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            THE BAKER

          

        

      

    

    
      The faucet drips.

      It drizzles. It trickles.

      There’s water, but no pressure.

      No pressure on the pipes. All the pressure’s on us, Abdo thinks.

      His fingers under the trickle. He wets his cracked lips. Tastes the water, the usual metallic, chlorine flavor in his mouth.

      He washes his hands. He scrubs in that compulsive, blistering way of his, trying to clean away stains on his hands he can’t see, but which he knows are there. Some stains you can’t remove, no matter how often you wash, how hard you scrub.

      His hand over the bristles on his cheeks. He’ll shave at night if there’s hot water. Rolls on deodorant. Slaps orange-scented cologne on his cheeks. Noora used to like this smell.

      He fixes his tie. He insists on wearing a tie on his way to work.

      His son calls him old-fashioned. He calls him many things, none of them good. Most times, his son calls him a fool.

      When he gets to work, he’ll take off the tie. Bakers don’t wear ties.

      His glasses are in the jar on the shelf by the door. Noora used to leave them there for him.

      Noora is gone.

      Her memory haunts him every day.

      When the muezzins call the faithful to prayer. When he stretches his mat on the floor. When he kneels, faces Mecca, bows, prays to Allah for her soul.

      There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is His Prophet.

      There is no God. Muhammad was full of shit.

      He prays to a God he doesn’t believe in, mumbling the words of a man he’s never trusted.

      Noora did.

      Oh, Noora, Noora, he thinks.

      He misses Noora.

      He remembers how she feared for her soul. She believed in Allah, His Prophet, His Word.

      Noora prayed whenever she heard the muezzin’s call from the speakers on the minaret.

      Now he prays for Noora, he remembers Noora; he places his glasses in the jar on the shelf by the door.

      His son, Fuad, believes as Noora believed. Maybe more. They refused to abandon Him, long after He abandoned them. Long after He took Amal.

      They’d believed before Amal got sick. When Amal got sick, Noora and Fuad prayed.

      Even he prayed.

      Amal didn’t pray. She was old enough not to believe in the fairy tales of childhood, young enough not to believe in the fantasies of adulthood.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” said the doctors this side of the fence. “Allah wills it.”

      “Allah wills it,” Noora and Fuad echoed.

      “I don’t will it,” Abdo said. “We’re crossing the fence.”

      Noora said, “Go on, then. Go to the Jews. They’ll help Amal, if Allah wills it.”

      Fuad said nothing.

      Abdo went to the hospital to get Amal’s records.

      They said, “Why do you want her records?”

      “I want them.”

      “Yes, but why?”

      “They’re my daughter’s. I want them.”

      “Why should you want them?”

      They arched an eyebrow.

      They stared at him.

      They knew why he wanted them. They wanted him to say it.

      He said it.

      “I want to take her to the Jews. I’m crossing the fence.”

      Silence. More staring. More stretched eyebrows.

      “Come back tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow they told him to come back the day after tomorrow.

      The day after tomorrow they said no.

      “Her records are lost. A rat ate them,” they said.

      Abdo still remembers how he held Amal’s hand with his index finger. Amal held his finger and his heart.

      They were first in line at the checkpoint. They’d been there since four in the morning. The checkpoint opened at six o’clock, minutes before dawn. At least three hours’ worth of line formed behind them.

      They crossed the checkpoint.

      They crossed the fence.

      They crossed a line.

      “She can live,” the Jewish doctor said. “She needs a bone marrow transplant. If God wills it, she can live.”

      “If Allah and the bank will it,” he said.

      “Don’t worry about the bank,” said the doctor. “Find a donor. We’ll do the rest. She can live.”

      Noora said, “If Allah wills it, she will live.”

      He said, “I will it. She must live.”

      Allah’s will proved stronger than mine, thinks Abdo.

      He looked for a donor, but he never found one.

      He wasn’t compatible. Neither was Noora nor Fuad. Their relatives, their friends, their neighbors—they never offered help. When asked, sadness and grief filled their eyes.

      Anger, too.

      Anger at him for asking the Jews for help. Anger at the Jews for providing it when the doctors this side of the fence couldn’t. Anger at Amal for getting sick, forcing them to see what they had always known about life this side of the fence but had pretended away.

      Their anger was stronger than their grief.

      He said to them, “My daughter, she’s dying. Please help. Please come.”

      None would.

      None did.

      Amal died.

      She was lost to them. They were lost to each other. When yesteryear’s defeats loom over us, we’re doomed to be defeated again tomorrow, and again the day after.

      Noora and Fuad prayed every day. They prayed when the muezzin called. At times, his wife and son prayed even before the muezzin called, and long after.

      Grief filled Noora’s heart. It filled to the brim. It overflowed with it. Her grief seeped through her veins.

      Her black hair went gray. Her white skin turned gray. Her green eyes were always red, swollen, tear-streaked.

      Fuad’s heart filled with rage. It filled to the brim. It overflowed with it. His rage seeped through his veins.

      The boy who used to rush out calling, “Papa, Papa,” whenever he came home now walked away in silence and slammed his door. The soccer ball they had played with on Sundays before lunch, now forgotten under Fuad’s bed. Silence replaced the rock-and-roll music once blaring from the speakers.

      It’ll pass, he thought of Fuad.

      It’ll pass, he hoped of Noora.

      It didn’t.

      Noora stopped eating. What she ate, her body couldn’t hold.

      He told her, “Darling, please. Let’s go see a doctor. Please.”

      Noora would not. She’d had enough of doctors. She wouldn’t go see those on their side of the fence. She wouldn’t go see those on the other side of the fence. She wouldn’t go.

      A mullah came. He commanded her to go; still, she wouldn’t.

      And a year and a day after Amal died, Noora died.

      That was four years ago.

      Now there’s only his son and him.

      His son: a giant nineteen-year-old, six-foot-six, slouching stranger who resembles Fuad. The same black hair. The same olive skin. Big fingers at the end of bigger hands. A cragged, unkempt beard now covers his once free and playful smile. The same green eyes, burning with anger.
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            THE BAKER’S SON NEEDS GUIDANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      His black eyes are tinted glass. He misses little, but his dark eyes make it impossible for others to look inside. He watches as the baker’s son unrolls his mat on the ancient mosque’s floor. The baker’s son cherishes the uncomfortable spots, always chooses one where the sun can hit hard on him.

      In the mornings it is by the eastern window. In the evenings, the western one. At midday he’s one of the few who’d rather pray outside on the patio by the fountain than inside the mosque.

      The baker’s son’s grown a beard. Hair covers his muscular forearms, his enormous hands and fingers. He’s shaved his hair to a close crop.

      Pressing his head hard into the ground five times a day during prayer time has left three round, scab-like, calloused marks on the baker’s son’s forehead: zabiba, the mark of devotion.

      He’s seen this before. It looks promising.

      The baker’s son needs guidance.

      “As-Salaam-Alaikum,” he says.

      “Wa-Alaikum-As-Salaam,” says the baker’s son, unrolling his mat.

      “Do you mind me praying next to you?” he says.

      The baker’s son shrugs. His black-tinted eyes catch a flash of disgust in the baker’s son’s face as his smell reaches him. He’s used to this. He has trimethylaminuria, a genetic disorder that makes his urine, sweat, and breath smell of rotting fish.

      He unrolls his threadbare mat next to the boy’s. It belonged to his father. Before him, it belonged to his father’s father, to his father’s grandfather before that.

      This mat has left Palestine only twice in over a century: once when he went to Medina, then when he went to Mecca. Never before. Never since.

      It has powder burns.

      He prostrates his old, small, thin, frail body next to the huge, muscular, young baker’s son.

      He watches the world disappear for the baker’s son. There is only Allah, the Prophet, the Word.

      “You are Fuad, son of Abdo Baghdadi,” he says when the baker’s son is done, rolling his mat.

      “Yes. Do I know you?”

      “Not yet,” he says.

      He stretches out his hand. Gives the baker’s son a name. Not his true name. To know the true name is to own the man.

      Soon the baker’s son will learn his other name, one of his famous names, but never his true name. The last person who knew it has been dead for more than half a century.

      “May Allah go with you, Fuad, son of Abdo.”

      He walks home.

      They’re out there. Tonight he can’t see them, but they’re out there. They’re always out there.

      They’ll report he spoke with the baker’s son.

      They’ll check him out.

      By tomorrow night they’ll know the boy’s father is a famous baker in Hebron’s Tel Rumeida neighborhood with a past in the Cause; they’ll know the boy’s sister and mother are both dead.

      In a week they’ll know more about Fuad, son of Abdo, and about Abdo, son of Yusuf, than those two know about themselves or each other.

      But they won’t know what he knows.
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            FIRST ORDERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The yellow envelope, his tzav rishon, is here.

      Ian Bloom sees it jutting out from his mail cubbyhole.

      Sixty-nine other cubbyholes, most empty, some with yellow envelopes jutting out from them. Yellow envelopes to be picked up, opened, read.

      Envelopes containing First Orders from the IDF, short for the Israel Defense Forces, or Tzahal, its Hebrew acronym. Everyone in the kibbutz, everyone in Israel between the ages of seventeen and eighteen, gets one. He’s twenty-four. This is what he came to Israel for.

      His hand passes over the cracked sapphire-crystal face of a Breguet Tourbillon watch on his wrist. He feels the lines under his fingertips, remembers Gaius, remembers that night. Sometimes destiny creeps up on us; other times it rushes at us like an out-of-control freight train.

      He winds the watch. He walks away.

      Bloom spends the morning shift at the tractor shed, cleaning an engine he’s been working on for the last three days. Short, red, curly hair and beard, deep amber eyes the shade of dark copper, suntanned skin, tall, lean, fit, and healthy, Bloom could pass for an Israeli, if not for his Americanness. He can’t define it, but it’s there. He notices it. They notice it. He notices them noticing it.

      That and the car. His is probably the only convertible Aston Martin Vanquish Volante in Israel. Everyone looks at the car, nobody sees him.

      Spray engine degreaser on it, let it soak. Use the steel-toothed brush to scrub away deposits of grease, burnt oil, grime. It should break loose with ease. It doesn’t. Here, nothing’s easy.

      He enjoys the hard work, so alien to him.

      It keeps his mind focused, away from the yellow envelope, away from the accident, away from Lucian Paine’s emails and the vultures circling back home. They want his money. They want his stock. They can go fuck themselves. Paine will keep them back. With any luck, Paine will beat them.

      On his way to the mess hall, he stops at the post office.

      The envelope is still there. What did you expect, dumbass? he thinks.

      There’re some others left, fewer than ten.

      He keeps going.

      Bloom sits on his own at one of the mess-hall stalls along the window looking out on the small garden. His tray has corn chowder, rice pilaf, garden salad, meat loaf, yellow Jell-O, Bedouin sweet tea.

      The mess hall is buzzing.

      Friends filling out forms, calling out to each other about where they are ordered to report, which units they’re applying for, how they hope they’ll fare on their physical and psychological exams, which bases they’d like to train at, where they’d rather die than serve, what they’ll do once Tzahal is done with them and spits them out.

      Bloom goes back to the tractor shed.

      Shmulik is there.

      The same gray, grease-stained coveralls he’s seen him wearing every day for the last five months. Red rag sticking out of his left back pocket, baby-blue wax pencil behind his ear, faded navy-blue Ford trucker cap on his head, smoldering cigarette hanging from his lips.

      “Nu?” says Shmulik.

      Nu, such a Yiddish word, so small, yet asking so much, thinks Bloom.

      Shmulik tightens a screw on the wheel of a John Deere tractor suspended on the platform.

      “Hey, Shmulik.”

      “Isn’t your shift over?” says Shmulik in Brooklyn-accented English.

      Another turn of the screw.

      Bloom shrugs. He brings the steel-toothed brush to the engine hanging from the chains, sprays degreasing fluid on the engine. He brushes away.

      “No matter how long you work on that engine, the envelope isn’t going away, you know? There’s no use in hiding in here.”

      “I’m not hiding,” he says, scrubbing harder.

      “Sure you’re not,” says Shmulik.

      Shmulik grabs another steel-toothed brush. He pretends to scrub with Bloom. He puffs at his cigarette.

      “You know? When I came over from the States, I didn’t have to join the army, so I didn’t. Colossal mistake. Nobody wanted to have anything to do with me. A healthy twenty-something not in Tzahal? Forget about it. If I’d been one of them blackcoats, the Haredi Orthodox Jews who’re exempt from military service? Maybe. But I wasn’t, and so I was a leper colony of one. Then the war of ’82 broke out. Israel invaded Southern Lebanon to get them PLO bastards out, and I volunteered. Turned out Tzahal didn’t want me at the front lines. Poor eyesight, worse lungs. They had me fixing tanks, trucks, and half-tracks. Here I am, over thirty years later, doing the same shit.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Are you worried about getting in a bad unit? You shouldn’t. You’re what? Over six feet tall? Sure, on the skinny side, but there’s plenty of muscle on those bones, and you carry a broad back. I don’t think you’re tank material, too tall, but there’ll be plenty of good units willing to have you.”

      “I’m not worried,” says Bloom. “I’ve got it down, kol-beseder—everything’s okay.”

      Shmulik shrugs.

      A long cigarette smoke cloud comes out his nose. Shmulik gives two small clangs on the engine with the brush. He goes back to his John Deere.

      Bloom keeps brushing the shit out of the engine. Three hours he brushes. Shmulik is long gone by then.

      He rinses the engine with a pressure hose. He flashes the halogen lamp on it. Plenty of grime left for a lifetime of scrubbing.

      He glances at the tractor the engine came from.

      “You’ll have to wait a little longer for your soul to be ready, my friend. I wish I had someone brushing the grime off of mine.”

      He walks back to his room in Volunteer Row, a long strip of ramshackle huts, each made of four boards of plywood and a tin roof.

      Kibbutz volunteers are drifters from everywhere and nowhere. They work the fields or the assembly line in the canned-goods factory for a minimum wage and free room and board.

      Some stay two weeks. Others have been here for years.

      Most of them are youths out of high school traveling with a backpack on their shoulders before starting out on their world-conquering careers.

      Immigrant Row, where the Olim Hadashim who’ve immigrated to Israel live, was full when Bloom got to the kibbutz. Those huts are better, but not by much.

      The sign read Welcome when he first arrived, he remembers.

      Welcome, indeed.

      That night, Bloom watched as the pink bus’s taillights disappeared.

      The summer heat dampened his clothes. They stuck to his body. The night smelled of citrus and sweet acacias.

      A duffel bag held his clothes, a couple of bedsheets, his toiletries. A small pack on his back held his MacBook, his Bose headphones, the thumbed Catcher in the Rye paperback that had set him down this path. His iPhone, wallet, and passport were in his pockets.

      That’s all he brought.

      “You’re the American?” said a voice in the dark, a red cigarette raspberry dangling from unseen lips.

      “That’s me,” Bloom said.

      The raspberry came near.

      The bus stop’s light shined on a middle-aged fat man in a blue T-shirt and pink shorts. He could be Jerry Garcia’s twin brother, down to the bushy white beard, the tangled mop of hair, the huge clear glasses.

      “I’m Shmulik, used to be Samuel,” the man said, stretching out his hand.

      “Ian Bloom,” he said.

      He shook Shmulik’s hand, surprised it still had a middle finger. Shmulik’s hands were rough, calloused, strong. They’d worked hard over many years.

      Bloom’s were anything but.

      Shmulik said, “Speak any Hebrew?”

      “Some,” he said in Hebrew.

      “Well, you’ll need better than some if you plan on living here,” Shmulik said. “Don’t worry, though. The ulpan will take care of that.”

      The ulpan was the Hebrew learning program, a bedrock of Israel’s massive immigration policy. One people. One nation. One language.

      Shmulik took him to Volunteer Row.

      Shmulik said, “This is where you’ll live for the next months, until your yellow envelope arrives. If you’d come two months earlier, we could’ve put you in Immigrant Row, but there’s no more room, so this’ll have to do.”

      Now the yellow envelope is here.

      Bloom goes back to the post office. Only his envelope is left.

      He walks inside, wipes the sweat off his hands on his jeans. The long wall of cubbyholes is empty of yellow envelopes, except for his.

      He winds the watch on his wrist. He feels its face’s crack lines under his fingertips.

      He says, “Let the motherfuckers try.”

      He rips the envelope open.

      First Orders.

      Report to recruitment center in Nahariya on November 15 at 0600 hours. Be dressed in exercise comfortable clothing. Have a copy of medical history file ready for inspection. Complete attached form.

      He reads it again.

      Until now he didn’t think it would happen, but it has. He’s joining the Israeli army. He’s righting the course. He’s doing something worthwhile, something he believes in; the vultures and the company and all that shit he left behind be dammed.

      “Let it rip. Let the motherfuckers try,” he says, pounding his chest Tarzan-like.

      The door behind him bangs open and closed.

      She comes in.

      He’s seen her before.

      She comes during the weekends, keeps to herself. No socializing with the other kibbutznikim, no show at the pub.

      He hasn’t seen her in uniform until now. It’s not the usual army green. It’s border-patrol gray.

      She’s tall—taller than him. Slim, long legs, small round butt, small breasts. Long-fingered, thin hands. Black hair, emerald-green eyes, black skin. Big full mouth. White, straight teeth. Short, straight nose. No jewelry except for three officer bars on her shoulder. He guesses she’s in her midtwenties.

      She looks at him. Scans him down, ripped yellow envelope in his hand, First Orders out.

      She takes some letters from a cubbyhole and goes out.

      He goes out after her.

      “Hey,” he calls out.

      She keeps on walking, shakes her head.

      “Hey,” he calls out again.

      She doesn’t stop.

      “Please stop. I need help,” he says in Hebrew.

      “What?” she says, keeps on walking.

      “I need help. I can’t fill these out.”

      “Ask one of your friends,” she says. “I’m busy.”

      “I don’t have any friends. I’m all alone.”

      This makes her stop.

