
I told him the number.
Profession? he asked.
Writer, I told him.
The hand on the mouse stopped. Then continued. The face en-
grossed in the flat screen. There’s no such profession, he mur-
mured. He murmured at the screen. Like he wasn’t talking to 
me. Not saying it to me. Writer isn’t a profession, he said. As if 
stating the obvious. 
I breathed. A deep breath. I wanted a cigarette. Badly. I said 
wait, don’t you read books? His hand stopped moving. He let 
go of the mouse. Moved his eyes from the screen back to me. 
I do read books, he said. I actually do. Well, I said, someone 
writes those books you read, don’t they? Definitely not you, he 
said. Frenetta Grotesky. Definitely not you.
I swallowed. I sighed. I sighed out a shallow breath. Hollow. 
That’s probably true, I said. Regretfully, that is probably true. 
I’m not much of a best-seller. So tell me, I said, what have you 
read lately?
He waited. Lingered. I saw him thinking. Looking at me. Cal-
culating. Debating whether to get drawn into this conversa-
tion. Too intimate. Inappropriate. Cold as cold steel, he was. 
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Slippery as a slope. I saw him deciding to answer. He enumer-
ated: him, and her, and him, and the other guy. 
Every one of those is a pen-name of mine, I told him.
He laughed.
I breathed with relief.
Frenetta, he said. Frenetta Grotesky, writer. Well, all right. Let’s 
say. Tell me, Frenetta. What’s the last book you wrote? Forget 
it, I told him. Doesn’t matter. On the gray partition next to 
him, beside printed pages with phone numbers, memos, notes, 
lists of vocational courses, it said on a piece of printer paper, A 
still tongue makes a wise head! Forget it, I told him, it doesn’t 
matter. I didn’t want to open that up. To get into it. Frenetta, 
he said. If you’re a writer, he said, and you want me to write 
here Frenetta Grotesky, writer, then the least you can do is tell 
me the name of the last book you wrote.
On the contrary, I told him.
Don’t be a smartass with me, Frenetta, he said.
On the contrary, I told him.
Frenetta! he boomed.
I said nothing.
On the contrary to what? he said.
That’s what the book is called, I said. The last book I wrote. 
That’s its name. On the Contrary.
He looked at me. Alarm in his eyes.
Tell me, I said. Those boxes back there, behind you, the whis-
key ones. Would they happen to be full? There must have been 
great hope in my voice. Great hope. I was yearning.
No, he said, empty.
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Too bad, I said. Too, too bad. And who, I asked him, swal-
lowing down jealousy, staring with a squint, who drank all the 
whiskey that was in the bottles – you?
Frenetta, he said. The name suits you, actually. Tell me, Fren-
etta, he said. Frenetta Grotesky, writer. What book are you 
working on now, if you don’t mind me asking?
I smiled. I don’t know, I said. Don’t know. I’m still searching. 
I’m still at the beginning. At the moment I only have a title 
and the first few pages. That’s what I have at the moment. I 
believe in writing in motion. I start writing and I see where it 
leads me. What develops. I don’t know ahead of time. Never.
He looked at me. I could see. He’d run out of strength. I’d 
yakked on too much. He looked at me for one last second. 
Turned his head back into the screen. Started messing with 
paperwork again. Paperwork that was on his desk. Talking to 
it again now, to the screen, not to me. All right, Frenetta, he 
said. Thank you very much. Goodbye. He stapled a few papers 
together. Thank you, we’re done here.
I got up, left, walked out. Went home. On the kitchen table 
was the large knife. Steel blade, wooden handle smoothed from 
use, histories of a hand. Violence. I was scared of it. I looked 
at it, at the knife, a cursed inheritance. A dark, inaccessible, 
imprinted past, etched on the blade, on the handle. Suddenly 
in my home, my place. Unsummoned. Uninvited.
I didn’t want it there.
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Wait a second, I said to him, what do you mean we’re done 
here – give me a minute!

