[bookmark: _Hlk200116152]My name is Ophrat. Yes, a foreign name. I live in a faraway world. 
I’m a storyteller, only not quite the kind you’re used to. I belong to a group of actors, accompanied by one musician. We collect stories, acting them out there and then – like an old-fashioned video recorder. The tape is pushed into the slot with an automatic little whirr. Press play.    
The idea is foreign to you. Why would anyone want their life played back? 
Well, they do where I’m from. 
Let me show you around. 
On the roundabout, there are a dozen yellow plastic chairs, some of them broken. Yellow plastic legs all over the place, lying by the road. A bunch of dry, withered flowers sits on one with a broken back. Next to it, there’s a baby’s high chair with the symbol of Batman. 
Down the road, we come to a wall. Posters of young men’s faces in orderly lines. They look at you with entreaty from hungry eyes.  Underneath, the slogan bandaged in yellow, ‘Bring them home’.  
At the junction there’s another wall, one of people holding up posters of children and babies. By this time, you don’t want to ask. These are just some of the fatalities in Gaza. 
Even the lampposts carry the burden of yellow tape wrapped around, suffocating the steel. Yellow flags adorn the streets. The star of David ripples in the summer breeze, the yellow ribbon strangling the flags’ posts.
But what’s new here? 
It’s a poster of three cats. 
Is someone seriously telling me they too are victims of war?
If you see or hear anything about these beloved cats, please let me know. 
There’s a name and a phone number. I could call. Ask the owner if they are out of their mind.  
Here all people need therapy. Jews. Arabs. It doesn’t matter. They need to share how helpless they feel as all this death rumbles through them and their yellowing souls, and there is nothing they can do.
You never catch the people putting up the posters, the flags, the ribbons. It’s as though they put themselves up, overnight. A part of the scenery, like the trees and the moon and the breathtaking bougainvillaea adorning the sides of busy roads. 
In my neighbourhood the engines of the planes reverberate so loudly it’s as though they’re joining me in the house. I have to stop everything until the plane passes. Another will pass soon after. 
When the planes are low and loud, they are carrying bombs. 
 I find myself thinking: how many children will be killed today, and then I carry on living; I go to buy milk, get some cash out.
I’ll tell you something for free. No one can hear, in all this noise of war, the pathetic miaows of three lost cats. 
-----
No one else volunteered, the desperation to share war torn stories choked by a fear of sharing.    
“It’s my cats,” she tells us, hands held tightly together in her lap. She pauses. I realise I am clenching my jaw. Cats? 
“Tiny Dancer – from the Elton John song. A kitten, he danced from place to place, his tail straight up with a tiny question mark at the top. He is a velvet soft, grey, blackish cat. He always wanted cuddles.” 
I think of the cats on my street – the scrawny ones who yowl and shriek in the middle of the night, who come begging for scraps of food, and I try not to roll my eyes. 
“Charlie is green eyed, best friends with our dog, he followed her everywhere, meowing in a high-pitched way which didn’t sound like a miaow at all.  Every time we got home, he would meet us in the driveway.”
A cat who thinks he’s a dog?  
“And Smokey Joe. Smokey Joe was my coming to Israel cat. But more than that. He was born six months before my little boy, the only one witness to my ex-fiancé, an alcoholic, roaring at the baby.  Smashing up the house.”
I hear the audience holding their breath.
“But it’s okay. We left. Came here. Smokey Joe in a cat-bag under the seat on the plane. When I took my little boy to the toilet, he escaped. I came back and he was exploring! I put him on my lap and the hostesses came over and stroked him. He was – is – a beautiful grey cat, more fluff than anything.  He was the only Persian in the neighbourhood. I was scared to let him out the house. I thought the other cats would bully him. But he was so happy, free. 
And then one day, two weeks ago – a Sunday. We got back from a two-day peace conference. All three had disappeared. I thought maybe they were afraid, or sulking – cats do that, you know? 
The worst thing - I don’t know what happened. I don’t know whether to mourn them. I don’t know if they’re dead.
And you know what I can’t help thinking to myself? I think, oh my God -”
Now she is crying, forcing each painful word out of her mouth. 
“I think about the families who don’t know whether the hostages are dead, whether they’re coming home! And here I am, worrying about my cats. 
How can I bear it?”
------
I could see from the hands over her face, the way her shoulders heaved and her body fell forward, I could see she had not cried about it.
We released her, when we showed her the story of her life. 
We gave her space within a society so full of deeper wounds and death and burnt babies and bombed babies and missing babies that it doesn’t feel legitimate to give these simpler tragedies a voice.
Everybody watched, applauded. She came over and embraced me.
And I told her I wished her cats would come home. And in those few seconds, I really did wish it more than anything else.


