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THE   HYGIENIST

Roy “Chicky” Arad

                      On a simply ordinary day I would never find myself in northern Tel-Aviv. The northern Tel-Aviv girls you’re bound to meet, don’t take a liking for guys like me. And me – I don’t hold the data necessary to be sure whether I’m keen on the “girls of northern Tel-Aviv”. I’ll be honest: I didn’t yet reach the filtering out level of these kind of girls because right from the start, in a very northerly indifferent fashion, they puked at the very sight of me; my colorful shawls in the winter; my love for the summer time shorts; my ripe age.

 The aristocratic girls sitting in the cafes of northern Basle street, their faces dusted by a precise sweater of make up – they simply don’t even give me the chance of a glimpse when I take a seat at these cafes with the sophisticated coffee and the chairs made of cool straw. And fightings, they never flame up in the serene north either. I have no reason to have a cup of coffee in a place where girls won’t talk to me and fights won’t flame. When I’m seated in a cafe, I’m there to see a show. Actually, two shows: My show and the public’s show. When seated in a cafe, I expect to witness an act which can be summarized in a sentence of the subject-pronoun-adverb sort. For instance: Someone suddenly fainted on the floor. This way, I am able to improve my journalistic capabilities and at the same time enrich my knowledge concerning the vitality of man – even though my column in the paper isn’t directly concerned with the vitality of man. But in the northern city nothing’s-a-happening: The girls are beautiful, the waitresses are efficient (I relate to them as my sisters – their beauty doesn’t matter to me), the coffee’s great and the sandwiches in the neighboring tables are esthetic (I tend not to eat in the cafes). But it all seems like the mansions tour I did with my family in our old Japanese car when I was a little kid: We went around and made our comments about the good taste or the foul taste of the different well-to-dos and in the dwindling of the afternoon, we went back home. So the northern part of the city is not my territory. I never went to bed with a woman from the northern part. I have no friends from the northern part. Even though the area is gilded with sunlight, it is a useless land which they could have turned into an Olympic pool for all I care. But even then, I wouldn’t have gone there: I’m allergic to the stink of chlorine. I mean, that chlorine gives me these red squid-like rashes on my forehead and sometimes on my neck. I would rather they would have constructed a mighty ants city instead of north Tel-Aviv. At least that would serve as a tourist attraction. What other place in the world has a square mazed-mile of ants? And would they find all the ants necessary for the ravaged city? In the private homes? Well, there’s no need to rush and pack poor ants into jars, they never listen to what I’m saying anyway, and there’s no reason why they should accept this one.

Regardless of all that has been said, every year or so I pack myself into the northern city, usually to the cafes street of Basle. I have no idea why; maybe my ant city is being assembled there? It is most probably my good personality, my benevolent nature – a nature which no one believes I posses. From the Dizengoff Center shopping mall, I take these funny micro-busses, these pornographic, bar-less, spring-free, indecent aluminum cups which hold some twenty seats – vehicles which I tore to pieces in my article. I take a ride next to a worn-out tourist from Mauritania and I get off at Basle street which is named after the city which is so important to Israeli history, the Swiss metropolis in which the first Zionist congress took place.

This thing happens once a year so I can’t see Basle as part of my ’routine route’. Actually, a simple calculation will reveal that the chance that I will wake up and make my way to Basle is 0.3%. (0.28 percent, to be precise). Another calculation will reveal the fact that I am a man who is present in Basle more frequently than the average. For if in a population of six million as is the case in Israel, everyone would visit Basle as I do, meaning once a year, then this semi-side street would see 16,438.36 souls a day which is 685 people per hour. But this describes what I did – a trip to Basle which is named after the place where it happened.

I took a seat in some cafe which didn’t have its name on the sign so I can’t really recommend it as being good or bad. I waited for the waitress, a slender wonder who was very impressive at first sight. As I mentioned, I had no intention to flirt with her; I see waitresses as women of my kin – sisters or semi-nieces in curls. But this one had the exact slimness I was looking for, a slimness which gives the breast a distorted meaning: Her tits looked as if they were collapsing from the body like a set of upside down coat hangers.

Only thing was that this waiter, the type I don’t like, was leaning over me; I don’t like waiters with greasy whiskers; I feel that they are somehow threatening my masculinity. But this one turned out to be real nice. “Maybe I can pass some cookies on to you”, he turned to me with a friendliness uncommon in the northern parts. And thus it came to be: Two stiff cookies made their way to my table. stuffed with gray almond or a gray nuts filling or maybe it was an isotope of Plutonium – I’m not the cooking type.

After five minutes, I noticed that the waiter was eyeing me with curious eyes.

“So, how are the cookies?” he asked with pleasure.

“I’ll wait for the coffee. I’m used to dipping them in the coffee.”

“Nevertheless?”

“No. They seem to be too hard. It’s too early.”

“Taste a bit.”

“No, no, I’ve got an infection in my gums. I’ll wait for the coffee,” I persisted. Looking back, I have no idea why I said that – what noble cause made me say “infection in my gums”. It’s something I was never interested in, I mean the gums infection. Owing to my job, I’m interested in transportation and I’m interested in women owing to my bachelorhood --- but the gums? For all I know, the mouth is one big unit and its breaking up into different areas has nothing to do with me. Not my problem. There must be people in charge of the dental health. The canine teeth, the gloss, the gums, the decay, the fillings.

