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Running up 
and down 

the Street,
summer after summer, are the urchins with their knots of twisted 
curls. Flies cling to their eyelids as they chew bread crusts spread with 
jam, which leave moustaches beneath their noses. The children swarm 
noisily over the steps on which chamber pots are emptied winter and 
summer, leaving a strong, rancid odour.

In summer, the children swarm out of the houses like flies. 
Indoors, the houses are stifling, and the mothers are always harassed 
and pregnant. Who can look after the children, always fdthy and naked? 
Later, they stop crying at night.

The Street is really no Street at ail. It is so narrow. One can 
hardly stretch one’s arms out. It winds into a sériés of crooked steps, 
flanked by houses, or something resembling rooms or houses. What of 
it if parents and children live in one room? It is a little hot in summer, 
and in the winter, when it is cold and damp, human bodies emanate 
warmth.

Heavy smoke, loud voices, monotonous songs from the 
radios at their loudest. The windows are high and narrow, with rusty 
bars. Ivy plants on the iron bars of the balconies cast shadows over the 
basins glistening on the walls of every house. Plants are lined up in 
painted pots. And fragments of sea and sky emerge between the sloping 
roofs of the houses.

Humus is cooked in large pots. The heavy pans become black 
with soot, and the wooden tables are cracked and dry in the summer. 
And the odour of unmade beds and cheap oil, and large roaches fly 
through the rooms at night. Stench and air are one.

“ Ma, I want a coloured candy.”
“Shut up, y ou.”
“Shlomo has one red one, Fil hit him if you won’t buy me one.’
“ Shut up,you.”
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Two boys pound one another on the steps, both wanting 
the same eandy. They throw dirt at eaeh other’s heads; one of them, 
rolling down the steps, goes home furious, his lips pressed together 
inahard  little line.

“ Never mind, Ma. l ’il give it to him yet.”
“ Sure.”
Desire for revenge, pain and humiliation, blaze from the 

small, coal-black eyes.

The room reeks of sweat.
“ Hey, Ma, what a stink from old Granny.”
“ Shut up,you.”
The small black eyes look up in astonishment, and tears 

gather in them.
Above the Street of Steps, up on the mountain, are shops 

featuring toys and fancy chocolatés. At night, lights are turned on.
There are lights in the display windows, tiny, mysterious lights on 
candy boxes and illuminated motion-picture marquees. The girls 
wear floral print dresses and ribbons, and there are large houses with 
curtains. Andyou can see nothingbeyond the curtains. People’s lives 
within their houses are locked, and not on the fdthy pavements, or on 
the ground crawlingwith worms.

The mountain is not far away. Long, tranquil streets stretch 
out, shaded by trees, with benches under them. The windows along 
the streets have freshly painted shutters. One can breathe the air up 
there to the heart’s content.

There, on the mountain, summer is like spring, with dark 
green foliage that fdters the light, cutting down the glare. One can 
stroll in the gardens, and pick pine cônes, or sit on a dewy bench and 
gaze at the sea. And the houses on the Street of Steps look beautiful 
from there.

Only the skyline above is the same, full of the splendid 
white brilliance of summer.

Avram Bekhar, or Ram Bekhar, or simply Ram — the boy 
has at least ten pet names, and coal-black eyes.

“Why does Ma sit under the fig tree, Nissim? Come on, let’s 
teach her to play marbles.”

“Your hair is soft and curly, my son; when you grow up 
you’ll be strong and do something, something good, my son.”

“ ITl be a driver, and ride up to the mountain. It’s pretty up
there.”
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“There are ail kinds of good things to do, my son. You could 
be a Torah scholar like your grandfather, you could be great in Torah.” 

“ l ’il be a driver, Mom. F il ride up to the streets on the 
mountain.”

“You’ll do something good, my son. You’ll be strong, or 
great for your Torah-learning, and people will love you. You’ll do 
something good.”

“Sure, Ma, I won’t live here. l ’il live in a car.”
“Why does Ma always sit under the fig tree, Nissim? Her 

eyes are so big and black. Why is she crying, Nissim ?”
“ Maybe she wants some clothes or toys. When I growup,

F il buy her ail kinds of things. When Fm grown up Fil make her 
laugh, Ram, Fil make her laugh real loud, like Rivka’s mother, and l ’il 
make her get fat.”

“ Do you think she could laugh like Rivka’s mother? Do you 
think she could get fat?”

“When I grow up she’ll be my little girl, Ram, and F il buy 
her toys, so she’ll laugh. If I buy her toys, she’ll be sure to laugh.” 

“You’ll do something good, my son, and people will love 
you. You’ll be strong and do many things.”

“ Sure, Ma, l ’il ride alongthe streets, and live in a car.”

The delusions of poverty-stricken mothers in courtyards 
without shade, in the white dazzling sunlight...

Hot winds. Dust. Barren courtyards, like miniature 
deserts, and the yellow fig tree.

“ Last night I dreamt about you, my son. You’re my first- 
born son. You’ll do something for the Jewish people. God sent me this 
dream. And you’ll be strong.”

“What’s the Jewish people, Ma?”
“That is ail your friends, and your grandfather, too, and his 

father, and ail of their friends. God loved them ail, but didn’t forgive 
them anything; punished them, but did love them.”

“ If he loved them, why are you ciying, Ma?”

The delusions of poverty-stricken mothers. The hopes 
hanging like transparent veils on windows and doorways, and turning 
into daydreams. The mutterings of mothers, during anguish-filled 
nights, in dark corners of the house, woriying about the endless days, 
in poverty.