He looked at me. Peered at me from behind the screen. From 
inside the paper he was rustling. A flicker of the eyelid, twitchy 
as a wasp. Like he was spraying me with pupil-bullets. Throw-
ing an irritated look at me from some paper. From some form. 
Some list. As though he couldn’t believe I was still sitting there. 
Hadn’t left. Hadn’t scrammed. How could it be that I hadn’t 
got the hell out of his face yet. Behind him, in the transparent 
window frame, a weary eucalyptus branch writhed in anguish 
to the sky! To the sky! 
The skyline of Alcohol City glimmered. Blinked in shades of 
strobe-blue. Give me a minute, I begged. He straightened up. 
Looked right at me. Frenetta, he said. You’re still here? His 
anticipation was violent. Impatient. Ruptured. Wait a minute, 
I said. I know what we’ll do, I told him, I have an idea. I know, 
I told him. You don’t believe I’m a writer, right? You’re saying, 
There’s no such profession. Right? No problem, I know what 
we’ll do. We’ll sit here the two of us, I said, me and you, for an 
hour. Just an hour. And I’ll tell you, I said to him. I’ll tell you, 
I said, a short story.
A story, he said.
A short one, I said.
You’ll tell me a story, he said. He repeated. As if in disbelief.
You won’t believe it! I gushed at him, enthused at him, breath-
lessly. Salvations! Excitements! Self-revelations! His unsheathed 
sword! Her bosom bared! Stories, I told him. To pass in. The 
weeks and the days delightfully.
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Behind him, in the picture on the wall from the lifestyle maga-
zine, a blonde girl beamed and held a fluffy white bunny. Sun-
set rays lit them both in soft fuchsia tones.
Here in your office, I went on, one thousand and one nights! 
You’ll be the king, and I’ll be your Scheherazade. A Schehe-
razade for the neo-liberal age, I’ll be for you. A Scheherazade 
for the hyper-individualized, psycho-securitized, ultra-con-
sumerist, techno-escapist age and you’ll be the king—want a 
blowjob?
Behind him, in the frame of the shut window, the wind blew 
like it was trying to—what. Turn off? Or fan? The world’s 
flame.
Pfff, he said. Frenetta, he said. Get out of here. Your time is up. 
There are people in line. Go on already.
I looked straight at him, feigning bravery. I once heard, I told 
him, O splendid king, he of great influence, I one heard, O 
fortunate king, I told him, that there lived in your goodly, ca-
pacious kingdom, a woman. One woman, O esteemed king. 
And this woman was poor. This woman had seen many moons. 
Meaning, she was advanced in age. Elderly. And the poor el-
derly woman, she alone provided for herself. 
And this woman, O esteemed king, I continued—I had no 
time to lose—this woman, esteemed king, I told him, used 
to go out every single day onto the streets of the city from her 
home. Every morning she went out onto the streets with a 
supermarket trolley, and spent her days digging through trash 
cans. She walked the streets and gathered in her trolley empty 
bottles, old clothes, broken appliances, chipped dishes, which 
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she then sold on a blanket spread out on the sidewalk. Ex-
cept for the bottles, which she returned to the supermarket for 
the deposit. She would stand in line outside the supermarket 
with the other paupers of your town, esteemed king, as the air-
conditioning from the supermarket blew cold vapors of con-
ditioned air on their faces every time the automatic doors slid 
open abracadabra right before them. 
Yes, our summers are hot, he said.
You speak the truth, esteemed king, I told him. It is true, our 
summers are hot.
And so, esteemed king, on the day when our story unfolds, 
the impoverished and many-mooned heroine of our tale set off 
into the streets, as she did every day, to gather, to search the 
trash cans. The woman parked her trolley next to the first green 
trash can she came across, lifted up the plastic green lid, O 
splendid king, and from among the bursting trash bags drip-
ping with garbage juice, she fished out three empty Carlsberg 
bottles and an old sweatshirt from a high-school trip to Aus-
chwitz. The woman put the bottles and the sweatshirt in her 
trolley and continued on her way.
She continued, the weary woman, on her way to the next trash 
can, O esteemed king. She opened wide its green lid, cleared 
away the sopping trash bags, and removed two empty bottles 
of Merlot, an old toaster, and a pair of torn shoes. She placed 
her findings in her trolley and continued on her way.
She continued, this kind, poor woman, on her way down the 
street until she came to the next trash can. She left her super-
market trolley near the trash can, opened it up, O splendid 
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king, dug through the can’s innards for a Nokia charger, a wet 
and crumpled Hebrew dictionary and a torn lampshade, when 
there, to her surprise, as she rummaged, she removed from 
inside the trash can a full bottle of champagne.
Nonsense, he said, sitting there opposite me. Who throws 
champagne in the trash?