“If you have a gums infection, you should go see my dental hygienist. She’s pretty good looking.”

“Is that so?”

“When it comes down to hygienists, she’s surely a beauty.” explained the waiter.

Even though this waiter had greasy whiskers, some kind of silent brotherhood formed between us, as if we shared together a juicy chicken leg.

“Are your gums already red?” He asked with interest.

“I think so. Darkish orange.”

Not including the cookie, the dental conversation and all that followed, it was a very regular, reasonably traumatizing, ramble to Basle: I shot my flamboyant gaze at the girl before me, the type with the clothes that were too bright. It’s the angle where I am at my best looks but she moved over to the other side of the table. Actually, Basle’s advantage is that it’s not my territory. I can humiliate myself as much as I want without it ever being known to my circle of friends. It’s like my trips abroad as part of these tedious committees, endless conventions in languages I will never understand: Should the line between Tokyo and Yokohama be a mono-rail or a tri-rail? Artificial islands – the pros and cons.

These are the places where I pretend I am drunk and pinch bums whenever I feel like it. One time, in the dawning of my journalism career, while taking part in one of these conventions (mobile bridges), I ran into the bum of Guatemala’s transportation minister who turned out to have been a beauty queen back in the seventies and she even made first place in a kind of a children’s festival – I had this fling going  on with her of which I’m very proud (by the way, I was residing then in a hotel without a bathroom. If you’re on your way to San-Antonio, you should demand an official document promising a bathroom in the room).

So, after another two romantic occasions made their way down the drain, I felt bitter enough to leave the cafe. I asked the waitress for the bill and the bill came with the telephone number of Theodora Shwartz, the dental hygienist. The waiter smiled to me from behind the bar as he was wiping a cup, his smile reminding me of a pet.

On my way back in the micro-bus, my suspicions arose – Does that writer have any greasy interest regarding Theodora Shwartz? Can I trust him? After all, he might be receiving a generous commission for the PR services which he renders to Theodora Shwartz, the Czar of dental hygiene. Such acts are probably most common in the wild and untamed domains of the medicinal world ever since the social health law was passed, that law in which I’m trying to get lost – local clinics, nurses, prescriptions, quinine, transplants, national health insurance – I try not to know all this lab terminology. I have no idea how these words suddenly lined up next to each other in my head like ants in an ant city walking inside a pipe! There is a health reporter and although I believe his opinions lack (how shall I put it) the seasoning and the black pepper, it is his territory. My territory is transportation and none other! I have no wish that people will pour their opinions regarding transportation and therefore I refrain from referring to their domains. 

I can still recall how, in my first days as a journalist I, out of total ignorance, conceit and blockheadedness, prepared a grand article against Israel’s withdrawal from greater Lebanon including western Beirut and Tyre, into what was then named as the ‘security belt’. I illustrated in a very humoristic and colorful way, the atrocities that such a move will impose on the north. The ongoing slaughtering of the citizens of northern Israel (I thought of adding that maybe they deserved it but then I gave up the idea). The military reporter’s wife called me the next morning, after the article was published and told me, all weeping, that her husband couldn’t sleep that night. The thing is, she explained, that reporters are not supposed to state any new or revolutionary ideas. It undermines the delicate and aged relationships between writers and editors. This brings the editors to expect refined opinions, heaven forbid, or at least to feel that they expected to expect refined ideas. She also explained something which I had overlooked – that I always wrote about something which wasn’t specific. Back in those days, I could not understand what was wrong with that. But she had done her homework and proved to me how in my section, I always chose the vague oppositioner’s standing. And that’s the way it’s meant to be. Clarity is the columnist’s worst fear (as well as the malignant innovation – I shall repeat: The learned columnist should never attempt new themes). 

I asked for her forgiveness and ever since then I strictly stick to my transportation issues and I dread the day when one of these young journalists, the elevator-embarrassed ones with the faded jeans or whatever the fashion demands these days, will stick his nose into my domain of transportation. That will force me to inject into my solid and mellow articles, new and therefore terrifying insights. I will be forced to invade articles which will reveal my sluggish inner world which was painstakingly built layer upon layer. After all, the whole thing about scribbling an article is the tradition, your duty to express a moderately assertive idea backed by statistical data. To return to my opposing the withdrawal of troops from Beirut – my luck is that never, in my whole writing career, has any opinion of mine been accepted. Whenever I try to warn the public of a menace which actually takes place, the reality reveals how wrong my predictions were. After all, the withdrawal from conquering half of Lebanon to conquering a tenth of Lebanon was beneficial.

But I have my coffee shops, my bathrooms and my areas in town in which I’m yellowed in a colorful way and being a surprisingly favorable person as I am, this suits me fine.