      “Aren’t you with the Olim Hadashim?”

      “I just moved here, but I’m not with them. I’m on my own. I got here late. Most of them are from Eastern Europe, I’m an American. They don’t speak English or Hebrew. I don’t know any Czech, Russian, Hungarian, or whatnot. I’m not staying in Immigrant Row. I’m housed with the volunteers.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “I don’t have much time. I have to go back and care for my mother. The nurse has the weekends off.”

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Cancer,” she says. “She’s in the last stages of cervical uterine cancer. She’s dying.”

      She says this in the same way, in the same voice, that one would say, “Tomorrow it’ll rain.”

      “My dad went the same way,” says Bloom. “He caught the big C, prostate in his case. I nursed him the last seven months.”

      He doesn’t say, I cleaned the bedsheets, helped him piss and shit on a bedpan, cleaned him up when he was done.

      He doesn’t say, The worst part was the IVs. His veins couldn’t take the catheter for long, he was too wasted by then. I had to find a different vein every three weeks.

      “Come,” she says. “I’ll fix us some dinner at my mom’s house. We can go over your tzav rishon together.”

      “I’m Ian.”

      “Orit,” she says.

      Orit’s mother lives in one of the kibbutz’s older houses. She’s part of the first wave of Ethiopian Jews who immigrated in the mideighties, part of Operation Moses.

      Isolated from Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jewish communities for a millennium, Ethiopian Jews went through the usual cycles of religious persecution. As in Spain in the fifteenth century, a significant portion of them were forced into Christianity during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

      Things came, again, to a boil in the seventies. They had to get out. They’d read about Theodor Herzl and his dream for a Jewish homeland. They’d seen and heard about the Israeli miracle. The homeland was now a reality; there was a place for them. Or so they thought.

      Israeli Jews weren’t so sure these people—so different, so alien to their traditions and appearance—were also Jews.

      Debates, secular and halachic, raged. In May 1977, Menachem Begin’s Likud won the Knesset elections by a landslide. The new government said, “Enough is enough. These are Jews. The Law of Return applies to them. Bring them home.”

      But immigrating and finding a home are two different things.

      Orit’s mother left a country where she was persecuted for being Jewish, for a country where she was snubbed because of the color of her skin, her poverty, her strange ways and culture.

      Orit’s father met her while she was working a sixteen-hour shift at a falafel stand in Netanya, married her, and brought her back to his kibbutz.

      “They divorced. He left for Greece. My mom and I stayed behind. I get a postcard from him on my birthday every year. Who still sends postcards? I bet he prepaid them years ago and they haven’t run out. Now the kibbutznikim like her better than they ever did him. It helped that she’s an excellent cook. To this day, some of the best recipes used in the mess hall are hers,” says Orit.

      The house is small, well-kept, clean. A place for everything, everything in its place.

      A kitchenette and a dining table for four next to a small sitting room: one love seat; two kitchen stools; a coffee table; an old two-speaker sound system with a cassette deck and a turntable, no CD slot, no aux jack; a TV from before flat screens were conceived.

      This is a place time skipped over and forgot to come back to, thinks Bloom.

      Against the wall is a wooden bookcase made in the kibbutz’s workshop. Books, next to books, on top of books. Chemistry, physics, quantum mechanics, atomic theory, hot fusion, cold fusion, splitting the atom, joining the atom. Biographies: three on Golda, two on Ben-Gurion, two on Einstein, one on Oppenheimer, another on Curie, one on Newton, two on Tesla, one on Rutherford. Two shelves stocked with vinyl records inside frayed sleeves.

      Two bedrooms, a shared bathroom between them, and the sitting area.

      From one bedroom comes a constant beep, beep, beep. The medical monitors, the low-burning light from a night lamp plugged into a wall.

      The other bedroom is dark behind a closed door.

      Orit takes two containers from the fridge, empties them in pots, adds a little water, brings them to a boil, then a simmer.

      “The plates are over there,” she says, pointing to the cabinet behind her.

      The smell of Lysol gets drowned, then lost, in the smells coming from the pot.

      “I’ll be right back,” says Bloom.

      He comes back with a Goldstar six-pack.

      “The least I can do,” he says.

      Leftover lamb in a yellow curry, diced red, green, and orange peppers, carrots, onion. Basmati rice on the side.

      They eat, they talk, they trade war stories on fighting cancer knowing no matter how many battles are won, the war is lost.

      His war is done. Hers could be over in a week, could be over in a year. No more than that.

      “Do you know Walt Whitman’s poem ‘O Captain! My Captain!’?” he asks.

      “No,” she says.

      He stands. He clears his throat. He recites in a quiet voice:

      O Captain! my Captain! Our fearful trip is done,

      The ship has weather’d every rack, the prize we sought is won,

      The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,

      While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring;

      But O heart! heart! heart!

      O the bleeding drops of red,

      Where on the deck my Captain lies,

      Fallen cold and dead.

      O Captain! my Captain! rise up and hear the bells;

      Rise up—for you the flag is flung—for you the bugle trills,

      For you bouquets and ribbon’d wreaths—for you the shores a-crowding,

      For you they call, the swaying mass, their eager faces turning;

      Here Captain! dear father!

      This arm beneath your head!

      It is some dream that on the deck,

      You’ve fallen cold and dead.

      My Captain does not answer, his lips are pale and still,

      My father does not feel my arm, he has no pulse nor will,

      The ship is anchor’d safe and sound, its voyage closed and done,

      From fearful trip the victor ship comes in with object won;

      Exult O shores, and ring O bells!

      But I, with mournful tread,

      Walk the deck my Captain lies,

      Fallen cold and dead.

      She has tears in her eyes. Some roll down her cheeks.

      “In high school we had to learn it for a poetry contest. I hated it.”

      He sits down, leans back on his chair, sips from his beer.

      “Then my father got sick. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Every day, every night. When he seemed to get better, only to get worse, much worse. Then he died. My captain was dead.”

      Takes another sip.

      “Cancer didn’t kill him, the chemo did. He beat cancer, went into remission. It was too late, his body was too brittle. He caught a cold, turned into pneumonia. It killed him.”

      He raises his almost-empty bottle.

      “The ship was anchored safe and sound, the fight with cancer won, but my captain was fallen cold and dead.”

      He puts his bottle down. His face is dry. So is his throat.

      He winds the Breguet once, twice.

      “You could get that watch fixed, you know? You’d have to go to Jerusalem or Tel Aviv, Haifa maybe, but there are good places where they can repair it,” she says.

      He stares at the watch, feels the cracks under his fingertips. Closes his eyes, shakes his head.

      “I like it fine this way. It reminds me of something. I keep totems linked to people important to me, I touch them when I want to remember them and what they mean to me. Anyway . . .” He clears his throat, takes another pull at his beer. “What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “You. Yes, you. What’s your story? You’re an officer, right?

      “A captain,” she says.

      “Oh, my,” he says. He chuckles. “I didn’t know.”

      “You’ll learn insignia soon enough,” she says. She chuckles with him.

      “You’re a career soldier, then?”

      “I’m not a soldier. I’m a Magavnik, part of the border police. We’re badass,” she says.

      “Tzahal is badass,” he says.

      “Not all of it. Some units are. Others? See, in Israel almost everyone must serve, but not everyone can be badass. Tzahal must make room for everybody, so some units are tougher than others. In Magav we’re all tough. We have to be. We do security, military operations, raids and arrests on the other side of the fence, riot control. We’re part of the police, so we also do police work. The best of us get special training to be snipers, buggy drivers, dog operators, bomb-squad agents. We share counterterrorism operations with Shin Bet—that’s Israel’s FBI and Homeland Security rolled into one. We’re all badass.”

      “And you? Are you any of those?” he says.

      “I am, but if I tell you, I have to kill you,” she says.

      He bursts out laughing. “Oh, come on,” he says. “That’s the oldest cliché in the book.”

      She laughs now.

      “My company’s in charge of riot control,” she says.

      “Did you always want to be a Magavnik?” he says.

      “Nah. I wanted an easy duty, do my two years, get out, and study at the Technion. I couldn’t. My mom got sick. The Magav pays combat salary and benefits. They foot most of her medical bills, so I signed up for the officer courses and added five more years of service. When my additional tour is over, I’ll be in rotation and they’ll offer to pay my tuition. If I accept their offer, I’ll have to sign up for a few more years or transfer to another branch in the Magav where they can use what they’ll pay me to learn.”

      She gets up. He follows.

      “Let’s clear the table,” she says. “Do you like Turkish coffee?”

      “Never had it before, but I’ll try anything at least once,” he says.

      She arches an eyebrow.

      “I’ll try anything at least once,” he repeats.

      “Okay,” she says with a smile. “You do the dishes, I’ll make coffee, then we’ll go over your forms.”

      “Okay, but that better be some kick-ass coffee if it’s worth me doing the dishes.”

      “The Greeks thought Prometheus stole the gods’ fire and brought it down to us. Christians rebranded him as Lucifer, morphing fire into knowledge. Ah, but I think it was coffee which was stolen from the gods or God. It imbues us with power not fit for us mere mortals,” says Orit.

      She takes a dishrag from the sink and cracks it at him.

      “Get going,” she says.

      The coffee smells like heaven, tastes like sin. She poured it from a cezve, the special small copper pot with a long handle, in tiny porcelain one-ounce cups. Bitter, strong, with a cardamom aftertaste.

      “O captain, my captain,” he says. He holds up his small coffee mug. “This is the best meal I’ve had since I left the States.”

      She clicks hers against his.

      “I won’t be your captain, army boy,” she says.
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      Friday night.

      The newsroom is dead.

      The entire building is dead.

      Not dead. Worse. Undead.

      Right. Undead’s the word.

      No presses are running.

      The keyboards aren’t tapping.

      The phones are silent.

      The buzz and hustle of an ordinary newspaper is absent, gone. A deafening vacuum serves as a placeholder.

      The thing is the Jerusalem Word isn’t an ordinary newspaper. The Jerusalem Word doesn’t run on Shabbat.

      Every Friday before sundown, the wheels stop.

      Reporters must file copy for the Sunday edition. Printers must set up the presses with rolling paper and the final print loaded, ready for pressing the Enter switch on Saturday night and watching the Sunday paper roll out with the headline announcing the new American president’s inauguration and how her agenda will impact Israel’s interests. Editors should have had their last three tantrums and two heart attacks of the week.

      Everyone should be gone, having dinner with their families, happy to have gone to shul for Shabbat’s evening prayer service.

      Not Joshua Kaplan.

      Joshua Kaplan is an anomaly at the Jerusalem Word. He’s an anomaly everywhere.

      Kaplan looks the part: he wears the tzitzit, black coat, black cap, white shirt, long beard, long white stockings over black trousers, dangling side curls, and the pale skin of someone who spends most of his time indoors.

      But Kaplan is not a Jew. At least not a full Jew. He’s half a Jew. The wrong half, at least for the Haredi, the most Orthodox Jews. His mother was born a Gentile. She converted, but nevertheless, she was born a goy, a shiksa.

      In Haredi Jewry, that’s as much as being a goy. In some Haredi circles, it’s worse.

      He’s the only goy working at the Jerusalem Word. He’s the only person allowed to work on Shabbat, let his soul burn.

      And he’s busting his ass tonight.

      The call came early in the morning.

      “You’re the guy covering this thing about the tank factory?” said the man on the phone.

      He was.

      Tzahal is closing a tank factory. There’s talk about what’ll become of it. CyberYouth, a start-up collective, has been lobbying the government into making it a test hub for developing and testing new tech.

      The campaign has picked up steam, but the Defense Ministry is still mum about it.

      Kaplan has written two pieces on the land. He’s been poking holes, twisting ears, digging out what’s going to happen with the factory.

      “I’m at the Carmel Diner, and if you come down here now, there’re some files you should be looking at,” said the guy on the phone.

      “Does this have anything to do with the tank factory?” Kaplan asked.

      “It does.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      “I’m the guy at the back, next to the restroom door. I’m fat and wearing a green checkered suit and bottlecap glasses, can’t miss me.”

      “Got it. I’m on my way.”

      Seven minutes later Kaplan was sitting at the kosher diner with an overweight man in his late forties with rosy cheeks, crew-cut hair, bottlecap glasses, and a green checkered coat.

      They were surrounded by short stacks of file folders, a pair of coffee mugs in the middle.

      “Where did you get all this from?” asked Kaplan.

      “From a cousin’s friend.”

      Kaplan went through memos, letters, meeting minutes. He could see a pattern emerging, revealing the reason why Yuval Maimon, the deputy defense minister, hadn’t allocated the tank factory yet.

      One corporation’s executives, who seemed to be quite friendly with Minister Maimon, wanted to lease the land for an R&D facility. Maimon seemed inclined to grant them the lease.

      Kaplan kept looking for a piece of paper on which someone came right out and said it. He didn’t find one. Everything tiptoed around the point. But between the paper scraps, he found sentences and paragraphs that, taken together, made it clear.

      Kaplan loves going through files, making them yield their secrets.

      This particular one was fascinating: some executives from a company he’d never heard of, called Esh, were persuading the government’s deputy defense minister to make them some dough by assigning them prime government land at a dirt-cheap price.

      Each discovery he made to prove this was a thrill.

      He consumed the files. The files consumed the day.

      The whistleblower said little. He sat in front of Kaplan, sipping coffee, twiddling his thumbs, reading a Hebrew translation of Miyamoto Musashi’s The Book of Five Rings.

      The last call bell rang from the counter.

      “Shabbat is almost here, my friend,” said the whistleblower. “I must leave and take my files with me.”

      Kaplan had taken pictures of the files he had worked with, but he could see there were memos and letters he hadn’t read. Maybe in those was a smoking gun.

      The whistleblower would have none of it.

      “I’m sorry,” the whistleblower said. “Shabbat is coming.”

      He picked up his files and left.

      Kaplan went back to the office.

      He’s still there, Shabbat or not.

      He’s checking records on this company. Esh.

      He finds little about it, less about its owners or principals.

      What he does find says Esh is a defense contractor. They import weapons components from the Eastern European bloc. They have no manufacturing facilities.

      If they are an importer with no factories, what do they need an R&D site for? he jots on his yellow legal pad.

      He spots a name. Simeon Gaysinsky.

      Gaysinsky.

      Where has he heard about Gaysinsky before?

      The lights go on.

      Gaysinsky is a midlevel guy in Marina Petrovna’s Organizatsiya. He did some time for strong-arming and racketeering.

      Gaysinsky. Weapons. Eastern Europe. A shady land deal. Deputy Defense Minister Maimon. Marina’s Organizatsiya.

      Holy fuck.

      Kaplan writes a memo for his editor, Hiram Yaacobi. A story this big will need Hiram’s green light. Shit. It’ll need the publisher’s green light.

      Holy fuck.
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      Kaplan finds the Post-it on his computer monitor.

      See me in my office.

      No signature. Of course there isn’t. Those commanding scribbles are unmistakable.

      The Maimon story. He’s been waiting a week and a half for this. Frantic. Scanning rival newspapers for the story. The whistleblower’s MIA, and a scoop like this’ll be gobbled up stat by the competition.

      He takes the elevator to the twelfth floor where Yaacobi’s office is. Giddy, he’s written three drafts waiting for the go-ahead.

      He finds the editor working at his standing desk. White shirt, sleeves rolled up, red wax pencil in one hand, a burning cigar in the other. Tzitzit fringes and black suspenders hang from his waist. Black trousers tucked inside long white stockings, black shoes. Bald head, long side curls, longer beard.

      Hiram Yaacobi is a cliché of the worlds he inhabits. He’s a devout Talmudist with a stone heart. He’s a cigar-chomping, short, balding, fat, bad-tempered editor with a keen eye for a good story. He’s a terrible golfer who practices his putting technique in his office and never goes to the golf course.

      Yaacobi acknowledges Kaplan’s presence with a flick of his cigar, pointing to a chair. His eyes still fixed on the papers before him, the red wax sword slashing a paragraph here, slicing a sentence there.

      “Leibel,” he shouts.

      His assistant’s head pops in.

      “Take this to Reuven. Tell him the story is bupkes—goat shit—but we’ll run it. Tell him this is the last time we do this. He has to choose between being a journalist or a drunk. Some people can be both, but not him.”

      Leibel takes the butchered copy downstairs. He’ll give it to Reuven so Reuven can file it. Reuven’ll eat Yaacobi’s message, like he’s eaten the last thirty or thirty thousand. Reuven is a fixture at the Jerusalem Word. He’s tight with Yoni Cohen, the Jerusalem Word’s owner.

      “You wanted to see me, boss?”

      Yaacobi waddles to the chair next to Kaplan’s.

      “That memo,” he says.

      “The Maimon memo?”

      “The nonexistent, never-written, oblivion-bound memo,” says Yaacobi.

      “What?”

      “The nonexistent, never-written, oblivion-bound memo,” repeats Yaacobi. “And the soon-to-be-burned notes and pictures a certain someone did not take preparing it.”

      “Hiram, I’m not killing this story,” says Kaplan.

      “What story? There’s no story. There’s nothing,” says Yaacobi, the red wax pencil making a zero in the air. A cloud of smoke comes from his mouth.

      “Hiram, I’m not killing this story,” repeats Kaplan.

      “Listen to me, Joshua. Yuval Maimon isn’t just some big rabbi. He’s not just the deputy defense minister, okay? He’s tight with Yoni Cohen. Cohen is a regular guest of Maimon’s at his Sha’ar Zahav yeshiva, Maimon is Cohen’s teacher. They pray together. They study together. Yoni Cohen’s Jerusalem Word is not printing any lies about the deputy defense minister and some Russian mafia ghost, written by a goy who read a bunch of fake papers in a diner.”

      “Fuck you,” says Kaplan. He gets up from his chair.

      “Only my wife does that. We’re still not printing it.”

      “I’ll shop the story elsewhere.”

      He heads for the door, kicks one of Yaacobi’s golf balls along the way.