No one does, I told him, O exalted king. Perhaps, esteemed 
king, it was an error. I cannot say. But just as you are surprised 
to hear that someone threw a bottle of champagne in the trash, 
so the heroine of our tale was surprised. Surprised and de-
lighted, and this is what she thought: I could keep this full, 
corked bottle and sell it with my other found objects. Except 
that today I am in a celebratory mood, and I, too, deserve to be 
happy once in a while. That is what the woman said to herself. 
And thus she did. The woman walked until she found a brown, 
shaded bench. She left her trolley by the trash can, sat down, 
uncorked the bottle, O esteemed king, when from out of its 
open mouth there curled up a thick, pink billow of smoke that 
climbed higher and higher until it touched the cotton wool 
clouds overhead and then pooled back down onto the bottle 
she held, gathered in at the bottle’s mouth, and condensed into 
the form of a pink fish of good fortune.
The woman jumped back in fright. She almost fell on the black 
asphalt. She clutched at a no-parking sign. She was struck by a 
stench of urine. She steadied herself.
Do not be afraid, kind woman, the pink fish then opened its 
mouth and said. I am the commercialized pink feng shui fish 
that, according to the teachings of feng shui, brings economic 
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prosperity, success and good fortune. In return for releasing 
me, kind woman, from my prison inside the champagne bottle 
in the trash can—O wise king, I said—I will bestow upon you, 
the pink fish continued—he looked at me, my king. Fearful. 
Troubled. Worried. A eucalyptus branch in the window frame 
went berserk. Flipping its lid. All of its lids. Losing its mind. 
Behind him, the skyline of Alcohol City faded. Melted into 
itself. As if made of wax. As if made of hot lava. As if made of 
ash ice cream. Behind him on the wall, in the picture from the 
lifestyle magazine, a brawny man with a squared face cradled a 
blue-eyed, smiling baby in his arms.
Three wishes, esteemed king. That is what the pink feng shui 
fish said to the woman. Three wishes I shall grant you, kind 
and dear woman, for releasing me from my cramped prison to 
live anew in the world.
The woman was exceedingly happy, and she said: My first wish 
is that inside the next trash can I open, I shall find a great and 
enormous and precious treasure that will provide all my needs 
and balance out my massively overdrawn bank account and 
pay off my debts and make me a wealthy woman. Said the 
pink feng shui fish to the woman: Your wish, m’lady, is my 
command. And what is your second wish?
Said the woman: My only son has a limp in one leg from when 
the royal police beat him up one day after they tried to kick me 
out of my house and then from when they beat him up even 
more while he spent the night in jail. Ever since then he cannot 
work and he sits at home, dejected and depressed, and his life 
is sorrowful and broken. My second wish is that when I re-
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turn to my home, I shall find my son there with his leg healed 
and his soul cured and his spirit uplifted and cheered. Said the 
pink feng shui fish to the woman: Your wish is my command, 
m’lady, so be it. And what is your third wish?
The building where I live, generous fish of good fortune, to 
which I return every single day after roaming among the trash 
cans and waiting anxiously outside the supermarket, said the 
woman, my building’s walls are crumbling and its pipes are 
leaking. Its doors are unhinged, its floor tiles broken, its sew-
age bursting. And the landlord, of course, will not fix any-
thing, that bloodsucker. My third wish, pink fish of good for-
tune, is that when I return home the apartment is mine. And I 
shall be able to live in it without fear or threat or harm and it 
will be entirely renovated and repaired and habitable. Said the 
pink feng shui fish to the woman: Your wish is my command, 
m’lady, so be it. Then he curled up in a pink plume and van-
ished with a rustle into the floating cotton wool clouds.
The woman left the supermarket trolley with the Carlsberg 
bottles and the sweatshirt from basic training behind, left the 
broken iron and the Nokia charger and the ripped shoes and 
the unframed picture, and kept walking. She went up to the 
first green trash can she came across, opened its green mouth, 
and beheld, exalted king, a great and enormous treasure shim-
mering inside!. Necklaces of rare pearls, rings of gold, box-
fuls of precious stones, ornamented breastplates, emeralds, 
amber, O esteemed king, great and mighty king. Diamonds 
and sapphires, jeweled daggers with hilts of pure silver, a green 
municipal trash can filled to the brim with a brilliant light 
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glowing from inside, and atop all these priceless treasures sat a 
large briefcase. The woman, beside herself with joy, opened the 
briefcase and found it full of blue two-hundred notes, straight 
and smooth as the day they were born.