The white cell moved right and left, to and fro (I sat next to a man smelling of lemon with tea) until it reached Dizengoff Center, my shopping mall, situated in the center of town. I jumped out and almost ran into a sign advertising a new Israeli film which looked especially disgusting. Some wholesale businesses were conducting their work. I went past them and past the poor security guard and there I was in the middle of Dizengoff Center. A well dressed man who was merrily handing out (he was dressed like a clown. Is today a holiday? That, of course, is not my domain, there are reporters for Jewish issues but could it be that today is a holiday?) these beige flyers which emphasize the surely glamorous bargain product selling in the ‘American Head’ shop. A two-way sign stating ‘A Carnival of Prices at the ‘American Head’ was hanging from his neck. The PR salesman leaped in my direction like a sun burnt swallow (he almost touched me with his hair which was brewing in so much jell that I could see his scalp) and burped at me the brochure of that clothes store which I have never visited before. I’ve always seen the store representatives burp a brochure onto customers but this was the first time I had the chance to take a look at this page which explained that this is the store where the ‘stars’ buy their clothes. The clownish uniform of the man in the affluent costume paralyzed me. And now, to quote from the flier – we’ll see once and for all, extreme bargains flying off on the third floor of the Dizengoff Center, once in a lifetime bargains, just like it is in a real man’s life. End of the season jeans trousers with a ninety percent reduction, end of the season long shirts for nineteen shekels – it seemed like the end of the season all right, I have no idea why. Is there anytime when it isn’t the end of the season? Why don’t the journalists pop this simple hoax? Or for a better question: Why does a this simple hoax, a price reduction for no good reason, ever erupt? Whose interest is it to announce the end of the season? Are the enemies of Israel, the twenty-one Arab nations, sponsoring through hoax companies from Luxembourg, this phenomena of end-of-the-season-sale? After all, it’s as if thieves steal into your house in the middle of the night and change your TV set for a newer one. But, as I mentioned before, such an inquiry, if it was to take place, would be of no interest to me and I am not recommending that it be done, that is up to the commercial reporters to decide. Some of them are really nice, my age. Married to evaporated women who demand more and more cosmetic products. More and more new spreads. More toasters, aluminum anti-pigeons and other junk.

And me, I have to submit three transportation articles a week to the leftist editor who is always wearing a gray felt hat and a beard which reminds me of a rubber hand sticking out.

Why can’t I be as joyous as that sales-clown whose walking around all flied up with his discount fliers? To dance all day from the first floor to the second – on the stairs, in the escalators – and from there to the rocket corridor of McDonald’s and into the lines for the movies enriched with flashy chicks or to the desolate corridor filled with elephant dolls. And all this under the cool squeakiness of the fluorescent lamps. After all, Dizengoff Center lacks motorways or bicycle paths, a uniquely anti-transportation place. They even made sure not to install any elevators inside. How I dream of flying fliers into the damp hands of the passerbys. Will I ever build up the courage to put an end to my lazy post as a transportation publicist? Will I ever establish myself as a productive element - physical, existent to the very core, just like that guy from ‘American Head’? The brochure was by now all crumpled in my hand (I probably squished it). It was so crumpled that it became impossible to read the small letters and only the title ‘A Carnival of Prices’ stood there, as an old fashioned gentleman awaiting the end of a cocktail party. The rest of the splendor, grandeur and magnificence, the reddening, a byproduct of the ‘American Head’ sales department, were washed away in the pocket next to the chewing gum and my nail-clipper (the toe nails grow with alarming speed, maybe due to my bath-tub technique). 

I stumbled back to the ‘American Head’ clown so that I could pick up a new flier which I will this time keep in my shirt pocket, but halfway down I decided to go back. I grew terribly fearful of the fact that he might identify me as someone who had already taken a note and he will embarrass me in public as a flier thief.

*

               Two weeks later, I built up enough flexibility to go back to that dental hygienist, Theodora Shwartz. She actually found fault in my gums, some unpleasant thing named ‘severe gum infection’ which was on the verge of something even worse named by the professionals as ‘gum disease’. 

She also stated that the smell coming from my breath is not right and she wore a kind of a space suit on her face in order to mask herself away.

That remark regarding my odor which was stated in a scientific fashion, proved to me how truly professional she was. She didn’t try to win my trust through flattery but rather shot her diagnosis in a laconic way with a scalpel in her hand.

I immediately surrendered myself to the cool, torturing touch of the equipment. There were all kind of sweet stickers stuck to the side of the gums in order to push away the gums from the electric vibrations. Finally the Fluor was placed, that mysterious substance which was meant to decay bacterial mucus and to put an end to my many troubles.

Was she beautiful? Compared to most dental hygienists, Theodora was good looking and I say this even though she was the only dental hygienist I had ever seen.

Before leaving (the chair on which I was seated was already taken by an unquiet bald man wearing a jeans coat with the word ‘Ripley’ written on it), Theodora sold me a strange double tooth brush and told me to brush my teeth with it three times a day.

It was a gigantic toothbrush  - the brush was actually composed of two brushes colored in green and purple and connected together with a transparent stripe. This bi-toothbrusher which added a few shekels to my bill, was supposed to bleed my gums and thereby kill the germs.

On the following day, I was supposed to meet a constructor. He was very slow-moving in his work which was opening a blocked-up bathtub. He said that we would settle the price later on. First he asked me for a pack of sugar (brown), and now he asked for frying oil but he refused to solve the great mystery – the price due for opening the blocked bathtub. “How much will it be?”

“We won’t have to go to court” he said and winked, while putting the manual pump between his legs and leaping. “Journalists are more corrupt then construction workers anyway.”