      Yaacobi chases after him. Holds him by the arm.

      “Walk out that door, and you’re walking out of this paper. Keep those notes and we’ll sue to bankruptcy whoever publishes whatever it is you think you’re publishing.”

      Kaplan shakes Yaacobi’s hand off him. “I don’t give a fuck. There’s other deep pockets out there.”

      “Not as deep as Cohen’s, there aren’t.” Yaacobi puts his hand on Kaplan’s arm again. “Joshua, let it go. It’s not worth it. If you do this, you’ll only prove them right.”

      “Prove them right? Prove who right? What about?”

      “You know what I mean,” says Yaacobi. He blows out some cigar smoke. “Don’t prove them right.”

      Kaplan shakes. Kaplan rages. Kaplan feels bile come up his throat, gather in the back of his mouth.

      “Fuck them. Fuck you too,” he says. “I’ve spent my life proving them wrong. It’s not enough. It’s never enough. It’s never been and never will be enough.”

      He takes Yaacobi’s hand away from his shoulder.

      “Goodbye, Hiram,” he says without malice. The facts of life are not Yaacobi’s fault.

      Kaplan leaves the editor’s office and heads down to clear his desk, his head sorting out who’d be interested in the Maimon story.

      He’s not there when Yaacobi dials a number from a flip phone he keeps locked away in his safe and says two words to whoever is at the other end of the line: “It’s done.”
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      Kaplan storms out from his desk, the newsroom, the building.

      He feels the shakes, the headache.

      He calls the cheder where he studies Torah. Yes, there’s someone there. No, Rabbi Sued isn’t in, yet. Yes, in thirty minutes there’ll be a class, come on in. Okay. Goodbye.

      Joshua needs the comfort of prayer and study. He needs to fill his soul, he needs to endure the bitter truth of the world he’s chosen, he needs to be seen.

      He walks.

      Walking gives him a chance to ruminate his thoughts, sift through them.

      Maimon wants to be prime minister. Does he? No. Hard no. His is a fringe party.

      Rav Maimon, for all his posturing as a Haredi leader, for all his airs as a Talmudic scholar, is all about power and as little responsibility as he can get away with. That’s why he’s deputy defense minister, and not defense minister. He only cares about his yeshiva in Sha’ar Zahav, his settlement entrenched deep in Hebron. That and keeping his party as a player at the big boys’ table.

      Can he? Maybe, leaning on yes.

      The religious Israeli settlers on the West Bank see themselves as pioneers, charting a course to change history. Sha’ar Zahav—Golden Gate—is their poster child.

      Yuval Maimon, with his good looks, white beard, wide mustache, trademark blue kippah, a cigarette always dangling from his lips while he walks on his crutches (a leftover from the polio contracted as a child in the pioneer days), is a legend in the world of Orthodox Jewry. He’s also a fundraising wizard.

      With money and students pouring in from England, France, Germany, and America, Maimon’s yeshiva flourishes. Sha’ar Zahav flourishes with it. The settlement commands a hill in Hebron and has the look and feel of a family-friendly suburb. Children’s bikes unlocked on the sidewalk. A main roundabout decorated with a twelve-foot-tall sculpture of Moses holding the Ten Commandments. Signs cautioning drivers to watch out for children crossing the street.

      The signs are in Yiddish.

      No signs in English. Hebrew is reserved for divrei Torah, talk on religious topics, and study. Arabic? Forget about it

      Maimon is a rallying pole for Haredi settlers who think they’re fulfilling God’s promise of Greater Israel by settling the West Bank, or Judea and Samaria, the biblical names of the hills around Jerusalem where the old kingdoms used to be.

      Maimon, a power broker.

      The Right loves Maimon. Not everyone on the Right, not the IDF. Not while he keeps championing exemptions for the Haredi. The IDF dislike him, almost hate him.

      Scratch that.

      Maimon is a war chicken. Maimon’s all for war, for showing who’s boss, so long as he doesn’t do any fighting and does all the bossing.

      Maimon’s base are the Haredi.

      The Haredi love him.

      Pro settlements in the West Bank: check.

      Annexation of Samaria and Judea as part of Greater Israel: check.

      Civil courts and family law dictated by the Torah: check.

      Creationism in schools: check.

      No mixed-religion marriages: check.

      No conversions: check.

      No gay marriages: check.

      No gay adoptions: hard check.

      No peace negotiations with the Palestinians: hardest check. Throw them to the fucking sea.

      Yes, Maimon is the Haredi’s darling.

      The Haredi are the Jerusalem Word’s readers.

      The Jerusalem Word won’t antagonize its readers with bad press against Maimon.

      How could Kaplan think otherwise?

      Writing against Maimon? Him? The goy? Worse: the goy who wants to pass off as a Jew? A Haredi Jew at that?

      How could he be so stupid?

      The walk’s over.

      The shakes are bad, real bad. His mouth is dry. His head is pounding, it’s bombing, it’s rocking.

      Kaplan crosses the street, goes in.

      The class started a few minutes ago. No matter.

      He doesn’t recognize the teacher. No matter.

      They study the tract where Yehuda, still not aware Pharaoh’s vizier is his brother Joseph, refuses to sacrifice his brother Benjamin and asks to be punished in his place. Yehuda, who once sold Joseph as a slave, has come full circle. He won’t let his father’s favorite son stay behind.

      Kaplan likes this tract.

      Redemption from past mistakes.

      Growth.

      Yeah, he likes this tract.

      As he takes out a book from the shelf, he notices an overweight man in his late forties, rosy cheeks, crew cut, and a red checkered suit, sitting on a bench across the classroom. It’s the whistleblower, twiddling his thumbs.
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      “Who are you?” asks Kaplan. He slides on the bench next to the man in the checkered suit.

      “Sh,” says the whistleblower. “This is a hard passage to understand, Reb Kaplan. I’ll buy you some ice cream after class.”

      It was a hard tract. In the Torah, as in life, repentance and atonement are scarce. Harder still to explain and teach.

      Class ends. The whistleblower doesn’t give him the slip. He stands by the door, hands laced together, twiddling his thumbs.

      “Ice cream, shall we?”

      “You’re serious about this ice cream stuff?” says Kaplan.

      “Having ice cream is as arbitrary and serious as having coffee or a drink with someone. I don’t drink anymore, and I happen to like ice cream, and I know just the spot. It’s in the Old City, though. Do you mind?”

      Joshua Kaplan doesn’t mind. His sour mood and his bitter parting with the Jerusalem Word are still smoldering inside him. He doesn’t want to go home to his wife and sons just yet. How he will provide for them now is still a mystery to him.

      “Ice cream’s fine, but you’ll have to buy. I’m out of a job.”

      “Even better. God blessed Abraham for his hospitality. Let’s hope He blesses me as well. I’m Shlomo, by the way. Shlomo Gabbai, but everyone calls me Cricket,” he says, stretching out his hand.

      “Joshua Kaplan,” he says, shaking it. “Everyone calls me Joshua or Kaplan.”

      The ice cream place is a hole-in-the wall, buried in the Old City’s Jewish Quarter. No tables. No waiters. Just a man at a window counter selling vanilla soft serve dipped in dark chocolate or caramel.

      They take their cones: Kaplan chocolate, Cricket caramel.

      “Delicious,” says Kaplan. He was wearing braces the last time he had soft serve.

      “And it’s parve too. How about that?” says Cricket. “Bring your friends.”

      Kaplan eyes Cricket. “Are you a partner here or something?”

      Cricket laughs.

      “No,” he says. “It belongs to my cousin’s friend. I enjoy helping my friends.”

      “I don’t have that many friends,” says Kaplan.

      Kaplan walks, Cricket waddles, both savor their treats in silence. There’s a hint of orange blossom in the air.

      “The story about Maimon, Esh, and the tank factory,” says Kaplan.

      “I know. I know,” says Cricket. “The Jerusalem Word’s not printing it. Yoni Cohen and all that. Don’t worry about it.”

      “You knew they weren’t going to print it, didn’t you?”

      “Listen, Kaplan, I know. I make it my business to know. I also know about your mom, her conversion, about how hard it’s been for you. Never fitting in a Haredi world so close to your heart, so close to your faith, so far from your reach. I spent twenty years working at the Institute, so I know the value of knowing.”

      The Institute. Insider shorthand for Mossad, Israel’s principal intelligence agency.

      “Did the information you gave me come from the Institute?”

      “No. I told you. It came from a cousin’s friend.”

      “The same cousin whose friend owns the ice cream place? A different cousin? A different friend of the same cousin?”

      “I’ve plenty of cousins. They’ve plenty of friends. We help each other out.”

      “I bet you do,” says Kaplan.

      “Leave it at that, for now at least. I left the Institute a year ago. I don’t work for Shin Bet or an Esh rival either, if that’s what you’re thinking. I have another boss. A better one. My boss reminded me of the reason I joined the black arts.”

      The sound of their shoes against the cobblestones, the echo of voices behind closed doors as they make their way down small pedestrian streets, far from the Old City’s major thoroughfares. Kaplan has the distinct feeling of being led.

      “You said you’re out of a job. I didn’t think Yaacobi would fire you. I’m sorry,” says Cricket, but Kaplan can’t tell if he is sorry or not. There’s an intensity to this man he doesn’t understand, so he doesn’t say, I quit.

      “My boss might have a job for you, if you’d like one,” says Cricket, cracking a slight smile.

      “He might, huh?” says Kaplan. “Who is this boss? What kind of job?”

      “It’d be best if he made the offer. He’s doesn’t like having others speak for him.”

      Cricket stops outside a small house. He motions with his chin toward it. Kaplan recognizes the place. He’s seen it countless times in the Jerusalem Word’s pages, on TV, on posters.

      “The Elder’s your boss?” says Kaplan.

      “He is,” says Cricket.

      “And he has a job? A job for me?”

      “He might. I’m not sure. It’s best you ask him,” says Cricket. He rings the bell. He twiddles his thumbs.

      A man in his thirties opens the door.

      The Elder BenTov is more striking in the flesh than in pictures. The camera cannot capture the rugged suntan that comes from working outside. His right eye a deep black pearl, the left covered by a black eye patch. Black, long, well-kept beard. Side curls. Muscular frame, wide shoulders, powerful arms, big hands.

      “Good evening,” he says. “Come in, make yourselves at home. We’re about to start the afternoon service.”

      Kaplan hesitates.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I can’t be the tenth for minyan. I don’t count, you see. I’m not really—”

      “I understand. Don’t worry. You’re not the tenth, but I wouldn’t mind it if you were. Ours is a large tent. Everyone is welcome. We are nothing like Yuval Maimon’s people at Sha’ar Zahav,” the Elder says with a smile. He pulls them inside. Kaplan feels the strong, rough hands.

      In Judaism, a quorum of ten men is required. Ten observant Jewish men, fruit of Jewish mothers. Nine rabbis don’t make a minyan, but ten cobblers can, so long as Joshua Kaplan is not one of them. His mother wasn’t born a Jewess. She converted in her early twenties and got married to his father. In most Haredi circles, her conversion, though Orthodox, true, and binding, is not accepted, so he always makes a point of not being the tenth.

      The house is small, well lit.

      There’s a sitting room. A kitchen. A stairway to a second landing strewn with toys and traces of young children. Books and people everywhere, over two dozen men getting ready for the late-afternoon prayers.

      The Elder BenTov takes Kaplan to the front and asks him to lead the opening prayer. He blushes under this great honor. Those gathered make nothing of it.

      When the service is over and everyone is leaving, he’s asked to stay for coffee.

      “If you may, Reb Kaplan.”

      Cricket comes to say goodbye. Kaplan says, “You said he reminded you of the reason you joined the black arts in the first place. What was that?”

      “Tikkun olam,” answers Cricket, bidding goodbye.

      Tikkun olam is a phrase found in the Mishnah, a body of classical rabbinic teachings compiled in the third century. It means to repair the world.
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      Fuad’s eyes are sore.

      His lungs sting.

      His nose itches from the powerful tear gas.

      His skin rashes.

      His smile is wide.

      Fuad coughs, but his smile is wide.

      Adrenaline fills his blood.

      “Let’s go throw Molotovs at the fence,” Khalid said.

      “Are you nuts?” he asked.

      “Coward,” Khalid said.

      “I’m no coward,” he said.

      “Then let’s throw Molotovs at the fence,” Khalid said.

      Fuad didn’t want Khalid to think him a coward. He didn’t want to throw Molotovs at the fence either.

      But he went.

      And they did.

      The soldiers at the watchtower fired tear-gas grenades at them.

      Fuad still feels the burning in his chest when he breathes, his eyes are still red and puffed.

      He feels like a hero.

      He goes home.

      He wants to tell his father.

      He won’t tell his father.

      He and his father seldom talk anymore.

      He loves his father. He’s sure his father loves him, but there’s bad blood between them.

      There’s death between them. His sister’s. His mother’s.

      There’s the shame of his father crossing the fence, asking the Jews for help. His asking everyone who would listen and most who wouldn’t if they’d please, please, please go to the Jews, get tested, donate their bone marrow.

      How could his father have been so stupid?

      No one would do that.

      Accepting the Jews’ help is almost as bad as helping them. It borders on collaboration.

      No one here will taint themselves like that.

      How could he not see that? How?

      “Dog,” Raffoul said months ago.

      “What?” he said.

      “Dog,” Raffoul said again.

      Raffoul spit at him.

      “Zionist dog,” Raffoul said.

      He pushed Raffoul.

      Raffoul fell hard on his ass.

      Raffoul got up. He tried pushing Fuad back. Good luck with that. Raffoul’s puny hands on Fuad’s massive chest. What a joke.

      He kicked Raffoul on the knees, as he’d seen the Israeli soldiers do when fighting hand to hand with demonstrators.

      Raffoul’s knees gave. Raffoul fell. He grabbed Raffoul’s head by the hair. Punched him once. Punched him twice.

      “Call me a dog again,” he said.

      Punch.

      “Go ahead. Call me a Zionist dog again,” he repeated.

      He felt the rock on his back.

      He felt the stick on his kidney.

      He let go of Raffoul.

      “Zionist dog,” Omar said. Omar’s broomstick hit his balls.

      He bent over.

      Raffoul picked up the stone Omar had thrown. He hit him with it on his right ear.

      He stumbled. He fell.

      They both kicked him. Omar kept hitting him with the broomstick, Raffoul with the rock.

      They called him a Zionist dog every time they hit him.

      He curled. He whimpered.

      He didn’t cry.

      He didn’t call for help.

      He thought they were right, so he whimpered and curled and didn’t fight back.

      They’d been his friends since grade school. They stopped being his friends the day his father crossed over, tainting them all with his shame.

      Fuad understands his father. He’d probably do the same if Amal had been his daughter.

      And if he’d had his father’s balls.

      But she wasn’t. And he didn’t. And he knows it.

      His father is a brave man.

      His father crossed the fence. He asked for help. He kept asking when he knew no help was coming.

      He admires his father.

      He’s ashamed of his father.

      Sometimes, courage is weakness, and cowardice is strength.

      He didn’t want Khalid to think him a coward. He knows he is.

      A brave man knows he’s brave even when others call him a coward. Him? He knows he’s not brave. He knows he’ll never be brave. He’ll never have the guts his father had in crossing the fence.

      What’s courage worth in the face of Allah?

      His fate is in Allah’s hands.

      Allah wanted to take Amal, so He did.

      Allah wanted to take his mother, so He did.

      What was his father’s will against Allah’s?

      Nothing. It was nothing. Nothing but shame and sorrow.

      Friends and neighbors scorn his father and him. They don’t invite them over for a cup of coffee or to share a plate of olives and dates as they used to.

      After the fight, Raffoul and Omar didn’t even look at him. Fuad died with his mother and sister as far as they’re concerned.

      No one came to the wake.

      Just him and his father.

      Yet, somehow, they still buy his father’s bread.

      In the morning, in the evening—lines outside their bakery.

      They buy pitas, rugelach, baguettes.

      They buy the round, soft bread sprinkled with za’atar and dripping with olive oil for which his father is famous, the recipe in their family for generations.

      The Baghdadis have been selling their za’atar bread for hundreds of years, so far back no one remembers who the first baker was.

      They won’t sell it after Abdo is gone. His father is the last Baghdadi baker.

      Why be a baker when you can be more?

      He knows Allah has a big plan for him. Something big, something bright, something far from the bakery.

      In Allah’s hands, he need not be his father’s son.

      He’ll be something.

      Anything.

      A man, maybe.

      Whatever, other than a baker. Other than his father’s son.
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      He comes back to the mosque.

      The baker’s son is here.

      There’s something wrong with him. Sunk, swollen eyes. Rash spots on his skin. Tear gas aftereffects, he knows.

      The boy seeks him out after prayers.

      “As-Salaam-Alaikum, Fuad, son of Abdo,” he says.

      “Wa-Alaikum-Salaam, Mahmud,” says the baker’s son.

      “Ah, let me guess,” he says. He looks around. “Ah. Yes. Dahib, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” says the baker’s son.

      “What a shame,” he says.

      “Shame, sir?”

      “A shame. Yes. Tsk, tsk, tsk. The last time I was here, you thought I was some old nobody who smells of rotting fish. You had nothing for me but disgust. Now a busybody like Dahib whispers a famous name in your ear and you change the way you see a fellow brother. Shame on the house of Baghdadi, famous bakers since before the Romans nailed a Jew to the cross.”

      The baker’s son’s face is flush red.

      He stammers.

      He bows his head low, stoops his shoulders.

      “Pray with me, Fuad,” he says, kindness in his voice.

      “Did we not just finish praying?” says the baker’s son.

      “It won’t hurt us praying some more. Let’s pray for humility, shall we?” says he. He kneels and bows in prayer.

      The baker’s son stretches the mat he’s carrying. He kneels and bows. He prays.
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      November is months away. Life in the kibbutz: Wake before dawn. Workout. Breakfast. Work. Break. Work. Lunch. Work. Dinner. Meditate. Bed. Repeat. Day, after day, after day.