What a dream, he said.
I looked at him. I watched him. Imagining himself with such 
a find.

Esteemed king, I said.
Frenetta, he said.
Tell me, exalted king, what kind of salary do you—I mean, 
never mind, I said. Forget it. The woman, she was exceedingly 
happy, O splendid king. You understand the situation, surely. 
And she grasped it, the happy woman, the woman who was 
beside herself with joy, she grasped the green trash can’s han-
dle, and upon its two rubber wheels did she roll the trash can 
to her house.

Behind him, in the transparent window frame, a eucalyptus 
branch, like a hired cheerleader, soundlessly swooshed its 
tendrils. In the picture on the wall, from the lifestyle maga-
zine, a tall, radiant, smiling woman in a clean, well-lit kitchen 
drizzled honey from a jar onto a thin cracker. The skyline of 
Alcohol City lifted its scrapers, its tall gallows. A distant coffee 
cart screeched through the office hall. I swallowed bitter saliva.

Exalted king.
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The woman rolled her treasure to her home in the green trash 
can, the woman stood outside her home with her treasure, 
gazed up and saw that the tattered, decrepit, dank façade of 
the building she had left that very morning was now brand-
sparkling-new. All the walls of the building were smooth and 
whitewashed and repaired, the sewer pipes were intact and no 
longer eternally leaking, and the rusty iron pole at the foot of 
the bushes, to which the neighbors chained their gas canisters, 
was now sturdy and solid and new, exalted king. The ground 
on which the canisters sat and in which the bushes were plant-
ed was clean and goodly and no longer contained glass shards 
or condoms redolent of cum.

The esteemed king, he did not say a word.
I looked at him waiting for me.
I took a quick, shallow breath.
Esteemed king.

As the joyful woman stood, O splendid king, on the newly 
mended path with the green trash can full of treasure outside 
her home, astonished and happy and blessing her good fortune, 
she heard a familiar, beloved laughter, which she had pined to 
hear for so long, which she had not heard for too long, exalted 
king, and not seconds had passed before, from the entrance to 
the building, there emerged onto the path her son. His leg that 
had been injured by the policemen’s batons was healed, he no 
longer limped, and his soul no longer yearned for death. The 
woman, esteemed king, told her son of the events and showed 
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him the treasure in the trash can. The son helped his mother 
drag the trash can into the building. The woman saw, with no 
surprise, that there was now in the clean, whitewashed entry-
way, an elevator. An elevator whose doors slid quietly open 
before her, esteemed king, and in its large cavity there glistened 
new mirrors and pleasing elevator  music filled its space. 
The woman and her son rolled the trash can into the elevator 
and ascended to their apartment, which was also renovated. 
The walls were freshly painted and the sinks intact and the 
floor tiles all in place and the ceiling smooth and sturdy. The 
damp spots had vanished. And the mold. And the mildew. No 
longer could they hear the maddening sound of dripping fau-
cets. Or rats gnawing in the walls. The mother and son were 
content with their lot, esteemed king. Oh, how content they 
were. They invited all their neighbors to celebrate their blessed 
fortune with them, and at the end of a sleepless night full of 
joy they went to bed, happy and goodhearted, our heroine the 
kindly woman and her son.
The next day, O splendid king, the woman awoke from her 
slumber. With the treasure she had received from the benevo-
lent pink feng shui fish, she paid all her debts so that never 
again would she have to lay eyes on a bloodsucking debtor, and 
then, in the early afternoon, the woman took a stroll through 
the city streets. Her city did seem different to her that day, dear 
king. Esteemed and exalted king. Whose kingdom be justice 
and glory. Inviting and open was the city to her, unlike on 
those days when all its doors were slammed shut in her face. 
Shut in her face, and slammed. Not forgetting her friends, 
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the woman decided to go to the supermarket and visit them, 
standing in line to redeem their bottles. To the supermarket 
she went, and she saw all her friends, her former colleagues. 
The woman greeted them all, esteemed king, and she gave 
them expensive gifts and large sums of money and she made 
every mournful heart joyful, every empty stomach full.
Esteemed king, exalted king. From among her friends in line, the 
heroine of our story, no longer a poor woman, had one friend 
who was particularly good and close. Leah Agonis was her name. 
And this friend, Leah Agonis, had three daughters, exalted king.