“How did you know I’m a journalist?”

“Because you’re all tight. Relax.”

I tried to recall if I had somehow disclosed my being a journalist or if there was some sign of my journalism in my two-room apartment. After half an hour of searching, I surrendered; I put the papers back in place and hung the paintings (I have an original painting by L. Lercock which I purchased in the artists’ colony in Sefad. L. Lercock is almost unknown to the professional collector but according to my taste, he has managed, in that specific drawing which I had bought, to capture the Bethlehem sunset most beautifully), each on its own hook. I was confident that the constructor has a kind of a telepathic ability.

On the following day, as always, I had my special bath. I filled the tub with boiling water – the fruits of two hours of painstaking electric kettle work. I then dragged my feet to the center of the tub and gazed at the sickening light purple coloring of my toes. This action which I did every morning was meant to torment me for some reason. My bum stiffened (I saw it in the mirror) and was reflected by the mirror on the hood of a squashed car. A pinching pain, hellish, crawled up from my boiling toes. But after a moment I succumbed to the heat and to the cold. Each movement would bring back the nightmare of a second ago. Whenever I raised my foot a bit, another part would be exposed to the cold and whenever I put the foot down, another piece of skin would be exposed to the terrible heat. Nevertheless, I moved the water with my feet, obscuring my toes and closing my eyes until the pain would pass away.

Suddenly there was a knocking on the door.

I wrapped myself with a towel and went to the door. A man from a private confiscation & implementation firm was waiting for me, a man of European origin who seemed quite decent. I showed him the way to my downstairs neighbor, where a copper company that went bankrupt leaving huge debts, had its offices. I advised him to look for the director, a truly repulsive person, at the ‘Ayallon’ shopping mall which was a truly repulsive mall, very different from the mall I love, the Dizengoff Center – there were rumors that he was into security business down there. The family name of the director (of the copper company) was strangely, Zinc. But to the best of my knowledge, I don’t think it had anything to do with his being a director of a copper company. I suddenly asked myself, as I was gazing at the friendly confiscator, as to the name of the reporter in charge of minerals. I tried to recall if I had ever seen an article dealing with minerals and quarries. Could it be that the economic reporters of the paper, those vitality-less people owning a tendency to hard core pornography, be biting into this topic as well?

The man nodded with understanding and listened quietly to my wise advice regarding the whereabouts of Mr. Zinc and I was on my way to shutting the door. But then it turned out that this gracious man was looking for me.

It turned out that the plumber guy sold my debt for the bathroom repair to this bashful man, who had decided to make a living from debt-collecting. He (the debt-collector) was kicked out of an orchestral conductor’s course and he thought, together with his mother, that debt-collection was a well-paying trade. Mine was the first debt he was supposed to collect.

I was very glad it was this guy I was dealing with and not the plumber but then he told me that I owe his company 10,000 shekels. When I heard the sum, I slammed the door.

I would never have slammed the door in the face of the plumber with the telepathic nature. The debt collector seemed more like a wimp.

When I opened the door (a day later), I saw that it was sprayed with a graffiti reading ‘Stingy Journalist’. The letters were very soft, proving an earnestness which the poor debt collector lacked.

Just for safety’s sake, I bought myself a gun that day – the cheapest one in the shop, of-course. You can pinpoint the correlation between the purchasing of the gun and the debt collector but I tend to do unusual acts regardless of any common sense. Maybe I only wanted to pride myself with a gun. Some people go to the market and purchase an aerodynamic salad chopper because they were so impressed by the fabulous demonstration showing the chopper capable of preparing a turnip salad within a second. Others will purchase a blue gun. That’s life.

                                                        *

                           Three days later the chief editor was on the line, furious. It turn`s out that one of my readers, some taxi driver by the name of Y. Galilee had sent me an enraged letter.

It was the first letter I had received in the last ten years. I stammered. The chief editor hardly ever contacted me personally. Last time he called me was a year ago – he explained to me why I won’t be the one to edit the advertising supplement “Hot second-hands”. It was a terribly boring discussion.

Anyway, this taxi driver was enraged about some article I had published a week ago, a very innocent and ordinary article titled “We’ve had enough”. In his letter, the taxi driver remarked about my lightness in writing (“sketchiness”) and he stated that I am a symbol of the dreary state of the media. “Had enough?” asked the scholarly driver (there are drivers who are professors) in his letter to the editor “Of-course you’ve had enough, with the state of journalism as it is!”

If he only knew how mistaken he was.

I might not be a very good journalist but you’ll never find a more responsible one.

The editor said that he wasn’t angry with me, it’s just that his fourteen year old daughter got him pissed-off because she pierced her right nipple or maybe it was the left one, but the whole matter got me down.

As if by some otherworldly force, I was thrown out of the house, only to find myself in the insides of my shopping mall, Dizengoff Center, hiding behind the customers’ backs and watching the care-free, matter-of-fact motions of the “American Head” salesman. Compared to yesterday, he seemed to be a bit more depressed with his work, there were even people to which he didn’t hand a leaflet. He looked around anxiously like a hungry hound.