      Except the weekends. Those Ian spends with Orit Or.

      “Two nurses are better than one,” he said the first Friday night he showed up at her mother’s house, unannounced and uninvited.

      He let himself in, ducking under her arm that was holding the door. He held a six-pack of beer in one hand, takeout from a Moroccan restaurant in the other.

      “Besides, someone’s got to say the kiddush for Shabbat on Friday nights.”

      “Are you religious or something?” she asked with a crooked smile.

      “I believe in God, but that’s the long and short of it. Shabbat for me is not about religion. It’s about coming together. There’s this young rabbi, Ezekiel BenTov. You’ve heard of him?” asked Ian.

      “The name rings a bell. Wasn’t he on the news some months ago?” asked Orit.

      “Yeah, he was. An Orthodox congregation named him Elder even though he’s in his late thirties or something. A week after his acclamation, his wife died in a fire. They were trying to rescue a lady who was trapped inside.”

      “Yeah. I remember. Such a sad story. It was all over the place,” said Orit.

      “Right,” said Bloom. “I looked him up and saw a couple of videos on YouTube. In one of them he said that as much as the Jews keep Shabbat, Shabbat keeps the Jews. I believe that.”

      That Friday he blessed the wine and bread next to Mrs. Or’s bed. They thought she was out from the morphine drip, but near the end she grabbed Bloom’s hand in hers and said amen. Her grip was weak, her hand thin and frail, but her open eyes were strong, grateful.

      While clearing the plates, Orit said, “I want to be clear. You and I, we’re just friends, okay? I’m not looking for a hookup or a fling, much less a boyfriend. My life’s too complicated as it is right now.”

      “Clear as day, Captain,” said Bloom, standing at mock attention, hand crisp next to his eyebrow. “I could use a friend. All my best ones are back stateside.”

      Now Ian’s a fixture at the Or household. He visits Mrs. Or every day. When Orit shows up, they play board games, the constant beep, beep, beep from the medical monitors in the background. They take turns washing the bedsheets, emptying the bedpan, changing and servicing the IVs on Mrs. Or’s arms.

      They read. Orit likes books on physics mostly. When she’s fed up with those, she turns to Bertrand Russell’s Principia Mathematica. Bloom reads crime and spy thrillers peppered with his well-thumbed Catcher in the Rye paperback when his demons rise inside his head. The book and the watch remind him why he’s here.

      They take turns. Fridays Orit sleeps on the couch next to Mrs. Or’s bed, Bloom in Orit’s bed. Saturdays they switch.

      This is the fourth Saturday. Bloom is cutting vegetables on a board. The smell of rosemary, pepper, garlic, and grilling meat fills the air. The Beatles’ Abbey Road vinyl plays on Mrs. Or’s old turntable.

      “The sound quality on this really is better than digital,” says Bloom.

      “That’s because they developed vinyl to port an artist’s music from a magnetic tape in the studio to an LP. It’s as close as you get to the source. They don’t have to go through the trouble of digital conversion and compression. A vinyl has more musical information than a digital file. Digital files on streaming or MP3s hypercompress songs, so they squish out dynamics and texture. That’s why they sound like shit,” says Orit from the couch. She’s reading a book on thermodynamics.

      “Smarty-pants,” says Bloom. He throws an apple from the counter at her.

      She catches the apple midair in one hand.

      “Thanks,” she says, gives it a bite.

      “How was your week? Anything interesting?” she asks.

      “I’m done with the Deere tractor’s engine I was working on. It hadn’t been serviced in years. I should be able to mount it tomorrow and have it up and running for Monday.”

      “Kol-ha-kavod, all honor to you,” she says. “You’re turning out to be quite the kibbutznik. They’ll be sad to see you leave.”

      “I can’t wait to go,” he says. “The routine, the monotony, it stifles me. I can’t understand how people can live here.”

      “It grows on you. Trust me,” she says. “Besides, life outside is quite hard. For many here, the kibbutz solves everything. Room, board, friends, a sense of belonging, you know?”

      “I get it. It’s just not for me. What about you? How was your week?”

      “Routine, mostly, except for yesterday. A couple of kids on the other side threw Molotov cocktails at the fence. You know what those are?”

      “Sure. Glass bottles filled with gasoline.”

      “Right. They fill glass bottles with gasoline or some other fuel, they stopper the bottles with a rag leaving a piece out as a wick. They light the rag and throw the bottle at something. When the bottle smashes, the fuel inside lights and spreads on whatever they threw it at, burning. Sometimes they put small rubber balls inside, or nails—these make it a cheap expansive grenade. Not fun.”

      “And two kids threw these at you guys?”

      “Not at us. At the fence. It’s a recurring thing, they do it for kicks and street cred, mostly. They hate the fence. They hate that we’re here and they’re there, and they can’t do much about it. These two kids, they carried a full six-pack. We fired tear-gas canisters at them, and they made a run for it. Their skin and eyes will be sore for days. Anyway, is dinner almost ready?”

      “Just about. As soon as these vegetables boil.”

      “What are you cooking, anyway?”

      “Ground beef grilled on a skillet with tomato, onion, garlic, basil, rosemary. I mix it with boiled potatoes, celery, and carrots in a tomato-and-tamarind sauce,” he says. “A friend’s mom used to make it so we’d eat some vegetables once in a while. The tamarind sauce is my own variation of it.”

      “A friend’s mom?”

      “Mine was never much in the house, much less the kitchen. Come. It’s ready. Don’t expect it to be anything like your mom’s recipes or your cooking.”

      They sit at the table. He serves the meat and veggies over brown rice. They wash it down with a craft amber ale he had shipped from the US.

      “This is good. Real good,” she says. She puts a second helping on her plate.

      He watches her long fingers push the meat, rice, and vegetables with small warm pieces of soft pita bread.

      “You’ve got some sauce here,” he says, rubbing the left side next to his mouth to show her.

      She tries cleaning it away. She misses the right spot.

      “Here,” he says. “Let me help you.”

      He gets close to her, his napkin in his hand, wipes the sauce away, looks into her emerald eyes.

      “Is this when you try to kiss me?” she says. She smiles her crooked smile at him, her long fingers caressing the inside of his palm.

      “I thought this was when you tried to kiss me,” he says, closing his hand over hers.

      She grabs the back of his neck. Gives him a long, hungry, savage kiss. Her long, strong fingers run through the back of his hair, the back of his neck.

      His hands run down her shoulders, her arms.

      She bites his lower lip. The table, their chairs, their knees are in their way.

      They stand up, their mouths melded. In the kitchen her hands run down his chest over his T-shirt. His hands run down her back, undoing the buttons of her print dress.

      She pulls his T-shirt over his head, throws it down on the floor. He does the same with her dress. She’s not wearing a bra. Her small breasts are awake.

      Her fingers over his chest. Her nails dig deep. His mouth leaves her mouth. It travels down her jawline, her neck, stops to bite her left clavicle, keeps on traveling, makes a detour on her shoulders.

      She turns around, her back to him.

      He kisses, licks her nape, behind her ears, her earlobes. His hands press, caress, massage her breasts. His fingers on her nipples.

      She reaches behind and grabs his butt, presses hard, she rubs against him.

      Still behind her, he moves his fingertips smooth over her belly, her sides under her arms, her hips. He rips her cotton underwear.

      Her hands open his jeans, zip down his fly, push down his pants and underwear.

      She leans against the kitchen counter.

      “Here. Now,” she says.

      He does.

      He feels her muscles tighten, compress. The heat from her skin, from his.

      They climax together to the sound of Ringo’s only drum solo in the Beatles’ catalog during “The End” on the song medley closing the Abbey Road album.
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      Nahariya Recruitment Center is teeming with recruits. Most of them Israelis just out of high school. Some immigrants, like Bloom, a few years older.

      Signs and uniformed soldiers direct everyone to their respective buses. The buses take the recruits to the Bakum base in Tel Aviv for transition from civilian to soldier.

      Clip your hair.

      Stand in line for your ID card picture. Don’t forget not to smile.

      Fill these out: questionnaires, waivers, consent forms. Sign here, date there, sign here again. Good. Now we own your ass.

      Walk this way to biometric. Fingerprints scanned, check. Teeth X-rayed, check. Blood samples taken, check. Immunizations injected, check.

      You’re a soldier, you must look the part. Six field shirts, two dress shirts, three pants, one cap, a pair of boots, six pairs of socks. Buy your own underwear. Two sets of sheets and blankets. One sweater, one jacket. A sleeping bag.

      The clothing sizes are strange for Bloom; they make little sense. He grabs whatever fits, disregards the numbers.

      He throws everything in his Tzahal-issue green canvas bag, moves on to the dressing rooms.

      Pants on. Shirt on. He has trouble lacing up his boots.

      “Here,” says a boy next to him. “This is how it’s done. My brother warned me about it. We went over it last night.”

      “Thanks. I’m Ian.”

      “Amos.”

      “What unit are you trying for, Amos?”

      “Tanks, if they’ll have me. If not, I want another mech artillery unit. What about you?”

      “I want infantry, Special Forces, if I can.”

      Amos makes a wolf whistle, laughs. “Yofi—beautiful. Kol ha’kavod—all honor to you. We need more Americans with a death wish like you.”

      Bloom laughs with him. You don’t know the half of it, brother, he thinks.

      “See you around, Amos.”

      He goes to the sink. He needs to splash cold water over his face, cool his anxiety down.

      When he leans down on the sink, the coin hanging from the leather cord around his neck slips out from his shirt. Last night, Orit gave it to him.

      “What is this?” he asked when she put it over his head.

      “It’s an asimon, an old public pay-phone token, from before cell phones, when telephones used a pulse dial and pay phones were coin-fed. In the old days, when someone first went away for their military service, a loved one would give them an asimon for them to call home if they were ever lonely.”

      He kissed her.

      He said, “I’ll keep it close to my heart, just in case I get lonely.”

      She kissed him back in that deep way only she knew how.

      Bloom now looks at the old nickel coin dangling from his neck. Flat on one side, with an engraved telephone dial; a slit running across the other with an engraved gazelle on top, and the word for “telephone” in Hebrew and Arabic; a slim, neat hole at the center thorough which the leather cord runs.

      The asimon reminds him.

      “Don’t forget to see yourself in the mirror when you put on your uniform for the first time. It’s a tradition,” Orit told him. “You never get that chance back, your first moment as a soldier.”

      He looks up. It hits him, hard. It’s real. He’s a hayal in Tzahal, a soldier in the IDF. He passes his hand over the Breguet watch on his wrist, feels the cracked lines under his fingertips. He winds the watch.

      “Let it rip,” he says.
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      The sea is far from this Tel Aviv neighborhood, but the smell of salt and brine is everywhere.

      On the saltpeter-crusted buildings, their broken shutters, their unmoving fans.

      It’s on the rusted cars, the cracked windshields, the missing tires, the crumbling concrete bricks most of them stand on.

      It’s on the fading graffiti on the walls, the paint scratches on the doorframes, the trash littering the streets.

      For Bloom it’s seeping through his pores as he sits in this run-down café, drinking the dark-brown muck this place sells as an espresso. He’s contemplating how he ever fucked up enough to be here.

      His medical, fitness, and intelligence scores on draft day were spot on. His one-on-one interviews were also good. He was invited to Special Forces Week. He had his first row with Orit.

      “If invited, please don’t join a Special Forces elite unit,” said Orit when he told her.

      “You’re one to talk, miss hotshot Magavnik. Why not?”

      “Magav is different. We’re regular Special Forces, not an elite unit. In a regular unit, your life runs like clockwork. You know when you sign up, when your tour is done. Your rest days are fixed, and if you’re not on combat duty or alert, you can get special leaves once in a while. In an elite unit there’s none of that. You’re always on combat alert, always on last-minute missions, and forget about fixed leaves, much less emergency ones.”

      “That doesn’t sound that bad. I’m sure we could figure it out.”

      “Please, listen to me. I’ve been with elite unit guys before, and it’s a mess. The problem with these units is they change people. They take in a certain type of person, someone with the right emotional and psychological baggage, and they mold them into these super soldiers.”

      “Super soldiers? Gimme a break, Orit. That sounds like something out of a comic-book movie or something.”

      “Ashshsh. I don’t mean Captain America, obviously. You don’t understand. Those units break whatever is good in you and throw it out. Anything is fair game if it serves the mission.”

      They went at it a while. He’d never seen her like this. In the end, they decided to wait and see. Maybe he wouldn’t be invited to one of those, so what was all the fighting for?

      “Some of my mefakdim will be there scouting recruits. They’re the badasses in the gray uniforms. Don’t embarrass me,” said Orit the day before he left. She kissed him, tousled his hair, gave him a light spank on the butt. “Army boy.”

      There were a couple thousand would-be recruits.

      Field intelligence gathering, air force commando paratroopers, Airborne Rescue and Evacuation, sea-to-land commandos, combat engineering, submariners, paratroopers brigade, Magav in their badass gray uniforms, counterterror commandos, K9 operators, bomb squad.

      Sprints. Obstacles. Swimming. Submersion tests. Marches.

      Four days of tests and mental exercises designed to measure self-discipline, creativity, quick thinking, performance under pressure, teamwork, and cooperation.

      Reactions to small confined spaces, heights, vertigo, deepwater pressure. Extreme cold. Scorching heat. Pain. Exhaustion.

      Commanders from the elite forces at every station, tablets in hand, monitoring, noting how the recruits handled physical and emotional strain—watching, evaluating, recruiting, discarding.

      He failed.

      When the week was over, no unit tapped him, neither elite nor regular.

      The base major said, “You should request an assignment to an infantry or an armored unit. You have a good body, it’s a shame none of them wanted you.”

      “Why not? I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do I,” said the major. “This happens. There must be something in your psych tests they didn’t like.”

      Something in his psych tests, he thinks. Of course there is.

      Try the dead father, try a ghost of a mom, try the billion-dollar trust and company back home, the vultures circling over him, thirsty for his money. Try what happened to his brother, Gaius.

      Of course things are fucked up.

      Things with Orit weren’t any better. In fact, with her it was worse. He felt unmanned. She’s a Magavnik captain soon due for promotion or demobilization. Him? He’s a rich American boy trying to play soldier, a deficient one.

      Then last night’s text message from a blocked number:

      If you’re still interested in a Special Forces assignment, be at Eli’s cafe tomorrow at 1100.

      He still is. He’s here, at Eli’s, a hole-in-the-wall: three outdoor tables, a waitress, and a guy behind the bar. He’s waiting. The devil only tempts those he already knows he can count on.

      At the table next to him are two hipsters, an Israeli and a Brit. They’re arguing about organic food and how GMOs are fucking up the world, and by the way, this smear campaign against the anti-vaxxer movement is really bumming them out.

      They look older than him, a little ripe for Israel’s millennials. He tunes them out. He taps his foot on the floor. He checks his watch. He looks around.

      “Am I right? What do you think?” the Israeli asks him in Hebrew. He looks at Bloom through round tortoiseshell glasses. He sports short, curly hair, a graying trimmed goatee without a mustache, and long sideburns. Washed-out khakis, an old white Shlomo Artzi T-shirt with a few small holes peppered around his left shoulder.

      “What?” says Bloom.

      “He asked you what you thought about GMOs,” says the other hipster, the Brit, in English. Straight, lanky hair, clean-shaven face, flannel shorts, and a shirt buttoned up to his neck. A vaporizer in his hand, pointing at Bloom.

      Bloom rolls his eyes.

      Bloom says, “I don’t care.”

      Vaporizer Brit says, “You should care. Your company owns a third of the world’s GMO patents, including a new type of corn seed that needs a fifth of the water it takes to grow an organic corn stalk, and it does it in half the time too. That seed alone will triple your company’s market cap and your own fortune, if the FDA approves it. Meanwhile, you’re here, trying to play soldier.”

      “I’m sorry,” says Bloom, “do I know you? How do you know about me and my company? How the fuck do you know all this?”

      Israeli Tortoiseshell Glasses says, “I know everything there is to know about you, Ian Bloom. It’s my business to know. I’m Alon Aloni. I run Tzhal’s Din Unit.”

      “What the hell?” says Bloom.

      Vaporizer Brit rolls his eyes. “He’s slow. His file didn’t say he was slow.”

      “It’ll be your job bringing him up to speed,” says Aloni.

      “If he takes the job,” says Vaporizer Brit. “And if he makes the cut.”

      “What are you guys talking about?” asks Bloom.

      Vaporizer Brit drops the smile. He opens a red folder in front of him.

      Vaporizer Brit reads aloud from the file: “Ian Bloom, you’re single, no children. Your father was Jason Bloom, Desert Orchid’s founder. He was a Zionist, a big donor back in the day. He sent you to Maccabi Hatzair, the Zionist youth group. It seems some of that rubbed off on you. He died and you inherited his shares, and with them, control of the company. Before you came here, you named a new CEO and a new CFO, then you placed your stock in a blind trust. The trust is under litigation from your extended family, your mother’s husband, and some board members. You still get stock dividends each quarter.

      “Mommy dearest is Hannah Bauer. Your dad was her first husband; there was a second one. Her third and current husband is Flavius Paine, a member of Old Dominion’s Paine clan. Curious, your attorney of record is Lucian Paine, Flavius’s estranged nephew. Both of you met in your teens, during boarding-school summers when you could visit Old Dominion. Mom was happier when you left than when you came home.

      “You have a reputation as a party boy with a taste for the hard stuff and fast, expensive cars. You were acquitted in a wrongful death trial months before filing your immigration paperwork. The case file is sealed. Lucian Paine represented you on that matter too.

      “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Meir Raphael. This here is Colonel Alon Aloni. Colonel Aloni thinks he runs Din Unit. He doesn’t. I do. Colonel Aloni runs me, and if you choose to be part of our unit, I’ll run you down until I either make a half-decent soldier out of you or break you and send you back home crying for Mommy.”

      “Mommy’s no good at nursing. She’s not that into the motherhood thing,” says Aloni.