 Three daughters, he said.
 Yes. Classic, I told him. Isn’t it, exalted king?
 Looking for grooms? he asked.
 They were ill, esteemed king. All three of them.
 Oh, he said. Then never mind.

The heroine of our tale pulled her friend Leah Agonis out of 
the line and said. This is what she said to her, esteemed king. 
The pink feng shui fish who gave my family and me a living 
and good health and a roof over our heads has already soared 
up to the sky and vanished. But, esteemed king, whispered the 
heroine of our story to Leah Agonis her friend, at the unem-
ployment office, she told her, next to the biometric machines, 
there is a glass aquarium. And in that aquarium there swims a 
strange and pink feng shui fish, trapped inside that glass cage. 
If you go to the office, she further told her friend Leah, and 
you set free the trapped feng shui fish, the benevolent fish of 



24

good fortune will not deprive you and will certainly grant your 
wishes, too, and thus will you find not only wealth and happi-
ness but also good health for your three daughters.

Said Leah Agonis to her friend: Your council pleases me, and 
thus shall I do.

Leah Agonis got up early in the morning and headed to the 
unemployment office, exalted king, right to this very place. 
She stood in the lobby—a eucalyptus branch swayed behind 
him. Casting shade on the skyline of Alcohol City. In the pic-
ture on the wall, from the lifestyle magazine, a grinning man 
with a tie and a flirtatious woman leaned over a shiny laptop 
in a snow-white office.

She stood, O quick-witted king, Leah Agonis, in the line to get 
in, where the subcontracted security guards stood; the imperial 
guards, they used to call them, exalted king, before they were 
cowed by starvation wages. Into the office building entered the 
woman. Up the escalator she went, to the place where unem-
ployed women and unemployed men place their fingers on the 
biometric machines so that their fingerprints may be scanned, 
and there before her, as her good friend had promised, did 
Leah Agonis behold the aquarium, and inside it, just as her 
friend had also promised, swimming in its prison, was a pink 
feng shui fish of good fortune. Leah looked left and right and 
left, and not far from where she stood she spotted a little red 
hammer fastened to the wall, one of the hammers that it is 
customary to scatter around our land in order to shatter the 
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glass pane of a window in times of fire or other disasters that 
may befall us.
Leah Agonis went over to the hammer attached to the wall and 
took it down. She slowly, quietly, took the hammer to the tank 
where the pink feng shui fish was imprisoned, and delivered a 
strong blow to the glass!
But, O king of great accomplishments and fortune, what Leah 
Agonis did not know, and what her well-meaning friend did 
not know, was that this aquarium was made of thick, rein-
forced glass. And so the tank did not shatter and the wom-
an did not set the fish free but merely cracked the surface of 
the heavy glass. And the wretched fish remained in the tank, 
trapped and imprisoned and lonely and broken-hearted from 
its failed release attempt. 
Watching from the side, the unimperial guards saw Leah Ago-
nis strike the aquarium with the red hammer, then strike it 
again, but she did not have time for the third strike. The unim-
perial guards rushed toward Leah Agonis, grabbed her roughly, 
bent her arm behind her back until it almost broke, and shut 
her in one of the many offices in this bureau until the police 
arrived. And indeed, only moments had passed when, exalted 
king, through the gates of the office entered the police. Who 
handcuffed the kindly Leah Agonis and took her to jail. And 
charged her in court with obstructing a public fish in the ex-
ecution of its duty and also with defamation of public fish.

Not over, esteemed king, and not done with.