It was an excellent chance for me to come up to him and suggest that we switch jobs. He will get to be a transportation publicist. Nothing easier. The method is clear; Once every four months I recycle the same articles and no one notices. The whole secret behind publicistism is to be found in the gray graphics which light up even the most weary articles. For instance, that ‘We’ve Had Enough’ article was published twice two years ago, once under the title of ‘Cab Drivers – the New Bolshevism’ and another time it was titled ‘Words Before the Meter’ (a title which I never really understood). Four years ago, it was published three times (I referred to scooters as well) and five years ago it was published once (that was my first time).

Even though I followed him for some seven hours right till the end of his shift, I didn’t dare offering the brochure hander, that traffic policeman of papers, to take over my offices (I am very shy when it comes to asking for a raise or a promotion).

When I returned home, I noticed that my answering machine was loaded with messages. The first message was from my aging mother who was complaining that I wasn’t calling her. I erased it immediately. When I do call, our conversations always deal with the fact that I don’t call her.

The second message was from the multi-regional council for the prevention of accidents. I have no idea who gave my number to this gang of elderly hedonists, but I would appreciate crocodiles biting off his skin.

The next message was from my mother who was complaining about calls she was receiving from the multi-regional council for the prevention of accidents. I didn’t wait for the message to end. And then another message from the multi-regional council. It turns out that they had read that ‘We’ve Had Enough’ piece, they liked my disapproval of the taxis’ careless driving and since a member of the board of directors by the name of T. Ikelzon had just passed away, they were interested in knowing if I would agree to take his place. I pondered on the subject, totally perplexed at the fact that someone was reading what I write.

There was also a message from the cowardly, pacifist, debt collector, only this time he was really begging me to give him the money, asking that I forgive him for calling me a stingy journalist. I didn’t listen to the message all through.

Then there was a message from the multi-regional council telling me that there is no reason to return their call, that they have already found someone else, the national television’s transportation reporter.

I was down. I needed a bath. We’re talking here about a generous lifetime income. The whole trick in those meetings is to stand your own ground and that was something I was pretty good in doing. No doubt I was better than that national TV reformative reporter who would come up with new demands every Monday and Thursday. First he is all against the ministry of transportation, then he is all for them. First he is opposed to the construction of roads but he supports the construction of other roads. Does he think that his unstable behavior will be to the liking of anyone? That such behavior will win him a few points in the meetings of that super-regional council taking place in the lavish “Lobestieu” restaurant? The council needed someone like me – someone who is always vaguely and consistently grumpy – that’s my line. Among us reporters, that transportation amateur is considered to be friendless and disreputable. Were they aware of that? Did they ask anyone to testify about his personality before this crucial appointing?

I believe that the council is doing excellent work. Not only that – they are consistent: For two decades they have stuck to fine word games like ‘I’m Dying to Live’ or ‘You Turn Me On When Your Lights Are On’. And all this was taking place after long discussions, controversies and salmon meals at the ‘Lobestieu’. That is a place where I can prove my existence: I would have a badge with my name. But the matter was settled: The printed, consistent and thoughtful journalism was beaten by the celluloid people of the national television.

I went to shower with the bi-toothbrusher. In the past few days, gum blood-letting had combined well with my daily shower ritual. The water below me were boiling red, blood was coming from my gums and I spat it down, into the bath. I could feel my gums slowly recovering.

When the next appointment to Theodora Shwartz’s came, I had to wait for my turn to go in. Before me was a moustached youth wearing a red shirt and wide trousers. He looked as if he could do it all. I discovered my tendency to be very impressed by people standing ahead of me in a line to the dental hygienist.

From her treatment chair, Theodora Shwartz spotted me, smiled and sent me a questionnaire so that I won’t be bored. These are the kind of things which I take with utmost seriousness. Age, sex, profession, diseases, address, telephone number. You can never tell where these details get filed. The patient before me went but I went on with the meticulous answering of the questionnaire.

The treatment: My mouth was bloodier than ever – a fact which brought me satisfaction. My mind went through thoughts about baseball, I have no idea why. I’ve never seen a baseball game on the sports channel. I like basketball and soccer and the most isoteric game I’m interested in, is women’s tennis matches. I have no idea what the baseball player’s intentions are; all I know is that it doesn’t match my aim in life.

The dental hygienist opened my mouth and sighed at the improvement in the state of my mouth due to the bi-toothbrusher. She filled my mouth with salt water and asked me to wait. In the meantime, she studied my questionnaire and sounds of pleasure were overflowing from her. “Date of birth, very good, nationality, very good, medical history, great, profession, are you a journalist?”.

I blushed with fear. In my mind, I could still recall the graffiti on my door, the letter from the cab driver and my defeat to the reformative TV reporter. I was paralyzed, I couldn’t speak. But she went on with a voice which I would consider as flattering: ‘If you’re a journalist, I’m sure you could scribble down a few precise words about the bi-toothbrusher.”

She drew out a bleeding stem from my mouth and smiled with cold satisfaction. “I ask some of my patients to send recommendation letters regarding the bi-toothbrusher. It is great to know you are a writer, a creative artist. It is illustrious to be able to write.”

Towards the end of the treatment we agreed that on my next visit, in two weeks, I will come with a page full of appreciative phrases about the bi-toothbrusher.