      “Worse for him,” says Raphael.

      “Din? I’ve never heard of this unit. What does it do?”

      “Din means judgment in Hebrew. Membership to this unit is secret and by invitation only. We answer to the prime minister’s office only. You fit our physical and psych criteria, and being an American playboy might be a useful cover someday, but that’s not all there is to it. Any new member has to be voted on by all existing members before we accept them. If you choose not to join Din, now’s the time to say so, and I’ll make sure you get your pick of any other Special Forces unit. If the unit votes you out, well, good luck finding a job as a dogcatcher,” says Aloni.

      “That sounds swell, but what does Din Unit do, sir?” says Bloom.

      “We kill the bad guys,” says Aloni.

      “Doesn’t all Tzahal kill the bad guys?”

      “Not like us, old boy. Nothing like us,” says Raphael.
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      Fuad comes out from the hostel. There’s the jeep, a block past the back door. A boy leans against it.

      Jeans. Sleeveless white gym shirt stamped with the remains of a washed-out yellow smiling face. Toothpick dangling from his lips. Combat boots.

      Another boy sits at the wheel.

      Black aviator glasses. Green baseball hat on his head. A few bristles slime down his upper lip, a failed first attempt at a mustache.

      Fuad snorts. Boys, fresh out of their Ashbal troop, the Palestinian boy scouts. Neither is a day older than fifteen.

      They both think they’re the shit. They’re freedom fighters, they tell themselves.

      He knows. He used to be them. At least, he had friends who used to be them. He never joined the Ashbal.

      “Forbidden to you is that which dies of itself,” says Fuad.

      “And that beaten to death, and that killed by a fall, and that killed by being smitten with the horn, and that which wild beasts have eaten,” says Smileyface, skipping the correct piece of the Qur’an’s passage, completing the code.

      Smileyface says, “Allah made a covenant with the children of Israel.”

      Fuad spits between Smileyface’s feet, completing the code.

      Smileyface opens the jeep’s rear door for him.

      Fuad cramps into the jeep’s back seat, the space too small for him even with both of the front seats shifted forward. He watches Sunglasses put a gun in a small hollow under the dashboard, over the glove compartment.

      They drive east.

      “Do you have what I asked for?”

      Sunglasses points at a parcel on the back seat, next to him.

      Fuad opens it. A worn pair of jeans, an old white cotton shirt, underwear, socks, a small flask with lighter fluid, a lighter.

      “The boots are under the seat,” Smileyface says. “Those were hard to find.”

      Fuad undresses, makes a bundle of the clothes he was wearing, puts on the new old clothes.

      He takes out the money from his old pants’ pocket. There’s plenty left from what he stole from his father.

      Shame colors his face as he remembers leaving his father’s house in the deep of night. Stopping by the safe box behind the cleaning closet’s door. The lock’s combination still his parents’ wedding date.

      Inside, he found his mother’s wedding ring. A gold bracelet with his name on it, passed on for two centuries from grandfather to grandson as an heirloom to that generation’s firstborn Fuad Baghdadi. Amal’s earrings, the ones she’d worn since the week after she was born to the day she died. A roll of money tied together with a rubber band: Abdo’s emergency cash for a rainy day. He left everything of value behind, took the cash.

      “Stop there,” he says.

      They stop the jeep.

      He gets down, puts the bundle of clothes on the curb. He soaks everything in lighter fluid, empties the small flask. He sets fire to it. He waits until everything is consumed.

      “What was that about?” Sunglasses asks.

      “I want nothing from my past. Nothing. To clean a slate, one must burn it and whatever was on it.”

      “They’ll take care of your past when we get there,” says Smileyface.

      “What do you mean?”

      Smileyface and Sunglasses exchange a look.

      “What do you mean?” repeats Fuad.

      “You’ll see. People there have no past. Most don’t even have names,” says Smileyface.

      They drive.

      Across Hebron, past his father’s bakery. Past the Tomb of the Patriarchs, of blessed memory. Past his childhood memories, the sweet, the bitter.

      Sunglasses offers him a cigarette. Fuad waves it away.

      “Do you mind if I smoke?”

      “Do what you must.”

      They drive to the Judean Desert.
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      The camp is a camp.

      All training camps are different iterations of the same camp. It could be a desert camp like this, or a forest camp, or a mountain camp. They’re all the same camp. This one, nicknamed the Sand Castle, is lost in the middle of the Judean Desert.

      Men playing soccer on a makeshift field, the goals marked by two rocks on either side, the field pockmarked with holes and rocks.

      Barracks for troops and recruits. Huts for the officers. Mess hall. Supply depot. Firing range. Camouflage nets over vehicles, weapons, the generator. Latrines.

      Fuad can see squads drilling.

      He sees them jump over the obstacle course.

      The wind roars, howls, bangs against the barracks’ walls. A smell of shit, dust and diesel, cordite and gunpowder hits him in the face.

      The sudden tat-tat-tat-tat of automatic rifles firing at targets painted to look like Israeli soldiers makes him jump. Neither Sunglasses nor Smileyface notice.

      Fuad shivers. It’s real. Now it’s real.
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      Coastal city, Eilat. A quiet night in a middle-class neighborhood. No trace of the city’s famous nightlife. Residents here are mid-managers for big hotel chains, spas, restaurants; spattered with the usual mix of accountants, lawyers, dentists on their way up the social ladder.

      Not a place where you’d expect a nighttime black-bag military operation, yet here are Ian Bloom and the rest of his Din Unit squad, his pluga, staging one.

      In Bloom’s sniperscope there’s a small bunker-like house on a cul-de-sac, no doubt chosen by the hostile targets because its only access point is the narrow two-way street leading to it. The houses on both sides and behind it are occupied by families of unknown sympathies or allegiance, one with small children. At least there’s suitable space between the houses. Contiguous buildings are the hardest targets.

      Thermal scanning reads two hostiles on the roof—snipers, probably. Two more hostiles sit by the lone second-floor window. One of them smokes; his cigarette’s cherry is visible in the dark from outside. Also visible is the gleam of a mounted cannon.

      On the ground floor, three hostiles sit around a table, five more are down in cots or beds.

      Cat-and-mouse game. No surprise factor available. Hostiles know action is imminent. They’re ready.

      Hostiles count on civilian genpop as a dissuasive factor. At some point they’ll move out in force, bet on distraction, melt and disappear.

      Bloom’s pluga, his squad, must breach in force, extract the target, neutralize aiding hostiles before they leave.

      Target must be captured alive. The aiding hostiles? Acceptable collateral damage. No civilian casualties allowed.

      Pluga leader Raz Mir checks the house’s plans for the thousandth time. This action is his baby, from conception four hours ago at the op’s staging area in a warehouse by the docks, to execution seconds from now.

      All’s as ready as can ever be.

      “Go,” he says in his commlink.

      Two arrows cross the night sky. One lands on target, one hostile down. The other arrow misses. Another pair is cruising before the second hostile can react. They land on target. Hostile out.

      Delayed charges attached to the arrows go off in silence. They spread gunpowder and phosphorus over the house’s roof. Another arrow, fire-tipped. The roof is on fire, let the motherfuckers burn.

      Gunfire from the upper-level cannon. It blazes a car on the street.

      The car explodes.

      There’s fire on the street. Fire atop the house.

      Bloom has sniper position atop a three-story building at the street’s entrance, half a block away from the house and Mir’s command post.

      “Cannon target acquired,” he says in his commlink.

      “Hold fire,” says Mir. “Repeat: hold fire. No go on cannon. Wait until hostiles come out. Don’t give away surprise factor on sniper action.”

      The neighbors from the house on the left run out. A family of five, two of them toddlers.

      Yotam Bielak and Galia Katz dash out, bullet shields in hand.

      Gunfire from the house’s ground floor, two AR-15s and an AK-47 by the sound of it.

      A cannon shell lands behind Katz. Katz dives forward.

      Bielak and Katz cover the family under and behind their shields. They’re under heavy fire.

      “Take the cannon out,” yells Katz.

      “Cannon target acquired,” Bloom repeats in his commlink.

      No answer.

      “Cannon target acquired,” Bloom says again.

      Still no answer.

      Fucking Mir, thinks Bloom. Indecisive, pass-the-bucket piece of shit.

      Bloom opens fire.

      Two shots. Primary cannon shooter out.

      Two shots. Backup down.

      “Cannon out,” says Bloom. “Sniper on standby.”

      “Thanks,” says Katz. She and Bielak rush the family to safety. More gunfire from the ground floor.

      Bloom switches his scope to thermal. Three hostiles on the ground floor in defensive positions, automatic weapons in hand. Five are running to the back of the house. One of them disappears from the thermal scanner.

      Shit.

      “They have an escape tunnel. Repeat: there’s an escape tunnel. Three hostiles still in defensive positions. The rest are evacuating underground. Command, what do we do?”

      Silence.

      Bloom fires on a ground-floor hostile as he breaks cover to fire. Miss. Fire again. Miss again.

      The fire on the house’s roof has spread down to the second level. It makes thermal scanning useless. Bloom focuses his scope on the command post. There are two bodies down.

      “Command’s down. I repeat: Command’s down. Switch frequency. Breach in force.”

      They all switch their commlinks to the backup frequency.

      The pluga breaches the perimeter. Bloom gives support fire. One defense hostile down. Two to go.

      A bullet ricochets off the building’s cornice to Bloom’s left.

      “Hostile sniper. My position is compromised. Moving out,” he says.

      “Copy.”

      “Copy.”

      “Copy.”

      “Copy.”

      “Copy. Roll over. Out.”

      He gets his gear, runs down the stairs, goes out through the back door. Cold steel behind his ear. A pistol barrel, up close, personal.

      A piercing sound comes from the house.

      boom.

      Smoke. Fire. The smell of burning concrete in the air.

      “You’re dead, Bloom,” says Meir Raphael. “You’re all dead.”

      Lieutenant Colonel Raphael, a British import, former Special Air Service, blows the whistle.

      Today’s close-quarters combat training exercise is over.

      “Mission analysis in thirty minutes. Showered and dressed.”
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      “Like Tzahal itself, Israel owes counterterrorism to the British,” says Meir Raphael in Din Unit’s base classroom.

      The recruits roll their eyes.

      “The Irish Fenians were up to their bloody usual bollocks back in the 1880s. Sir William Harcourt, then home secretary, carved out from London’s Metropolitan Police’s Criminal Investigation Department the first counterterrorism unit ever. With usual British imagination, he called it Special Irish Branch because every bloody important police body must have ‘Special Branch’ added to its name, doesn’t it? SIB’s mission was fighting Irish Republican terrorism through infiltration and subversion. Unlike the lot of you today, they were a smashing success. Smashing, you hear, Litwak? Did you write smashing in that notebook of yours? Good.”

      Bloom watches Litwak write Raphael’s every word. He can’t help admiring Litwak. Bloom had trouble concentrating on lectures when he was in school. He has trouble now.

      The field training has been no walk in the park either.

      “I have three months to break you down. Six more months to build you up. Those of you who’re here after the first three months, of course,” said Raphael the first day at the Nahariya base. “To quit, you only need to say, ‘I can’t.’ Say, ‘I can’t,’ to me, to another instructor, to one of your teammates, or out loud to yourself while you’re asleep and that’ll be that. Once you say those two words, or anything like them, you’re out from this program. You can’t unsay those words. You’ll be sent to HR for reassignment in whichever other combat unit that’ll have your sorry, miserable arse. Not a tier-one combat unit, mind you. That wouldn’t be form, would it?”

      Three months of daily obstacle or cross-country running for several kilometers. The equipment pack fitted to weigh 70 percent of each recruit’s body mass.

      Running at night. Running in the midday scorching sun. Running at dawn, at dusk, in the evening. Running in the desert. Running in the forest, in the mountains. Running in snow at Mount Hermon. Running around different bases scattered throughout Israel. Running in the streets, deserted or teeming with tourists and merchants.

      Running, always running. Running against the clock. Each day, night, and in between, bettering their time.

      “You’re not running against the person ahead of you. You’re running against the person staring at you in the mirror. Even so, last one in has latrine duty,” Raphael said, old steel analog stopwatch in hand. “Go.”

      Galia Katz, Rina Moadeb, Yael Strauss, and Irit Janovitz—the four women in this class—were never last. Katz and Strauss most times were in the first five.

      When they weren’t running there were burpees, squats, pull-ups, push-ups, crunches, front planks, side planks, jumping jacks. Then some more running, add a few burpees, why don’t you?

      Bloom’s sure there’s been some chow time and downtime because otherwise he’d be dead by now, but he has no coherent memory of those.

      Of the initial class of sixty, forty-three have dropped out.

      “Right, then,” said Raphael. “Now let’s see if you’re any use to us. The skills we are looking for are intelligence, physical fitness, motivation, trustworthiness, accountability, maturity, stability, judgment, decisiveness, teamwork, influence, and communication. If you’re superb combat soldiers, that’d be good too. I think you’re all just fitness nuts, but Colonel Aloni says otherwise. Prove me wrong, why don’t you?”

      Advanced infantry and weapons training, parachute training, basic elements of maritime warfare, operation of small vessels, long swims, forced marches, demolitions, long-range reconnaissance patrol training.

      Foreign weapons assembly, use, disassembly, disposal.

      “Our mission is preemptive neutralization. This is clean-speak for capturing, interrogating, or disabling terrorists before they can mount an attack. Capturing means kidnapping. Interrogating sometimes involves less than gentle methods. Disabling? Disabling is best done with a bullet, a knife, poison, a bomb. Sometimes bare hands work well at disabling. We try not to take prisoners, but sometimes it can’t be helped.”

      Combat survival exercises. Battle planning. Improvisation. Tactics. Strategy.

      “Training your minds is more important than training your bodies. The grunts over at Golani”—the fabled Israeli infantry unit credited with taking the Golan Heights from Syria in the Six-Day War—“have good body mass and reflexes, don’t they? Of course, it doesn’t do to have a crack-whip mind in a whelp’s body, what? One hundred push-ups. Go.”

      Lectures on terrorism. Persuasion, negotiation, deception techniques, seduction, body language.

      “To defeat an enemy, you must be able to think like them, walk a few blocks in their shoes,” said a Muslim instructor. This instructor’s day job is teaching philosophy and history at a Palestinian university.

      The professor is famous for his views on the Palestinian plight. He moonlights as an agent for the Mossad. He spots students who might be recruited as spies.

      He lectured them on Palestinian history, with a prime focus on Yawm an-Nakba, the Day of the Catastrophe. For Palestinians, this is the annual day of commemoration for the displacement before and after the Israeli War of Independence in 1948.

      He also gave an extensive course on the roots of militant Islam:

      fight those who do not believe in allah, nor in the latter day, nor do they prohibit what allah and his messenger have prohibited, nor follow the religion of truth, out of those who have been given the book, until they pay the tax in acknowledgment of superiority and they are in a state of subjection.

      
        
        —The Qur’an 9:29

      

      

      “Most of my brethren are peace-loving people. We want nothing more than to live, grow, and die in peace, with the occasional chance for wonderful sex. Work, education, health. We like pleasant things as much as the next fellow: a house, warm food on our table, a car or two, vacations to sunny destinations where we can lounge and watch lithe bodies walk around in bathing suits. We laugh, we cry, we bleed just like Shakespeare’s Shylock. And just like him, we are quick to anger and we want our pound of flesh when we feel cheated or mistreated. Is it any wonder some of us want to kill some of you?”

      Combat diving, and how to cope with situations such as cold, darkness, clouded water, how to survive high-risk underwater situations.

      “Our targets are everywhere. Boats, oil rigs, near-coast buildings like dockyards, warehouses, and whatnot. It’d be a shame if we had to ask our cousins over at Shayetet 13”—Israel’s Navy SEALs—“for their help, wouldn’t it?”

      Courses in camouflage, observation, specialized warfare, and special operational devices, army-speak for bomb making and bomb disposal.

      Krav Maga, the Tzahal-developed hand-to-hand combat style combining boxing, wrestling, aikido, judo, and karate.

      Sniper training: three weeks of long-range at Tzahal Sniper School and three weeks of short-range for hostage situations at the LOTAR Counterterrorism School at the Mitkan Adam base. Bloom excelled at this.

      The close-quarters combat course is another filter.

      “Today you failed,” says Raphael. “Don’t feel bad about this. Even us Special Air Service chaps fail from time to time. Failure in a training exercise is a good thing. It shows us our mistakes, our opportunities for improvement. It’s much better having an instructor pretend to blow out our brains, than having the enemy do it for real. Much better, I’d say. Captain Shoham, tell us, what went wrong?”

      Ilan Shoham, the CQC instructor on loan from Duvdevan Unit, walked to the lectern.

      “Well, the last thing that went wrong was the pluga breaching an unscouted structure, setting off a booby trap, and blowing up. All casualties, no survivors, including the family in the other house, those who didn’t come out at the action’s launch. This is the least desired outcome.”

      Shoham went into gruesome detail. The dissection of their failings and shortcomings was brutal: No intel on firepower, surroundings, or escape routes. No scan for explosives.

      “Your command post had no guard. It was easy as pie sneaking up on it and neutralizing the team leader and his second. This left the pluga headless.”

      When the action went green, a team should have breached the neighbors and evacuated them. Having the family leave the house and having to rescue them under fire: colossal mistake.

      Only one sniper. Also a mistake. Not taking out the cannon compromised the entire team’s safety.

      “What were you thinking? There was no element of surprise. You thought you could keep the sniper as an ace-in-the-hole? Snipers are standard operating procedure. The opposition expects them. Take out the heavy artillery, cherry-pick those defending the structure.”

      The arrows and fire were brilliant, but incomplete.

      “If you’re using fire or smoke, do so from the ground up or as a sandwich, forcing the defenders away from the ground floor but keeping them from gaining the roof. This keeps the adversary from escaping like they did.

      “Bloom assuming command was well executed, but, again, no backup. Only one sniper, and unguarded at that? When his position was compromised, the pluga lost eagle eyes and protective cover.”