“ Make him strong, God.”
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“When you grow up you’ll do something good, my son. 
You’ll amount to something.”

“Why aren’t you a grandmother, Ma?”
“Im  a mother, and l ’il be a grandmother, too, God willing. 

And when I ’m a grandmother, you’ll be grown up and life will be 
nicer. The streets will look nicer. Nicer for you, my son.”

“ But you’ll really be a grandmother sometime?”
“ Of course, it’s God’s will, my son.”

Who named the Street the Street of Steps? No one actually 
named it; it just came to be called that. The people who live on it have 
their private dreams. They also have many children. They murmur 
prayers. And the prayers are swallowed up within the walls of poverty, 
or in the dust of the hot winds.

The Street of Steps is crowded, and the doors open on the 
Street and the dust mixed with tar, without any pavement in between. 
And the doorsteps are cracked, and drenched with the rain, and it 
makes no différence, for the rain penetrates to the interior of the 
houses anyway, either through the windows or the doors.

A  few stone houses, looking crooked and as if they were 
heaped on top of one another, are densely populated. The balcony 
of one house touches the door of the next, and the people and the 
windows stare into each other’s quarters. At times they envy one 
another, and at times they pity one another. But since they live so 
close together, they are envious of one another most of the time, and 
the moments of goodwill and compassion come to them only in time 
of misfortune or on holidays.

The stone houses look as if they were constantly in danger 
of collapsing, and evoke images of broken toy blocks, piled up 
haphazardly. Imagination is a mockeiy, however, and in reality people 
live in these houses amongunmade beds and innumerable kitchen 
utensils, enveloped by the odour of food cooked on the fioor in huge 
pans. Knotted strings of golden onions, hung to diy on the walls, 
reflect the sunlight.

The tall, narrow windows open onto the alley, and, like the 
alley, are enveloped in grey. Because of the narrow alley, the high- 
ceilinged rooms are dark, and because of their height, the darkness 
is dense, like fog or heavy smoke. In ail these rooms the furniture is 
alike. There is always a large table in the middle of the room, smelling 
of diy, cracked wood, and innumerable beds with rickety legs, and ail 
members of the family eat and sleep in the same room.
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“ Hey, listen, turnup the radio. They’re playing some 
beautiful songs.”

“ Say, do you hear how nice that is? Turn it up — it goes right 
through me.”

“What’s the matter withyou? You dragged cernent sacks 
around today, you’re in such a good mood? I drag sacks around that 
pull my shoulders out of joint. To hell with their money. I should 
throw my shoulders out of joint for them! ”

“A  guy with a wife and six kids doesn’t say to hell with their 
money. Gan’t worry so much about my damn shoulders. I better listen 
to the radio a while. Im  crazy about those songs — I could listen to it 
ail night.”

“They pay you twenty lousy piasters to drag two filthy 
trunks around, damn them. What canyou buy these days for twenty 
piasters? Thenyou get old and can’t drag no more.”

“ Sure, smart way to make a living on the Street of Steps is 
to open a diy-goods store, instead of draggingfdthy crates around 
in the harbour for their stinking twenty piasters. Mussa of the diy- 
goods store makes a lot of money, and puts aside a nice little bit for 
his daughter’s dowiy; by the time she grows up he’ll have a pile! ”

“A  beaut of a girl, with the diy-goods store and the dowry. 
But take Yitzhak Bekhar — he sleeps in his shop ail day long and 
doesn’t earn a penny; he doesn’t even bother to buy fresh fish, and 
ail day long his shop stinks something awful. But he’s always looking 
sidewise at Mussa, ail right; probably wants to make a match between 
his oldest boy and Mussa’s daughter, even if he can’t sell a pound of 
fish. Some people have stores but don’t know how to make money, 
and a guy like me has to drag two filthy trunks around for twenty 
piasters, Goddamn it.”

Porters on the Street of Steps doze off while sitting on their 
crates, leaning against the sacks that are strapped to their heads. And 
they never stop talking about ail sorts of sordid, scandalous matters. 
The smell of the filthy crates clings to their clothes. One of them, who 
made a little money, hired a donkey which brays ail day long. When 
he returns from the waterfront, he ties the donkey to the tree, and 
the stupid beast stands there braying throughout the noon hour until
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it dozes off under the tree. At noon, when the two bank clerks corne 
home and want to take a nap, like sensible people, the stupid donkey 
wakes them up. The bank clerks dress fastidiously, as behoves men 
of their profession, and when they corne out to give the owner of the 
donkey a talking to, they wear colourful striped pajamas of the kind 
worn by high-class people, and a horde of children gather around 
them, gleefully picking at their m other-of-pearl buttons.

Then there’s Mussa of the diy-goods store. He and his wife, 
both short and square, stand ail day long in the little shop among 
the tiny boxes of yarn, needles, and socks, and they make a little 
money, and give a little time to bringing up their daughter, Rivka. 
Their store is on the Street corner, next to Yitzhak Bekhar’s counter 
from which the smell of fish spreads over the entire vicinity. Yitzhak 
Bekhar’s counter is in the last house of the Street of Steps, at the 
foot of the mountain, and when a person walking alongthe crowded 
alley reaches Bekhar’s counter, he blinks his eyes for a moment and 
catches his breath. Here the sea is suddenly revealed, ashen on the 
horizon, blue in the sky, reflected in the sea. Its waves are inaudible 
even at night in the silence, but its power reveals itself here as an 
enduring force.

Excerpted from The Street of Steps, Herzl Press, New York-London, 1963.
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