I was floating on my way back home. I forgot to get off at the Dizengoff Center. I gained control of myself only at the National Theatre stop. I got off the mini-bus near a bookstore specializing in medical books and I leaped home carefree, zigzagging my way along the gorgeous Hissin street where sparse trees looked like stall-holders smiling across their faces till kingdom come.

The bath was pleasant. With my feet at boiling point and my knees close to freezing, I wondered about my profession which according to the hygienist, was illustrious. I was happy that I hadn’t given in to the work proposal made by that anti-accidents, super-regional straw council. Because the honest truth is: I love road accidents. I love them with all my heart. Every time I hear the crashing sound coming through my window, I jump out of bed with my blanket wrapped around me and I rush over to the site (more than once have I forsaken my bath ritual for this sake). It is a love owing to its being unbound by logic. I love seeing the driver screaming at the terrified she-driver right after the accident, I love the exchanging of insurance numbers, I love the gathering of my neighbors, somber look on their faces. I usually come to give advice. I notify the public of my extensive knowledge regarding the inter-transportation issues. I complain about the decadent ministry of transportation. I quote from the interview I held in 1980 with Mr. Corfu, the minister of transportation at that time. Sometimes I put the blame on the man with whom I’m talking. Such an act brings my conversation-partner to a frenzied and argumentative mood and from there to sorrow and pessimism.

My publicistic articles are always against accidents of-course. No sidestepping the truth – the paper is my sole provider. I must be cautious, take only calculated risks, especially after the taxi driver’s aggressive letter. At any rate, I don’t think that newspapers hold a place for romantic or creative ideas, especially not the liaison figments of the perverted elderly. I am not the only one to hold such heresy ideas. The military reporter once told me that his nightmares concentrate around the possibility of a Peace: He is a friend of the reporters for military issues and he is concerned with their livelihood. Together they frequent the same eateries, ponder about the career of some generalisimo and decide about the different and vague standings they will each adopt for their articles. Of-course it, meaning the paper for which we both work, has a leftist tendency, and it will publish against provoking the Arabs and in favor of ‘Peace’ as a ‘Magical-strategic’ value. But it’s clear that he (personally) is all for a good, down to earth, war which will take him away from his nagging wife and his children which he has to drive every day from their private school. Nothing wrong with a war, he once said to me as he was driving me home in his family car. No doubt that I’m all for peace, he added but I would be happy if a permanent state of wars, generals and armies can be settled alongside the peace.

I am confident, of-course, that all the economy reporters are in favor of unemployment but there is not a chance I will hold any conversation with any of them. They are the lowest of the low! Even the rats deserve more respect and compassion. An economy reporter once asked me, nine years ago, to pass the sugar and he just couldn’t understand why I won’t assist him. Maybe he was just pretending. He asked for it again and again as I went on enjoying my paper-cup coffee (it was in the newspaper’s kitchenette), doing my best not to squirt some of my black liquid.

I came out a new man from my boiling shower – enthusiastic and eager, all ready to write a recommendation of the wondrous bi-toothbrusher which slaughtered so many germs in a true and just war.

I opened the computer and started writing.

For: Theodora Shwartz

Subject: The wondrous capabilities of the bi-toothbrusher

I find that the bi-toothbrusher is a fabulous instrument. I can very easily brush my teeth in half the time. Ever since I have stated using it, I (as a transportation publicist) have more time to deal with my urgent tasks.

I would like to affirm that the state of my gums has improved incredibly thanks to the bi-toothbrusher and the endlessly devoted treatment given by Theodore Shwartz.

The lines poured like pure and virgin olive oil cascading from a pitcher, like an interstate highway in a central European country. It was perfect. One couldn’t find a flaw in any word. My recommendation, on the one hand, had an Oscar Wilde tinge to it and on the other hand one could pinpoint a Shakespearean pinch in the second half. It was balanced - not too enthusiastic and on the other hand it provoked a curiosity and an eagerness to hold such a magical toothbrush.

I could imagine the lines in front of the drugstores after my words have been printed. Maybe even some partner in an advertising company will want my good services as a part time employee. No doubt I will first have to approve of the salary. My spare time and boiling baths are priceless.

I printed the recommendation letter, looked at it and smiled. I grew especially attached to ‘I would like to affirm’ - it seemed like a very ordinary phrasing, very plain. Nevertheless, there was something magical about it – a word that I had heard in the military radio station and decided to adopt. Ever since then, I doubt there was a day when I didn’t look into the wondrous letter a few dozens of times. I read it out loud in the bathtub, not believing my momentary virtuosity. I disconnected the phone, not wanting the felt-hat-editor to intrude me: I didn’t have any transportational concept to convey to that left-winged-hatter. I knew I wouldn’t be fired so it didn’t matter. I was seized by this terrible urge to visit the hygienist with the printed page but I decided to wait for my appointment. I woke up the next morning and checked the letter a number of times, I then sat down for a cup of coffee with the letter before me. I turned the page over and looked at the white side. Even this, this recycled paper, seemed to bear a certain wisdom. A white page conveying joy to the world.