      And so on.
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      Two nights leave in Jerusalem, then back to base.

      Hungry for release and a good time, Bloom, Galia Katz, Janko Ozeri, Gadi Freyer, Irit Janovitz, and Rina Moadeb hit the bars and restaurants along Mahane Yehuda Market. The rest have other plans; some will visit family.

      Mahane Yehuda is where hip Jerusalem barhops. A Moscow mule at Alyosha’s. Fish-and-chips to munch on, washed down with a stout beer at Patrick’s, as they make their way to the Alhambra for the best hummus, pita, and whiskey in town.

      They walk the street, piss-drunk.

      The panel van comes hard from a side alley, blocks their way.

      The side door opens.

      Four men, masks over their face, guns pointing at them. Shouting in Arabic, they make quick work of them. They gag, bind, and throw the six of them inside the van.

      The van speeds away.

      It takes less than a minute.
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      A damp cellar, God knows where.

      Naked, not even their underwear. They tried to resist them taking their clothes. It was no use. Their hands and feet were still bound. Twelve guards in ski masks fell on them with tactical batons. Janko kicked one of them in the face. His forehead has a nasty cut from the pistol-whipping. It bleeds on and off, shows signs of infection. He’s had no fever, yet. The rest are covered in blue-and-purple bruises, no broken bones.

      “Clothes protect more than our body from the cold. They keep our dignity, they hide our imperfections, like that sorry-ass hairy mole on your back, Zafir. Or those scars from your breast implants, Katz,” said Meir Raphael, the unit’s executive officer, during training.

      “When we’re at the point where we want to break down a prisoner without going off the Geneva Convention reservation, we remove his clothes. The enemy has no such qualms. They do it from the get-go.”

      Cold, no blankets or cover. Raphael was remiss in warning them about this. They huddle together, try to keep each other warm, failing to do so. Gadi is catching a cold. He’s sniffling with a runny nose.

      “We need shifts,” said Katz the first day. “At least two of us have to stay put at a time. The other four should rest, keep warm and husband our strength. We’ll need it. Gadi, stop staring at my breasts. If we die here, you will never get to enjoy them, so stop. It’s uncomfortable.”

      They rotate shift partners every cycle.

      During their shifts they follow their training. They play mind games to keep sharp and to avoid chitchat about themselves or anything else.

      “The enemy’s always listening,” said Aloni, their unit’s commanding officer, a lifetime ago. “Anything you say about you, your past, your hopes and fears, you’re giving the enemy ammunition to break you.”

      They don’t know who holds them, or why.

      The guards wear ski masks, but they don’t speak to them. They grunt when a team of two (never the same pair so far) brings their rations. One of the guards brings in a tray of some sort of ground meat and a pail of foul-smelling, brackish water.

      When they’ve drunk the water, they use the same pail as a latrine.

      The other guard points an automatic rifle. Note the make of the rifles varies as much as the guards. Most of them are AKMs, the AK-47’s Type-4 Peruvian or Vietnamese granddaughter. Sometimes they bring a Chinese QBZ-95, the People’s Liberation Army’s bullpup-style assault rifle.

      Food is brought twice a day, they think. They can’t know. There are no windows, no way for them to measure time. By this count, they’ve been held two days.

      They hear their guards behind the door. An incessant hum. Footsteps on a dirt floor, loud music blaring from a two-bit speaker, the unmistakable sound of rifles being disassembled, cleaned, reassembled; dishes, pots, pans clanging against each other.

      Hear their laughter, their arguing, voices in a mishmash of Arabic, Russian, and, according to Moadeb, Turkish. An Asian language too. Chinese, Korean, Thai—they don’t know. It’s not Japanese. Bloom would recognize it.

      “We have to break out,” says Bloom. “At least we have to try.”

      “They’ll kill us if we try,” says Gadi.

      “They’ll kill us anyway,” says Janko, nursing his head wound.

      “Either that or they won’t kill us at all. Maybe they’re waiting for something or someone, maybe they’ll split us up, maybe they’ll interrogate us later. We really don’t know either way, but Bloom’s right. We have to try,” says Katz.

      “I don’t want to be another Gilad Shalit,” says Moadeb.

      Captured by Hamas in a cross-border raid, held captive for over five years, released as part of a prisoner exchange deal. Gilad Shalit’s story is every IDF soldier’s worst fear.

      “Neither do I,” says Janovitz.

      “There are worse things than dying,” says Bloom. “To get out of here, we must fight as if we are already dead.”

      They put their training to use. They plan.
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      Bloom and Janovitz are on shift. They can hear the two guards’ footsteps coming.

      Bloom gives the signal. They take their positions.

      The guard with the rifle opens the door.

      Katz is standing there, cupping her breasts. Surprise and lust flash in the guard’s eyes.

      He’s distracted. He turns to say something to the guard behind him carrying the tray and pail.

      Bloom is there, latrine pail in hand. He splashes the first guard with a day’s worth of urine. Before the guard can react, he smashes the iron tray on his face.

      Katz moves fast. She pulls the rifle’s cannon toward her, up, then down, twist. Janko and Janowitz are there too. They kick the legs from under the guard. He falls, lets go of the rifle. Bloom picks up the rifle, slams the butt on the guard’s face, knocks him out.

      Gadi and Moadeb grab the food-carrying guard, pull him in. Their Krav Maga makes fast work of him.

      Both guards are out of commission, no noise to alert whoever else is there.

      “Should we kill them?” asks Janko.

      “No need,” says Bloom. “Besides, we may need them as hostages or guides. Lock them up. We’ll come back for them if we need to. Use their face masks as gags.”

      They take the rifle, go through the guards’ pockets and belts: two full magazines for the QBZ-95, a SIG Sauer with a full clip, a knife, a key ring.

      They undress the guards. Their clothes and boots fit Katz and Moadeb. They fall in assault formation; Katz and Moadeb run point.

      A narrow corridor, walk single file through. Follow the sound of the other guards’ voices and the music they’ve been listening to.

      A closed door. Nowhere else to go except through it and whatever is behind it.

      “Kadima,” says Bloom. One word, Tzahal’s full combat philosophy. Advance. All of us, together.

      Katz sprays the door and whatever’s behind it with the QBZ-95 assault rifle. She empties a full clip. They kick down what’s left of the door, they breach in force. Katz on point, fresh magazine in stock, Moadeb behind her, ready with the SIG Sauer. The rest run behind them, they fan out. They fill the room.

      It’s empty.

      Well, not quite.

      A table, filled with bullet holes. A speaker and a screen, both destroyed by the bullet spray. Tzahal uniforms and boots. A tin box filled with survival equipment: map, compass, matches, three protein bars, three half-liter aluminum water bottles. A note, in Hebrew:

      We have held you three days. Each day we have halved your rations and equipment. Time is running out. X marks the spot. Be there by sunset or not at all.

      Make me proud. Make yourselves proud.

      MR

      PS I’m sure you wasted a full clip of ammo taking this room. You did, didn’t you?

      Fucking Raphael, they all think.
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      The hike is brutal. Forty kilometers, most of it under the scorching Negev Desert sun.

      They were kept in a training bunker deep in the HaMakhtesh HaGadol, the second-biggest crater in the Negev Desert. The damp and cold of the cellar was a triumph of Israeli engineering.

      Dressed and ready, they rush out to find the day clearing, a lingering cold from the desert night that eases the march for the first hour.

      Map, compass, a few landmarks, and they set the course. Finding where they were and where they have to go was easy enough. Getting there?

      They do, barely.

      The sun is red and setting. Not the soft red of a sea sunset. The angry, violent, burning red the Bedouins call the desert rose.

      Against it stand Alon Aloni and Meir Raphael. The Israeli flag waving in the weak, blistering wind.

      Janko gave out ten kilometers before the goal. His head injury bleeding, fever from sunstroke and dehydration, his body shut down and dropped.

      The pluga carries him on a soft stretcher made of cut rags from their uniforms. Their skin blistered, burnt. In Tzahal no soldier’s left behind, alive or dead.

      The last rays of sunlight are washing over their commanding officers, who are standing at attention. They put Janko on the floor, make a protective circle around him.

      Bloom, who’s been carrying their only rifle the last fifth of the march, stands ready, pointing it down, his index finger outside the trigger guard, his thumb on the safety.

      “Reporting for duty, sir,” he says, his voice hoarse, dry.

      Alon Aloni and Meir Raphael salute their soldiers. They salute back. You never know what you can do until you do it. After that, nothing is ever the same again.

      “At ease,” yells Raphael. “Stand down.”

      Raphael fires a flare in the air. The now black sky is covered in blue-and-white spark light.

      Aloni pins on each of them Din Unit’s insignia: a short-handled sickle wrapped in an olive branch, topped by a parachute.

      “Welcome to Din Unit,” says Aloni.

      “Dismissed,” says Raphael.

      They sit, they lie down, they fall asleep.
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      The door to Fuad’s room in the Sand Castle grates against the floor. It sets his teeth on edge. He can’t get used to it.

      Or to the smell of cheap vinegar and lye, so strong everywhere. They use the mixture to clean the floors and keep insects away. It fails at both. Cockroaches roam unafraid of either man or beast. Grime is everywhere.

      “7-3-2-9-0-1, move out. You’ve been in bed long enough.”

      Fuad moves.

      He walks in front of other rooms, followed by 3914, who is in charge of the camp’s discipline.

      There are no names here. No one knows who anybody else is. Where they came from. Who they were before. What will they be after.

      The doors hide faint sobs, mumbles, cries, laughter, some music. All drowned by the wind outside. The Judean Desert’s wind blows, howls, smashes sand against the walls.

      Every night he sleeps in bits. He wakes up often, drenched in cold sweat, short of breath, his heart a sledgehammer against his ribs.

      He sits away the days, he cries away the nights.

      He sits on his bed, on the floor, on the plastic stool next to the steel writing table fixed to the wall, on a chair outside in the field. He stares at nothing. He eats, shits, and sits—all day, every day.

      He can’t stand it anymore.

      Because he is what he is, and that isn’t enough.

      He feels the elephant’s foot on his ribcage, the tightness to his throat.

      “What have I done?” he asks himself.

      Hot tears stream down his face.

      He screams. He rips at his clothes. He screeches. He yells. He cries. He bangs his body against the wall, against a steel door.

      bam.

      bam.

      bam.

      People come. It takes four to hold his arms, another four his legs. He kicks out, knocks out one of them.

      He’s raging. Raging. Foam comes out his mouth.

      “Pigs,” he says. “Pigs. Let go of me, pigs.”

      They hold him.

      Someone presses an air gun to his thigh. Pump. He feels the prick on his skin.

      He howls. He thrashes. He bites someone’s hand.

      They pin him down.

      He feels his body stiffening. He can’t move. His tongue swells. His mouth dries.

      He spends a week in the medical ward. His wrists bound to his bed. Sedated, most of the time.

      Back to his room.

      His first meal at the mess hall, the same as his last. Single tables with single chairs. No one is allowed to sit with anyone else. Each take turns to pick up their food from the counter.

      His turn is up.

      His tray: Breaded, fried chicken. Steamed string beans. A pile of rice. A cup of water.

      “Eat your rice this time,” says the man at the counter.

      He sticks his spoon inside the pile. There’s something. A small envelope and a wooden rosary.

      He looks around. Everyone else is minding their own business. He slips both rosary and envelope down his jeans.

      The fried chicken and steamed string beans almost choke him. His hands shake, he spills water all over the place.

      He wets his pants, not with water.

      The buzz bell sounds.

      One by one each of them leave, two minutes between each.

      His room. The door is closed. The light still on. His clothes a pile on the floor.

      He sits at the desk in his underwear. Inside the envelope is a folded index card, the writing small, cramped, in green ink.

      I am told you are having a hard time adjusting to the camp’s life. I am told you’ve stopped observing your duties as a man, to other men, to Allah. This is not the Way, our way.

      I have spent time in the Sand Castle. The wind can break a lesser man if he lets his spirit flag. Make use of time. Grow strong in body and soul. Learn skills that’ll make you useful for the Cause. Train your body, build it into a worthy vessel of Allah’s Wrath. Study the Messenger’s Word, and establish prayer. As the Qur’an teaches us, prayer keeps one away from indecency and evil. Use the beads to focus your thoughts.

      When the time comes, I will send for you, if you are worthy. I will guide you on your way through the path of powder and fire. Until then, Peace be unto you.

      He rips the card, swallows the pieces.

      He holds the wooden rosary in his left hand.

      He says, “In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful: All Praise is due to Allah, Lord of the Universe. The Most Gracious, the Most Merciful. Owner of the Day of Judgment. You alone do we worship, and You alone we turn to for help. Guide us to the straight path. The path of those on whom You have bestowed your grace, not the way of those who have earned Your anger, nor of those who went astray.”

      He flicks a bead back with his thumb.
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      The restaurant’s speakers are blasting. Dov’s Shelter is just that: an old bomb shelter. Seedy Tel Aviv back alley. Bad graffiti covers the outside walls. An old cigarette vending machine on squeaking hinges doubles as a door. This is the kind of place you need to know about to know about.

      Jasmine Hoshech’s impatient legs bounce. They fidget. They dance.

      “Try this,” says Dov, the chef, handing her a spoonful of soup from the simmering pot.

      It’s delicious. Of course it is.

      “Take ’em,” says Dov.

      Jasmine does. So do the other two waitresses/bartenders/eye candy, Roja and Vered.

      Black leggings. Skintight black tank tops. Their flat bellies exposed. Vered wears a belly-button ring. Roja and her wear their perfect abs. Eagles’ abs.

      Groups only. Men only. Rich only.

      Three thousand shekels a spot. Wine not included. Tips not included. Fixed menu, no substitutions.

      The kitchen commands the center. An old eight-burner gas stove. State-of-the-art oven. Faucet and sink. Knives, pans, pots, spoons on a rack. No fridge. No freezer. Fresh vegetables. Fresher fish. House-aged meat. A long wood, dry-cooking table for dicing, chopping, mixing, plating.

      Fake kosher certificate on the wall, cheaper from Marina Petrovna’s Organizatsiya than from the government. Who the fuck cares if the meat was butchered in a certain way or not? Did the veal suffer while they were killing her? Fuck her.

      Four tables surround the kitchen, a table per wall.

      The place fits sixteen. If your party is larger, tough luck: the place fits sixteen. If your party is smaller, tougher luck: you pay for sixteen.

      The wait list stretches three months. The week between the High Holidays is booked solid and paid for the next seven years. Jasmine doubts the place will be open by then. Two more years, if that.

      Roja got her this job. Roja and her go back, way back.

      They served in Tzahal together. They were Eagles, perched on towers along the border, watching the enemy.

      The standard two years. The expected extra eight months.

      Roja is connected. She knows a guy who works for a guy who works for Marina.

      If there’s six degrees of separation from person to person, there’s only three, four at the most, from Marina and everybody else. Everyone knows Marina Petrovna is the boss of Israel’s Organizatsiya, the Russian mob.

      The prime minister and the Knesset big shots think they run Israel. Maybe they do. Maybe Marina does. Jasmine’s money is on Marina.

      She puts the plates down.

      The customers ogle her.

      She gives them the spiel.

      She says, “In the bowl are two ripe red peppers, filled with mint-and-thyme-herbed goat cheese, dressed in a tomato coulis. A filo paste borreka on the side, topped with a burning stem of thyme.”

      She doesn’t say, The burning stem is marijuana because we want you high, happy, generous.

      She doesn’t say, Our soup is laced with a few drops of MDMA because we also want you horny.

      They ogle some more.

      One of them says a joke.

      They laugh.

      She’s heard the joke from someone in the last four groups. It was bad the first time. It hasn’t improved.

      She laughs with them.

      She dances on her way back to the kitchen. She can’t help it. She’s a dancer.

      Dov likes it.

      The customers like it.

      Gives them a chance to see her ass moving and her tits bouncing.

      Jasmine doesn’t care.

      Yeah, she’s hot, she’s eye candy. So what? She’s always been hot.

      She’s tall. Long ballerina legs. Curves where they matter. Six-pack abs—those she got during her service. Long neck. Dirty-blonde, straight hair. Hazel eyes. Clear, freckled skin.

      She knows what men want. She’s always known.

      These all want the same: a tumble. A fuck. An innocent, playful, bouncing girl who smiles and blushes while she brings their food and they flirt with her. A lioness between the sheets who knows how to do things that don’t even have a name yet. A little lady.

      She doesn’t care.

      She doesn’t say, None of us is sleeping with any of you. Not tonight. Not any night.

      Today’s group is a set of American donors. They’re here with some organization or other trying to con them out of some dough: Student Soldiers, Desert Forests, Fishermen’s Widows, some other great cause. Who cares? We’re all in on the con, thinks Jasmine.

      They spend four days in Israel. Their trip costs more per day than what she makes in a month.

      They’re taken on tours up and down.

      They’re taken to the “secret” places, shown “hush-hush” stuff.

      They’re wined and dined like sultans of old.

      They write a big fat check.

      They tell their friends back home all the shit they were told not to tell, the shit everybody knows they’ll tell, the shit that’ll bring a fresh batch of donors.

      It’s time for dessert.

      Dov asks her to tell her story.

      She lies, as usual. Deception is standard operating procedure at Dov’s Shelter, and Jasmine has a complicated, estranged, difficult, at best, relationship with the truth.

      This fifth-generation Israeli lies to them about how she grew up in Odessa.

      She dreamt of Israel.

      She immigrated to Israel as soon as she could.

      She met Roja in the service.

      Roja is from Russia, she’s a Moscow mule.

      They laugh. Roja is drinking water from a copper mug. She toasts them. They toast her. They all ask for Moscow mules.

      Add it to their tab, Dov. Add my slice to the tip.

      They ask, “Where did you serve?”

      She says, “Translator at the border.”

      She doesn’t say Eagle on the fence. She doesn’t say she watched three monitors in four-hour shifts for six days a week.