[…]
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Under the huge bullring are the iron holding pens, and whoev-
er stays down in that netherworldly cellar for the three acts of 
each and every battle hears the heavy, faltering, toppling gallop 
of an injured bull on the packed sand above. Benches climb up 
around the arena in a gradual, spiraling, widening formation, 
from the sandy floor on up, drawing a round arena in the sky. 
A blue ring that grows darker and darker, duskier and duskier, 
as the game proceeds further toward the death of the bull.
The first bull is released into the ring at five, dazed as it emerg-
es into full daylight from the dark pens below, confused by 
the unfamiliar arena and the roaring crowd. The last bull, the 
sixth, is dragged back down by the mules a little after eight, its 
massive body leaving a trail, a tail, in the sand, which leads to 
a second entrance to the cellar. A second entrance that leads to 
the slaughterhouse, where a team of three butchers dismem-
bers each bull into the sum of its huge parts.
In the intermissions between fights, between one bull and the 
next, after four mules harnessed to a sort of sled drag the dead 
bull to the slaughterhouse, and before the on-duty president of 
the bullring waves his white handkerchief to signal for the next 
bull to be brought out, I enter the ring with two other work-
ers to rake the sand gummed and toughened by the horses’ 
and the bulls’ thick blood, and to remove the droppings left 
by the beasts. During the fights, I work at the stable, where 
the matadors who have not yet fought await their turns, along 
with their teams and the horses.
All week long, on days when there are no fights, I work in the 
stables and the bullpens, preparing the animals for the Saturday 
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fights. Laziness or habit or submissiveness – that is why I call 
what happens up there by that name, using that word: fight. 
Every Wednesday evening the bulls for the following Saturday 
arrive from a breeding farm. We unload them off the truck and 
lead the enormous, confused animals into the pen. Three days 
before the fight, on Thursday morning, another worker and I 
load heavy weights onto each bull’s neck, shoulders and back, 
to weaken it before the fight. On the day before the fight, with 
other workers in the ring, I shave off every bull’s horns with a 
steel saw, then file down each horn so that the horn-shaving 
cannot be seen. The horns are shaved to expose their nerve 
endings, to hurt and irritate and spur the bull when he tries 
to butt. And also because a bull uses its horns to maintain 
balance. Like a cat’s whiskers. Before the fight we inject the 
horses with a sedative, to stop them from fleeing the bulls in 
terror. We hold the horses, one by one, while the veterinarian 
snips their vocal chords to silence their terrified neighs during 
the fight.
Every Saturday this game is played, this one-sided death game: 
three matadors with their teams, two bulls for each matador. 
Every fight starts with the president waving a white handker-
chief. In the middle of the shaded part of the arena he sits, 
waving the handkerchief, and then the first fight begins.
That’s the first third of the fight. The part we’re in now. In this 
part the bull’s personality it studied, to see how he charges. It’s 
the initial probing stage , and it features the first weapon, the 
lance. The bull enters the ring, confused. The gate he came 
through slams shut behind him and he stands there, never to 
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return to the pens below. Not through that gate. But he wants 
to get out, to find an exit from this ring he is suddenly trapped 
in, pushed into, with noise and lights all around, uncompre-
hending, surrounded by a violent, ominous power. Around the 
ring, between the spot where the humans fight the bull to the 
death and the first row of seats, is a huge, heavy wooden fence. 
That is what the bull usually tries to butt first. A reasonable in-
stinct, all things considered. What the bull wants at this stage 
is to get out. Just get out. Three bullfighters on foot approach 
him across the sand, each holding a large, round fabric cape, 
magenta on one side, gold on the other, which they use to cor-
ral the bull into the ring, persuading it that this piece of mate-
rial they are holding is what it ought to charge at instead of 
the fence. After a few minutes the matador takes it from them 
and continues to cajole the bull to try and butt the fabric, 
and he plays with the bull, waving left and right, because the 
audience likes that, and also it helps him get to know the bull. 
After a few rounds of this, two fighters enter the ring on horse-
back. The first third of the battle is named after the weapon 
they hold: the lance. They sit on their horses and convince 
the bull that now they are the ones he should attack. Then, 
when the poor horse starts shitting with fear, even though I 
myself drugged him with all kinds of equine sedatives, and 
blindfolded him so he would see as little as possible of what 
the people around him pay a hefty sum of money to see, and 
plugged his ears because a charging bull makes a substantial 
amount of frightening noise, the fighter on the horse stabs the 
bull, with the lance from up high, putting all his weight into 
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it. Behind the bull’s neck is a large, well-developed muscle, 
the one he uses to move his neck and horns, and that is the 
large muscle into which the horseback fighter pierces the lance 
to make the bull bow its head. The Third of Lances. That’s 
what they call this first part of the fight, the first of three. After 
that comes the Third of Banderillas. These barbed darts deliver 
smaller injuries, but bloodier ones, and they weaken the bull 
even more. In this third, there are three people standing in the 
ring. They’re not on horses, they’re on foot, and they hold pairs 
of banderillas. They dig them into the back of the bull’s neck 
and weaken him even more. In preparation for the third third, 
which is called, simply, and so logically, The Third of Death.