I went for a short walk in Hissin street, winding my way between the trees with the letter held fast in my armpit. I then went back home, made myself some rice in the microwave and in the meantime, I reread the letter. Again and again I checked Theodora Shwartz’s phone number. I wanted to make a call and bring the letter over but I knew I mustn’t look too eager. My enthusiasm would bring a catastrophe upon the chances of the letter being published in the medical and feminine press.

***

But finally, a day, before my appointment, I could not restrain myself any longer: I looked at the ads covering the northbound mini-bus (as one would look at a standard contract), and when it stopped, I leapt on it like a starving caveman (an age-old economy reporter?) leaping upon dying mammoth.

To pay the hygienist a surprise visit without an appointment may very well be the most bizarre idea I could come up with.

The printed recommendation was a bit crumpled (as was the ‘American Head’ flier on the third floor of the Dizengoff Center, the place where the stars buy their clothes) in my pocket but it was too late now to retreat. I guessed that Theodora would be so glad to receive a recommendation letter that she wouldn’t notice the fact that I had come without calling. After all she sees me – she out of all people - whether it’s the plumber, the debt collector, the futile super-council, as a ‘creative being’ and not as a rusty machine reproducing articles about bridges and junctions and car-hoods (every now and then, the cars reporter of the paper gets fired and I am the one to replace him in the ‘letters to the editor’ section).

As I was waiting in the deserted lobby, I watched Theodora’s work. With the motions of an artist, she conducted a salt-wash (I recognized the sound) to a thirty year old woman wearing an apron looking shirt and a wise face. In the meantime, I opened an issue of ‘He & She’. One of the more friendly proofreaders in our paper, had turned out to be the vice-editor of the ‘He & She’ magazine. My eyes were drawn to a two-page article recommending ‘Recimol’, the new medicine against headaches and nose-aches.

Recimol is fabulous and exciting!

I took Recimol and was cured instantly,

Recimol – is a magic formula !!

My wife loves me.

The nose, the head as well – all in shape.

Barry Sazimol

Air-conditioning repairs-man, 23

I looked at my own phrasings, which were floating due to my meticulous wording, they seemed completely different compared to what I had thought only a few minutes ago. My masterpiece suddenly seemed ordinary and scribbled, lacking in form, rhythm or rhyming. I understood that my restrained and winding wordings were far from the direct, honest and vulgarly majestic sentences of that artistic, lowbred, air-conditioning repairman. Crawling my way out of the clinic so as not to be seen by the hygienist, I made for the sun which was hidden behind one of the traffic lights. Again I was seized by one of the overwhelming despairs which burns me every now and then.

I wondered about that Barry Sazimol whose recommendation letter had received such great attention. No doubt the letter was published in the women’s magazine, ’Woman’, and flared the cravings of the Israeli women for his mighty hands which specialize in married women (all for practical reasons. I’ve seen an English film about the subject).

This was the first time since the dawning of my journalistic career (back in the eighties I was accredited a great scoop), that I had the chance to move out of my publicistic pages which are of no interest to anyone. For the first time, the art of writing demanded some responsibility and creativity. I mean, you can’t fill these pages with a load of scrabbled scribbles which were roast fried in five minutes. This time I will have to come up with sharp definitions. My words will give birth to precision and vigor.

“The nose, the head as well – all in shape”, wrote the air-conditioning repair-man, 23. In all my life, I have never written a sentence which could equal it. After years of treading the gray pages, my writing has become blunt and aloof. Had I been today of the same age as Mr. Sazimol, then perhaps I could have changed, learned, experimented and finally a reasonable pile of sentences would have been the result. But at present, that will probably be impossible.

Even three beautiful, cheap looking girls wearing shorts, merrily boarding the micro-bus, each with what she managed to plunder from some shop in the area, couldn’t make me feel any better. I imagined people reading my article and throwing it angrily to the floor.

My mother called to scold me.

I got off at Dizengoff Center just as it was glimmering in the sun. The apartment towers seemed joyous and brown as I came in. The flier person from ‘American Head’ passed by me – he didn’t hand me the note which his profession requires him to hand to the passerbys. I looked at the clusters of smiling children and their parents at the branch of the Israeli hamburgers company, ‘Burger Ranch’ – were their gums healthy? I watched the candy store which was bustling with people buying almonds coated with white chocolate. I was a walking ghost in Dizengoff Center again. The escalators were not working but I boarded them anyhow. Big mistake. It seemed that the eyes of all those coming from the drugstore were aimed at my back, the back of an adult overflowing with talent. A man who couldn’t even scribble a descent recommendation. A man defeated in battle.

The bunker, April 1945, St. Helen’s. The conflict between luck, image & health. Why does one search for a dental hygienist and glory? Why does man try to battle the sanctity of his situation (the gray-dull ‘letters to the editor’ section in ‘The Times’). At least there are no elevators here. Truly heroic sites, Gettysburg. My Dizengoff Center, my Basle street. I was pacing, very pale (the mirrors on the bank machine), I passed by a new and youthful coffee shop which stood, it and its brilliant foreign name, very deserted. ‘American Head – the place where the stars but their clothing’ was already next to me. The temple of cheap clothing. The carnival of textile and ‘end of the season’. I knew I will never be a star like that Barry Sazimol. That Sazimol has no doubt received countless letters supporting his excellent and informative letter. And I, had I made the mistake of submitting my dreary letter, I would surely have received loads of contempt in the street.