      She doesn’t say, I worked in one of the real secret places, those they don’t show you on your trips.

      She doesn’t say, I spotted Them when They got near the fence.

      I sent the soldiers.

      I told them where They were.

      I saw Them fire up their Molotov cocktails, light up their sulfur-covered rocks.

      I saw my friends shoot Them below the knees with rubber bullets, so They backed off.

      I saw Them get arrested, dragged here, jailed.

      She doesn’t say, I testified in court.

      I brought the videos.

      There’s thirty-two men, seven women, jailed because of me. Four more than Roja. Highest in my unit.

      No, Jasmine doesn’t say.

      She says, “It’s guys like you who make this possible. Your donations to all these different causes and foundations help people like me get here and build the dream, but enough about me. Dessert is almost ready. Gather around our table.”

      The customers leave their seats.

      They gather around the long wooden cooking table.

      They cover the kitchen table in tinfoil and flour.

      She, Dov, Vered, and Roja throw the sweet stuff at the table.

      Green-tea ice cream scoops.

      Chocolate brownies.

      Pistachio knafeh.

      Dried figs.

      Fresh mango.

      Diced strawberries.

      Caramel sauce all over the place.

      Long spoons go all around.

      “Dig in,” says Dov.

      They do.

      One of them asks about the double-triangle tattoo on her left forearm.

      “Can you keep a secret?” she asks. She grins.

      “Of course,” he says.

      She gets close to his ear.

      “So can I,” she says. She gives his earlobe a nibble.

      She laughs.

      She dances away.
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      “Shabbat shalom, Grampa,” says Jasmine, General Akiva Hoshech’s granddaughter, when he opens the door to his Tel Aviv flat. She hugs him. She kisses his bald head the way she’s done since her teens.

      Akiva Hoshech hugs her back. He kisses her forehead.

      Hoshech loves Jasmine. Jasmine loves him.

      She brought dinner from that fancy restaurant she works at. Green salad. Onion-and-chive soup with a hint of garlic. Herb-crusted veal cutlets. A couple of Tuborg beers to wash it down.

      A feast fit for a king—better than what a fallen king can or should expect, he thinks.

      He watches her dance to the tune inside her head while she washes the dishes. He’s on drying and storing duty.

      “What song is it this time?” he asks.

      Jasmine hums.

      “‘Dancing Barefoot,’” he says.

      She smiles. She keeps on dancing.

      The small rituals that once filled their lives while she grew up, while he grew old. They pretend to be who they used to be, painfully aware that they are who they are.

      Hoshech tries to dance with her the way they used to.

      He can’t.

      His head knows the U2 song she’s dancing to. He even knows it from before, from when Patti Smith first sang it. His joints don’t know it, not anymore.

      Now he lives alone—and she?

      She doesn’t tell, he doesn’t ask.

      Every Friday night she comes for dinner.

      She brings mirth, spark, warmth, and her dancing footsteps that tap, tap, tap all around his old flat, wherever she goes.

      For two hours they pretend she’s still his little girl, he’s still her dashing Grampa, hero of the Six-Day War.

      When Jasmine leaves, the light leaves with her.

      He goes back to being the retired general, the has-been who could have been.

      Hoshech goes back to being alone.

      Tonight, for no reason, he takes out his old photo albums. He hasn’t looked at these photographs in ages.

      Nobody keeps albums anymore.

      Here he is in black and white, a child in the kibbutz: four years old and orphaned in the War of Independence. No shirt. Torn shorts. Big smile on his face. A garden hose in his hands.

      Hoshech’s parents didn’t die in combat.

      The three Arabs had worked the fields with them. They were friends. They stabbed his parents in the night. They doused the shack in diesel. They left them to burn, still alive.

      Back then children belonged to the kibbutz, not their parents. They slept in the kibbutz’s collective nursery, not their houses. It saved his life.

      Here he is the day of his Bar Mitzvah, also black and white: a socialist Bar Mitzvah. A non-Torah-reading Bar Mitzvah. His faded khaki shorts. His rough white shirt. A cigarette dangling from his lips. He still remembers the coughing spasms, the ashtray taste, the forever swearing not to smoke again.

      Here he is, fifteen years old in an army uniform, now in full Kodachrome color: the Gadna. Hoshech remembers he didn’t want to go to the youth boot camp but couldn’t make up a half-decent excuse not to join the other children in his class for this field trip.

      The Gadna changed his life.

      After that week he knew he’d be a soldier and nothing but a soldier.

      Here he is, his second year in the army: check out his uniform. The leather boots look dark gray in the picture; they were dark red. They still are. The same as the beret on his shoulder. Check out the paratrooper wings on his chest. Check out the big grin on his clean-shaven face.

      He remembers the frigid air filling the airplane, the tightness in his stomach, the smell of gun oil, the sound of the engine roaring.

      He looked out the open hatch. He could see nothing but the dark, empty void.

      He can still hear the drill sergeant shouting in his ear.

      “Kfotze. Jump, Hoshech. Jump.”

      He jumped. Kfotze.

      The night swallowed him, one big gulp.

      The cold air cutting on his cheeks.

      His eyes watering, tears flying up his face.

      The count’s up.

      The cord. The parachute whizzing out.

      Thump.

      The pull up as it opened, the fall stopped for an instant, falling again, slow, easy.

      Landing hard on the ground, bending the knees, rolling from under the parachute.

      Unclipping. Pulling. Folding.

      Waiting for the jeep to come by a few hours later.

      The pinning of his wings, the winged serpent on his shoulder. He was a tzanjan—a paratrooper, motherfuckers.

      The camera flash. The vodka. Motta Gur slapping on his back, saying, “You’ll go places, Hoshech.”

      There is Hoshech, another black-and-white photograph, atop the Dome of the Rock: Israeli flag in hand, taking it down. This happened at the end of the Six-Day-War of ’67.

      Ah, the Six-Day War, Israel’s finest hour. Hoshech’s too.

      The Israeli planes flew just before dawn. A few hours later, the Egyptian Air Force was no more. Destroyed on the ground. The runways cratered and bombed out.

      Jordan’s King Hussein was champing at the bit. He wanted to join the fight, grab some more Israeli land, swallow Jerusalem whole, and the rest of the Hula Valley.

      Prime Minister Levi Eshkol to King Hussein: “Sit tight. Don’t fight us, we won’t fight you.”

      King Hussein paid no mind. King Hussein sent his troops over the green line. King Hussein dropped his bombs on West Jerusalem.

      Eshkol to Hussein: “Stop now. If you stop now, we won’t fight back.”

      Hussein to Eshkol: “Fuck you.”

      Hoshech was serving in Tzahal’s 55th Paratroopers Brigade under Colonel Mordechai Gur, known to friends and foes as Motta Gur. They were poised in West Jerusalem, waiting for the Jordanian army’s onslaught.

      HQ to Motta Gur and the 55th Paratroopers Brigade: “Rescue the civilians on Mount Scopus, the sole Israeli enclave in East Jerusalem. Negative on moving on the rest of the Old City.”

      Motta Gur to HQ: “Copy that. Repeat. Brigade 55?”

      HQ to Motta Gur: “Confirm. Brigade 55.”

      The 55th Brigade was a year old.

      The 55th Brigade were young reservists in their twenties, no combat experience.

      The 55th Brigade had a handful of veterans who’d last seen action in the 1950s commando raids against terrorist bases.

      The 55th Paratroopers Brigade’s mission: Plan an urban battle in less than twelve hours, zero intelligence, no parachuting in. Rescue civilians at Mount Scopus. No move on the Old City.

      They crossed no-man’s-land at 0200 hours.

      Gur ordered one of his three battalions: “Take Ammunition Hill.”

      The paratroopers fired their rifles.

      The Jordanians fired theirs.

      Bombs, ammunition, mortar fire.

      The battalion advanced.

      Small-arms fire.

      Hand-to-hand combat, knife-to-knife combat, teeth-to-teeth combat.

      This was the war’s bloodiest battle.

      Battalion Aleph to Brigade Commander Motta Gur: “Mission accomplished. Heavy casualties.”

      Brigade Commander Motta Gur to Battalion Beit: “Take the Rockefeller Museum.”

      Hoshech was in charge of Battalion Beit.

      The Rockefeller was a massive compound built by said family in the 1930s. It housed archaeological artifacts. The Rockefeller was elbowed tight, close, next to the walled Old City.

      The Rockefeller, a brilliant staging point for an attack on the Old City if pant-pissing Eshkol and now pussy-footing Dayan ever gave the order.

      Where the fuck was the Rockefeller?

      Hoshech didn’t know. He’d never been here before. No one in his battalion knew.

      Maps?

      No maps. No intel.

      What a balagan. What a fuckup.

      He saw an old Arab walking down the street, selling warm pastries.

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      “Which way to the Rockefeller?”

      “Straight and to the left. You can’t miss it.”

      Battalion Beit to Brigade Commander Motta Gur: “Mission accomplished. Light casualties.”

      Battalion Guimel wasn’t so lucky.

      They didn’t find an Arab to guide them. They ran into the Jordan Royal Guard on their way to the Rockefeller.

      The Jordan Royal Guard were elite sons of bitches. Crack troops.

      Battalion Guimel to Brigade Commander Motta Gur: “We need back up. Heavy casualties.”

      They were mowed down.

      Prime Minister Eshkol to King Hussein: “Please stop. If you agree to a cease-fire and peace talks, we won’t cross into the Old City.”

      Hussein to Eshkol: “Fuck you.”

      HQ to Motta Gur and the 55th Paratroopers Brigade: “Take the Old City. Stay away from the Temple Mount. Do not harm the mosques. Keep civilian casualties to the minimum.”

      The 55th Paratroopers Brigade moved on the Old City, at less than half strength.

      The 55th Paratroopers Brigade found light resistance.

      Most Jordanian troops stationed inside the walls had slipped out the night before. No Jordan Royal Guard here.

      The Old City lay open.

      Brigade Commander Gur’s half-track led the attack. Gur and Hoshech riding on it. The rest of the brigade quick behind them.

      The half-track crashed through the massive bronze doors at the Lions’ Gate onto the Via Dolorosa.

      The half-track got stuck.

      Gur and Hoshech got off the half-track.

      The paratroopers climbed over it.

      They ran down the Via Dolorosa.

      They turned left and onto the Temple Mount.

      Gur, Hoshech, and the rest of the brigade rushed up a flight of stairs leading to a large plaza.

      The golden Dome of the Rock and the silver-domed Al-Aqsa in front of them.

      Brigade Commander Motta Gur to HQ: “Har habayit beyadeinu.” Gur’s voice heavy with emotion.

      Radio silence.

      Brigade Commander Motta Gur to HQ: “Repeat: the Temple Mount is in our hands.”

      HQ to Brigade Commander Motta Gur: “This is Moshe Dayan. Motta, is that you? Did we hear you right?”

      Brigade Commander Motta Gur to HQ: “Defense Minister, this is Colonel Mordechai Gur, commanding the 55th Paratroopers Brigade. I repeat: the Temple Mount is in our hands. The Temple Mount is in our hands.”

      Motta wasn’t just making a military report, he was staking a historic claim.

      After centuries of Jewish longing, the place toward which Jews prayed no matter where they lived since the standoff in Masada was now in Israeli hands.

      Motta’s words were repeated over and over again to every soldier through every radio. From the Golan Heights to the Sinai Desert, from the Mediterranean to the Jordan River.

      The Temple Mount is in our hands.

      The brigade’s chief communications officer took an Israeli flag out from his pouch and said, “Hoshech, ask Motta if we can hang this from the Dome.”

      Hoshech asked.

      “Yallah,” said Gur. “Go on up.”

      Hoshech and two others went to the Dome of the Rock.

      They climbed to the top of the building.

      Hoshech fastened the Israeli flag to a pole topped with an Islamic crescent.

      The flash. The picture.

      The static on the radio, followed by Moshe Dayan’s harsh bark.

      “Do you want to set the Middle East on fire? Remove that flag. This is an order. Repeat: remove that flag at once,” he said.

      “Remove the flag,” Motta radioed them.

      Achmon couldn’t do it.

      Ezra couldn’t do it.

      Hoshech couldn’t do it. Hoshech did it anyway.

      He lowered the flag and packed it in his pouch.

      Hoshech still has it.

      The only Israeli flag ever flown from the Dome of the Rock hangs now in his study, framed in glass.

      His battle-torn and blood-stained uniform from that night hangs beside it.

      In a case next to them are his red beret, his paratrooper wings, his Medal of Distinguished Service.

      They’re all reminders of the time when he used to be a hero.

      Now?

      Now he seldom goes in there.
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      Akiva Hoshech clears his throat. Sips water.

      “Speed,” he says.

      There’s sharp feedback from the microphone.

      “Speed,” he repeats.

      No feedback this time.

      “We have always won our wars on speed. We must be brave, and daring, and inventive, and strong, but above all, we must be fast. Israel has no defensive depth. There’s no land we can retreat to to fight another day. Because there’s nothing but sea behind us, we must move forward. Always forward.”

      The auditorium’s lights are off. A spotlight’s on him. He can’t tell if there are three hundred or thirty people in the audience. Just as well.

      The spotlight makes him hot. The spotlight and this fucking tie, thinks Hoshech. He feels the roughness of his fraying collar rubbing against his skin.

      Hoshech knows the audience can’t see it, but he’s self-conscious about his chipped left cuff link, one small stone missing from it; his suit jacket’s right sleeve frayed at a corner and a broken button; his leather belt showing buckle marks near the hole he used to use, some tiny threads poking out from the leather seams. There’s a slight oil stain on his trousers’ right knee the dry cleaners haven’t been able to get rid of in several tries. His shoes are mirror-polished; they still smell of the fresh paint that can’t quite mask the scrapes at the toes or the worn soles.

      Another sip of water.

      He speaks for another hour. He covers Sun Tzu, Attila, Hannibal, Genghis Khan, Ieyasu, Napoleon, the Viet Cong, the Taliban, Rommel, the Nazi Luftwaffe and their cunning use of the blitzkrieg.

      The lights go on. The spotlight dims.

      The seats are almost empty. Fewer than fifty. He’s losing his draw. He’s been losing it for a while.

      “Questions?”

      There seem to be none.

      “Well, if there’s no—”

      A hand is raised.

      “Yes?”

      A Haredi man stands up. You don’t see them often at these lectures. He looks familiar, but the lights make it impossible for Hoshech to see his full face.

      “Yes?” he says again.

      “General, how did it feel? Taking down the flag from the mosque. How did it feel?”

      He hates this question. Most people don’t know about the flag and the mosque.

      And it’s always a Haredi who asks. They wish he hadn’t done it. They wish the Star of David still flew from the Crescent Moon.

      He gives it to him straight: “It felt right.”

      He thanks them for their time.

      He waves.

      He walks off stage.

      A knock on Hoshech’s dressing room door.

      He opens. The same Haredi from the audience.

      A handsome face, rugged, suntanned from working outside. Black, long, well-kept beard. Side curls. Muscular frame, wide shoulders, powerful arms, big hands. His right eye a deep black pearl, the left covered by a black eye patch. Akiva Hoshech can tell a soldier when he sees one.

      “May we come in?” he asks.

      He doesn’t wait for an answer.

      “Sure. Make yourself at home,” says Hoshech. He walks back to his chair and whiskey.

      The man comes in with two other guys.

      Crows move in murders, thinks Hoshech.

      One of them is a Haredi in his late twenties, tall, thin, stooped shoulders. He wears a tzitzit, black coat, black cap, long beard, dangling side curls, the pale skin of someone who spends most of his time indoors. No soldier, this one.

      The other is in his late forties, black skullcap, crew-cut hair, blue checkered coat, bulging stomach, rosy cheeks, bottlecap glasses, twiddling thumbs. No soldier, this one either.

      There’s only one chair in the room. Hoshech is sitting on it. His tie loose. No shoes. Suit jacket hanging from the chair.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. . . .”

      “I’m sorry. BenTov. I am Ezekiel BenTov. My friends are Joshua Kaplan and Shlomo Gabbai, but everyone calls him Cricket.”

      “BenTov. I’ve heard of you. You’re the young Elder, right?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s right. The members of Beit-Ha-Kadosh have honored me by naming me their Elder.”

      “I’ve read in the press you’re stirring the Haredis’ beehive.”

      “They do say that, don’t they? Some of them do.”

      “What can I do for you, Rav BenTov?”

      “Would you mind elaborating on your answer, General Hoshech? About taking down the flag, I mean. You said it felt right. Why?”

      Hoshech takes a long pull from his whiskey.

      He looks at this Elder. The Cricket and the Long Pole who are with him. He can’t figure out what to make of them.

      He takes another pull from his whiskey. He gives them the full twin barrels.

      “It was hard to bring the flag down, but it felt right. Not right away. After. When we toured the Old City. At the moment Dayan’s order came, it was the hardest order I ever had to obey.”

      He rattles the ice in his whiskey, looking into it.

      “But after we toured the Old City, it felt right. See, the Jordanians had been using the Wall as a urinal. Not officially. It was just a place where men stopped to take a piss.”

      He expects them to get angry at this; he gets no reaction.

      He tries to drive in the knife.

      “Before we sent in the bulldozers to make way for the plaza, there were some huts there. Behind the huts there was a pigsty, litter and trash everywhere. On their way to the mosques, the Dome and the Al-Aqsa, men used to piss on our Wailing Wall.”

      Nothing. Their faces are blank. Long Pole’s ears are flushed red at their tip. It could be the room’s heat.

      “They meant to humiliate us. They thought pissing on our Wall made them stronger, better than us.”

      “You showed them it didn’t,” says Long Pole.

      The Elder shoots Long Pole a look. Long Pole clenches his teeth. The ears grow redder.

      “Please continue, General,” says BenTov.

      “Well,” he says. “Keeping the flag on the mosque would’ve been the same as them pissing on the Wall. We don’t need our flag up there, humiliating them every day. They know we won. They know we’re here to stay, that we’re not leaving. Why do we need to piss on them like they pissed on us?”