The bull is a smart animal, a quick learn. A bull who has faced 
a man with a sword or a lance or a cape before arriving in the 
arena, who has already encountered the deceptiveness of this 
strange creature made of power and flapping fabric and pierc-
ing, cleaving objects, a bull who has contended with such a 
creature before arriving in the arena is a dangerous bull for 
the man in the ring. An experienced bull is a dangerous bull. 
Very dangerous. And so, no matter what happens, the bull-
ring—and of this everyone makes sure—is the first place where 
the bull ever faces a man with a cape and a sword. This whole 
game is built, this whole game is based, on that primacy of the 
encounter. The bull sees this murderous-limbed creature in the 
ring for the first time in his life. A man faces him, a man with 
a cape and a sword. The bull cannot distinguish between the 
cape brandished by the man and the man himself, who stands 
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firm while he waves it. The bull charges at the thing moving 
in front of him: the cape. Makes sense, all things considered. 
It takes him a while to understand that whoever or whatever 
is moving the cape is that presence next to it, the static one. 
By the time he realizes his mistake he is stabbed and wounded 
all over, sapped of energy and blood. Life. Pain. He has lance 
wounds on his back and neck, three-foot-long darts are em-
bedded in him, twisting inside him, cutting deeper into his 
flesh with every move, every charge. And when the bull under-
stands that the nerve center of the entity facing him, which is 
hurting him, which is here to put an end to his life, is not in 
the cape but next to it, he’s already too injured, too tired, too 
desperate to recover. That is when the man stands before him, 
rises up on his tiptoes, and deep into his flesh, right between 
his shoulder blades, straight into his heart—plunges his sword.
On Carlos Mendes’ breeding farms – a large one near Modi’in, 
another near Afula, one on the Golan Heights, and another 
outside Nazareth – on Carols Mendes’ farms they select and 
refine and prepare fighting bulls, animals suitable for the bull-
ring. But there is a complicated issue here. A complication. A 
professional predicament, one might say. Because if, on these 
farms, they were to gauge the bull’s speed when he attacks, 
his willingness to charge the man or the horse in the ring, his 
fury, his power and anger, then the bull would reach the ring 
too smart, too practiced, experienced, familiar with it all, and 
then the man waving the cape to provoke him, stabbing him 
with sharp, painful things in his flesh—would be flung by the 
bull to a thousand gored hells. And so, because of the danger 
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of learning, they do not test the bull’s power, speed, temper or 
fury on the farms. Instead, they test the power, the speed, the 
fury and the temper of the cows. An open secret. It is the cow 
who births the bull. An open secret.
Once a year, they check which of the young cows is suitable to 
join the herd of mothers to the next generation of heavy, lost 
fighters. On each farm there is a bullring, similar to the ones 
where the real thing happens, but without anywhere for an 
audience to sit, without any galleries. That’s where they test the 
cows. They madden and enrage these future mothers, they hit 
them and prod them and stab them, then they let them loose, 
one by one, into the ring, where two fighters and a few helpers 
await. They continue to provoke each young cow by chasing 
her, stabbing her neck and back with lances and darts to see 
how brave she is, how willing to reattack, how much suffering 
she can tolerate, how much pain, trying to assess whether she 
will be a worthy breeder for the next litter of fighters.
The most aggressive of them, the bravest, the angriest, the 
strongest—they are cared for. The workers clean these chosen 
ones’ wounds, disinfect and stitch them, and keep them on the 
farm to recuperate, be inseminated, and go on to calve the next 
generations of fighters. The others are slaughtered.

I went up to the farm in the Golan Heights one day, to work 
with a matador I had met at the bullring. He’d been asked by 
the farm manager to put in a few days of work, checking and 
sorting the young cows. Lots of people in these parts want to 
be matadors, as a way out of poverty to recognition, fame, 
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money and success, but naturally not everyone makes it. That’s 
the way this system is set up. That’s its mode of operation. And 
so, because of the saturated market, eternally saturated, as a 
competitive way of life, fighters are happy to work on these 
painful examinations of the young cows, both as practice, so 
they don’t get too rusty, and also to make a little money. Only 
a few of them reach the status that affords them enough of it. 
So he asked me to go with him, to help out for two or three 
days. Bennie Davidi was his name, this matador I met, who I 
went to the farm with. Do you think it sounds peculiar for a 
bullfighter to be called Bennie Davidi? Doesn’t bother me. For 
all I care you can call him Enrique Vargas Fonce. Olé!