‘...The endlessly devoted treatment...’ I would have been spat on in my very own coffee shop. And in the constantly evolving editorial board, I would have been met by scornful looks. And the youngsters, the musical critiques, would have never dreamt of handing me the cheap computer (up until now, I had served as their worst fear owing to my meticulous precision).

I stood by the colorful door of the ‘American Head’ shop. On the right hand side of the entrance one could see pictures of people who were caught shoplifting clothes, while the left hand side was covered with (pictures) of celebrities recommending the place. My eyes sought an enlarged picture of a comedian who used to be a saleswoman in the shop before her stardom.

I wondered around gloomily between the colorful troops of clothes at the “pawnshop”. My hands picked a brick-colored sweater from the shelf (thirty percent reduction). I didn’t need a sweater but for some reason I wanted to look at it. Looking through the wool of the sweater, Dizengoff Center looked like a tin of brick-colored triangles and squares. I took the sweater off my eyes. Pictures of minor television stars dressed in the ragged merchandise of ‘American Head’, shaking hands with the shop owner – they were all around me, moving between the sweaters and the undershirts, the lace-underwear, the vests and the giant brassieres along with the sexy advertisements.

Suddenly one of the sellers grabbed me fiercely by the hand - a seller resembling the wicked of the wicked, the waiter from Basle street who introduced me to Theodora Shwartz. He dragged me outside and placed me next to the entrance. There, for a period of one second, he suspiciously compared my features to the Polaroid picture of a shoplifter who, I must admit, resembled me in his hair.

A second letter he apologized before me, mumbling that one can’t be too careful these days. I was recognized by the public as a sweater thief!

I bashfully paid for the brick-colored sweater and went back home carrying a sealed plastic bag which contained a brown paper bag with a brick-colored sweater.

Unfortunately, I discovered that the brick-colored sweater was feminine. At its bottom, it came to a feminine, triangular edge. I put it on one of the many empty shelves in my house, above the gun which I had bought in order to protect myself from the phobic debt collector who seemed to have given up on my debt. The phone rang: Theodora Shwartz in a very indifferent, Theodora Shwartzish voice reminded me to bring my written recommendation.

Pale-faced, I went to my computer and sought the Shwartz file. The upper half of the blue screen was taken up by my futile reflections. I erased each word, one by one and put it back in place again. I was lost and desperate. Finally, I fell asleep before the computer.

I woke up at seven with a back-ache. At eight thirty, I was meant to be treated by the indifferent hand of Theodora. I looked at the computer. The words which have accumulated on the computer last night were all there – a full documentation of my disgraceful life. So many times have I have written about myself, so many times have I written ‘I’ (compared to the modest recommendation by Barry Sazimol). And today, in an hour, I was supposed to read the text at Theodora’s. She will probably break into a bitter (and indifferent) fit of laughter and then declare that she will cease treatment of my incapable gums which only bleed dark red liquid upon the damn bi-toothbrusher. And so I found myself again with the sealed sweater plastic bag, riding the micro-bus, without the printed text, with out taking a bath.

Even though I wanted to avoid a meeting with the ‘American Head’ shop, my financial situation forced me to trade my brick-colored sweater for another one, something more masculine. I planned to conduct the switching after the treatment. The bag was heavy and my feet were in pain because of the uncomfortable sitting in the jumpy (obscene) micro-bus. A stunning beauty wearing dark skin seated herself next to me, I felt the cold coming from within the bag and I understood that I had accidentally put the gun in the bag. What can that reveal about me? It must have some significance. Was I condemned, a useless being like me, to justify the presence of the gun in some way? It does not go without saying that this weapon, painted in a light blue and fresh color, capable of killing someone, was the cheapest one in the shop. Just like the dyed sweater which had a humiliating edge, this too was meant for women. I put my hand in and touched the crank, I loaded the gun.

Now, all I had to do was pull it and this notion made me feel a certain kind of power which was enough to drag me to Theodora, the hygienist’s base. I put my hand into the bag and I could see, in my imagination, the gun’s barrel pointed at the tough Slovakian face of the honor-pursuing Theodora Shwartz. I knew that this would be the only way to avoid submitting the bi-toothbrusher recommendation.

The clinic. This time, the waiting room was crammed with patients. Three women who were describing a new shopping mall. Some hunk whose sickeningly distorted teeth reminded me of someone I had seen in the paper this week, someone from the US who was charged with cannibalism. And then some others. I was supposed to put down the paper bag so that I can make my way between two interesting-looking women of my age. I looked at a picture of a monkey eating toothpaste.

I closed my eyes, aimed the gun at my toes and pulled the trigger. The bullet left the barrel, scratched my ankle and holed the wooden floor.

Theodora came out of the clinic and turned to me in fright. In a very masculine fashion, she gripped my arms and tried to help me sit. My elbows brushed her tits. One of the patients, a fat large-eyed, hobby-less girl in army uniform, called an ambulance. But after fifteen minutes, when it was clear that the ambulance will never come, I asked her to call and cancel since I was feeling better.

I took a cab back home, glancing joyfully at the dis-respectful municipal workers who were standing on a tiny crane, trying to change a bulb in the traffic light.