      BenTov claps. BenTov beams. BenTov smiles. His eyes twinkle.

      Cricket says, “I told you he was our guy.”

      BenTov keeps on beaming.

      BenTov says, “Yes. He’s our guy.”

      Hoshech says, “Your guy? What do you mean, your guy?”

      BenTov gets close to him. Hoshech wants to get up from his chair. BenTov puts his hand on his arm, stops him from getting up.

      “General Hoshech, I’m planning on doing more than shaking up the beehive. I want to give it a good kick, throw some smoke at it. I’d like your help to do it.”
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      Cricket heads out from the Tel Aviv auditorium, satisfied with Hoshech’s recruitment. This was as good an operation as any he ran as a case officer at the Institute.

      Recruitment is a tough business. It’s also his least favorite of the black arts.

      He enjoys running agents. He loves gathering whispers from his agents—his cousin’s friends, he calls them. Whispers are threads in a huge loom.

      He weaves. He plans. He decides which thread to twine with another, which to pluck, which to cut.

      All for the greater good.

      He remembers that’s what attracted him to the Institute in the first place: the greater good.

      But somewhere, somehow, along the road, he stopped caring. The game was much too fun. Getting people to do what he wanted them to do just because he wanted it, a damned good rush for a boy growing up poor in East Jerusalem.

      Happy pills and vodka helped quiet down the nagging voice inside his head. Booze was expected. The Institute fosters drinking. Success parties. Failure lamentations. Briefing. Debriefing. Training. Unwinding. There’s enough booze for everyone.

      The pills were on the sly. Those are censored, frowned upon. What? Can’t face the heat? Get away from the kitchen.

      No sweat for Cricket. He was a master at playing it sly.

      Then the fire went wrong.

      Israel and Egypt are friends. Israel and Egypt are adversaries. Israel and Egypt are historical enemies.

      Israel was born on May 14, 1948. The next day, Egypt led Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria in an invasion against Israel. They warred for almost a year. Israel prevailed; Egypt and the gang got licked.

      Egypt and the gang tried again.

      In October 1956 Egypt expelled the French and the British, nationalized the Suez Canal, and closed the Straits of Tiran to Israeli navigation. It did not go well.

      Israel invaded the Sinai Peninsula, captured the canal, opened the Straits.

      The Soviets weren’t happy. The Americans weren’t happy. The British and the French were happy but pretended they weren’t. They forced Israel to retreat.

      Egypt 0–Israel 2.

      “Don’t close the Straits again, or else,” said David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s prime minister, to Gamal Abdel Nasser, Egypt’s dictator.

      Nasser was not a happy camper.

      Then Ben-Gurion was out. Levi Eshkol was in. Everyone thought Eshkol didn’t have it in him, that he was nowhere near the lion Ben-Gurion was. Everyone, Eshkol included.

      Round three: the Six-Day War of 1967.

      Nasser closed the Straits again. Nasser mobilized the Egyptian Army along Israel’s border. He sent the United Nations Emergency Force packing.

      Eshkol had it in him, after all. He green-lighted a preemptive strike. In a single day, the Israeli Air Force laid waste to the Egyptian Air Force. Most of the 340 Egyptian planes destroyed never left the ground. Those that did never made it back.

      Iraq and Syria joined their friend Egypt. Lebanon made a halfhearted air raid and called it quits. Jordan was a latecomer, a big-time loser.

      In six days, Israel took the Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula from Egypt, the Golan Heights from Syria, the West Bank and East Jerusalem from Jordan.

      Israeli troops held the Straits of Tiran, again.

      The USSR said, “Retreat, or else.”

      The USA said, “You’re on your own, buddy.”

      France and Britain said, “Yeah, whatever those two said.”

      China said, “We’ve got no dog in this fight.”

      So Israel said, “Okay, here’s your Suez Canal, but we’re keeping the rest. Don’t come back, or else.”

      Scoreboard: Egypt 0–Israel 3.

      Nasser raged. Nasser seethed. Nasser gathered the Arab League in Khartoum, the capital of Sudan. The Arab League issued the infamous Khartoum Three No’s: No peace with Israel. No recognition of Israel. No negotiations with Israel.

      Nasser started the War of Attrition. Nasser’s Egypt shelled Israeli positions along the Bar Lev Line. Heavy artillery, MiG aircraft, the works. Israel gave as good as it got. Aerial bombardments, airborne raids on military positions, air strikes against strategic facilities in Egypt. Standstill. Draw. No winner, both losers.

      Then Nasser died. Anwar el-Sadat was in. Everyone thought Sadat didn’t have it in him, that he was nowhere near the tiger Nasser was. Everyone, except Sadat. Sadat knew what he was made of.

      Sadat purged Nasser’s people. Out were the Nasserists from government positions. Out from political office. Out and away from security and the military. There was a new man in town. The president was dead, long live the president.

      Sadat bid his time.

      Sadat got ready for round four.

      Sadat struck Israel on Yom Kippur, the holiest of holy days for the Jewish people. Israel was unprepared. Israel was caught with its underwear down, its finger in the pie, its hand between the car’s door and frame.

      Egyptian combat engineers used water cannons to clear secret tunnels through the sand wall lining the Suez Canal’s east bank. They laid bridges. They ran ferries. They made it possible for tanks to cross undetected.

      Egyptian infantry assaulted the Bar Lev fortifications. The Bar Lev Line proved as ineffective as the Maginot Line was for the French in the Second World War, or as the Great Wall of China against Genghis Khan’s forces. Walls don’t keep invaders out.

      Egypt’s army was deep in the Sinai Peninsula before Israel got its act together. And Ariel Sharon got it together for them.

      Sharon was a military genius. He advanced and crossed the Suez Canal; he flanked, then surrounded the Egyptian Army, impossible be dammed.

      The USSR grumbled. The USA hiccuped. The UN’s Security Council called for an immediate cease-fire. Israel stood down, left Sharon hanging dry.

      Sadat broke the cease-fire. Sharon pressed on. He encircled the Egyptian Army three days later.

      The USSR growled. The USA harrumphed. The UN’s Security Council called for a second cease-fire. Israeli forces stopped sixty-three miles from Cairo.

      Scoreboard: Egypt 0–Israel 4.

      Sadat was not Nasser. Sadat could read the writing on the wall. Israel was here to stay. To hell with Nasser’s Three No’s in Khartoum.

      Sadat signed a peace treaty with Israel. It earned him USA backing, dollars, a Nobel Peace Prize. It also earned him a fatwa against him and a bullet-riddled death.

      But the peace between Egypt and Israel has kept, more or less.

      Cricket’s black op was during one of those times on the less side.

      The target was the Egyptian embassy’s cultural attaché in Israel. In spy-speak, cultural attaché reads intelligence chief of station.

      This particular chief of station had two endearing traits: one was a tight-knit network in Syria and Iran, two was a sweet tooth for the good stuff. Unfortunately for him, the good stuff was expensive. Nice cars, fancy clothes, big houses, good private schools for the children, skiing vacations with the family—they all come with a price tag well beyond a case officer’s means.

      This is not a problem when a chief of station has a generous slush fund he can tap into. Par for the course in intelligence services. Slush funds pay informants and agents, provide cover for intelligence gathering missions, and pamper station chiefs with a hand on the purse’s drawstrings.

      Until retirement’s long shadow looms ahead.

      This Egyptian chief of station hadn’t bothered to feather his nest for when retirement came. Faced with the dismal option of a midlevel government pensioner’s life back home, he sent out probing whispers into sympathetic ears, offering his invaluable services to a new patron, if said patron were generous enough to pay for them.

      Israel was such a patron, and Cricket was its bagman.

      A high-level defection such as this can’t just happen. A chief of station can’t one day decide to stay behind the line in an adversary’s territory. A country like Israel can’t risk the ire of a key ally in the Arab world.

      Defectors are traitors, and traitors are killed by the countries they betray. So the chief of station had to die in Tel Aviv before he could defect, thought Cricket.

      Easy enough. There are thousands of ways to fake someone’s death. But what about the body? The Egyptians were going to want the body. At the bare minimum, they’d want to run DNA tests on it. How to prevent this? Burning it. That’s how. See them try a DNA sequence on ashes.

      So the chief of station had to burn.

      In the weeks prior to the fire, both the chief of station and his wife made sure to complain to several acquaintances and colleagues about power failures in their home. Lights wouldn’t go on or off when the switches were used. Water would pump ice cold or not at all.

      They had the embassy electrician check it out. The electrician found rats or something else had chewed on some electrical wiring, and the exposed copper was shorting with the damp soil and wood around it. The whole wiring had to be replaced.

      “Is it dangerous?” the chief of station asked.

      “Not too dangerous,” said the electrician. “It can wait a couple of weeks for you to clear out.”

      It didn’t wait.

      Two days later, the house went up in flames. The fire department was told: get there late, act stupid, control the damage to neighboring houses, let the place burn to the fucking ground.

      For show, an agent resembling the chief of station’s wife called for help from the top floor’s window before skedaddling.

      A car was going by. Closing the perimeter was a no-go. It would’ve given the goose away. The car stopped. From his observation post inside a repair van across the street, Cricket saw a Haredi man and woman jump from the car, rush to the house before he or anyone on his team could stop them.

      “I’m going in,” he said, jumping out the van’s side panel.

      “I’m going with you,” his deputy said.

      “No, you stay. Make sure the firemen and first responders get here. If we’re not out by then, have them come in and rescue us. I’m counting on you,” he said, and ran inside.

      His team had done a good job at preparing the house to burn hot and fast. The flames were everywhere. Black smoke made it hard to breathe. Cricket went from room to room and up the stairs, looking for the couple. He kept calling out, but the roaring fire ate his voice, and he presumed theirs too.

      It was too much. The smoke was too much. The effort was too much. This was it. This was all. He passed out, ready to die.

      He didn’t die.

      He woke up in a hospital bed. A private room. The Institute takes care of its own, he thought, before passing out again.

      Days and nights went by in blurred consciousness. He kept on dreaming of a man standing by his bed. A big man. Muscular frame, wide shoulders, powerful arms, big hands that held on to his. A dream puzzled Cricket. More than anything, the man’s side curls puzzled him. He didn’t know anyone with side curls.

      The smell of disinfectant was heavy in the air the day he woke up for good.

      People whispering out in the halls. The beep, beep, beep, cush cush, of his heart monitor and the oxygen mask compressor over his face. He could hear doctors, orderlies, other patients’ families and visitors walking in the halls. Never the nurses.

      Cricket appreciated the nurses’ ability for stealth. One professional to another, nurses were the best of the very best at creeping up on the unsuspecting with needles, bandages, medicine, or rectal thermometers in hand.

      There must be a big shot somewhere on this floor, he thought. There was a constant squeak-squeak of shoes against linoleum: people coming, people going, whispering, praying, lots and lots of praying.

      Then there was crying and wailing.

      A full chorus of people wailing.

      People asking why. Why? Why her? What about him? What about the children, her beautiful children? Why? And the muffled, sobbing responses of others: The Lord’s Will. He knows. He will keep them safe.

      Cricket felt sorry for whoever died today. It seemed she was well-loved, left children and a husband behind.

      He went back to sleep.

      When he woke up, the man was there. The one from his dreams. A big man. Muscular frame, wide shoulders, powerful arms, big hands. Long black beard. Side curls. A Haredi with a bandage around his head, covering his left eye.

      “You’re real,” Cricket said.

      “I would hope so,” the man said, a sad smile on his face. “You’re awake. You’re recovering. Thank you, God, blessed be Your Name.”

      “You’ve been here before. Many times, holding my hands, praying. Do I know you?” said Cricket, suspicious both by nature and trade.

      “I’m sorry. My name is Ezekiel. Ezekiel BenTov.”

      “You are BenTov the Elder? The new Elder?”

      He chose not to answer.

      Instead he said, “Do you mind I’ve been coming to see you? I was worried. You were in a fire. You almost died.”

      “No. I don’t mind. Thank you, I guess. Someone died today. A lady, I think. I heard many people mourning for her. Do you know who it was?”

      After a pause, BenTov said, “She was my wife, may the King of Heaven bless her soul. We were in a fire, together. I lost my left eye. She didn’t make it.”

      “A fire? The same fire I was in? You are the couple who rushed from the car.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said BenTov, hot tears running down his cheeks, falling on Cricket’s burn-blistered hands. “The Lord brought her to me, and now He wanted her back. The fire was just a vessel for His will.”

      Cricket held BenTov’s hand. He saw his shoulders slouch, his head slump. BenTov’s head on his shoulder, Cricket trying to comfort him, patting his back with his free hand.

      The nurse came, scolded, and took BenTov away.

      Cricket cried then. Boy, did he cry. He cried himself dry that night, and the day after. He couldn’t stop.

      He was used to bringing death to others. Death for the greater good. A terrorist cell. A group of soldiers. The occasional weapons merchant or politician. All those deaths for the greater good. Even the seven agents he lost to the opposition over the years. He’d told himself those also advanced the greater good.

      But this?

      This?

      What good could ever come from this?

      They discharged BenTov in the morning. Cricket was sleeping when he came to say goodbye, so he left a card for him on the nightstand.

      Reb Gabbai. Please accept my compliments and, when your health allows, accept my invitation for Shabbat dinner.

      Compliments?

      He found out a week later when he was discharged from the hospital: The Institute didn’t take care of its own. BenTov had. Insurance covered Cricket’s medical bills. BenTov made sure he had a private room, a special doctor, peace.

      It was Friday morning.

      Cricket went home. He took a long shower, shaved his ruddy cheeks, chose an Oxford-gray suit, no checkers this time, and went out.

      On his way to the Old City, he bought fresh sunflowers from a vendor just before closing time.

      Flowers in hand, he staked out the small house in the Jewish Quarter.

      He saw BenTov leave for his synagogue. He saw him come back alone as he thought he would. BenTov was famous for setting a wide table on Friday nights, but he was still in mourning over his wife.

      He knocked on the door.

      “Who is it?” said a pubescent girl’s voice.

      “Shlomo Gabbai,” Cricket said.

      “We are not seeing anyone tonight.”

      From inside, BenTov’s voice: “Let him in, Elisheba. Open the door.”

      “But Abba, it’s Imma’s Sheloshim.”

      Sheloshim, the mandatory thirty days after a loved one’s burial. During Sheloshim the mourner goes back to work but is still not back in the world of the living. This ongoing mourning is expressed by avoiding parties, concerts, and other forms of public entertainment. Sheloshim is why there were no guests.

      Movement, a chair scraping the floor.

      The door opened, and there stood Ezekiel BenTov, dressed in a black suit and white shirt with the collar open and his necktie loose. A patch over his left eye.

      Behind him, pouting, a girl in a long skirt, long-sleeved shirt, and wild brown hair opened the door as the mistress of the house she now was.

      He hunched down next to his daughter, his eye level with hers. “Our door is never closed,” he said. To Cricket: “Come in. Come in. We’re about to start dinner.”

      The house was warm. Cricket hadn’t realized how cold it was outside. The Shabbat candles burning next to the window, the table set, the rest of BenTov’s children standing around it.

      They held each other’s hands and sang “Shalom Aleichem” and “Aishes Chayil,” the first a song welcoming the angels into the house and thanking them for joining their Shabbat dinner. The second for the woman of the house, praising her for all the work she did over the past week.

      BenTov said the blessing for the wine.

      He handed Cricket the two loaves of challah bread. “Please bless our bread, Shlomo.”

      “I couldn’t,” said Cricket, but BenTov would have none of it, so Cricket blessed the Shabbat bread for the first time since he was a child sitting on his grandfather’s lap.

      Dinner over, plates cleared, and children in bed, BenTov welcomed Cricket to his study for a glass of schnapps.

      “I’m here in search of forgiveness. I want you to know it was me and my team who started that fire,” said Cricket.

      “Your team?”

      “My team. I work for the Institute. I can’t say why, but we started that fire.”

      BenTov was quiet for a small eternity. He shivered. He shook. He dry-swallowed. He said, “I thought as much, when I saw you jump out from that van across the street. I assumed you had something to do with it.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Cricket. “Why are you so nice to me? Your children’s mother is gone because of me. You lost an eye because of me. Yet you made sure I was well cared for in the hospital, you prayed for me every day, you held my hands, you welcome me into your home, break bread and salt with me. Why? Why?”

      “Shira’s death, my eye—they’re terrible losses. They must have a purpose. Before we saw the fire, Shira and I were talking about the world we were leaving behind for our children. ‘The world’s a mess, Zeke. Strife everywhere. People hating each other for no good reason, just pigheadedness. Now that you’re Elder, you can change that. You can help repair the world.’ she said. ‘Tikkun olam,’ were the last words I ever heard from her. Then we saw the fire, we heard the woman scream for help. ‘Tikkun olam,’ said Shira as we stopped and rushed to help her.”

      He said this in a soothing voice. As if he were talking about something, someone else.

      “You look like you need some repairing, my friend,” said BenTov. “If I’m to repair the world, I should start mending what is broken inside you.”

      The flood gates opened. BenTov was in mourning, but it was Cricket who was grieving.

      “I have done so much wrong, so much evil, I’m beyond fixing, Rabbi.”

      “We all need redemption regardless of what we have done,” said BenTov. “I want to help you because of who you’ll be, not who you were yesterday or who you are right now.”

      “But your eye. Your wife.”

      “The Norse believed in a god called Odin. According to them, this god went to a well, Mímir’s well, searching for wisdom. Mímir was supposed to be a shadow being, his wisdom unparalleled. Mímir’s wisdom came from drinking water from his well, the waters a vessel for cosmic knowledge. Now, Mímir was a terrible fellow. When Odin came to him asking for a drink from the well, Mímir sold it to him at the price of an eye. Odin gouged out one of his eyes and dropped it in the well. His price paid, Mímir dipped his horn into the well and offered the now one-eyed god a drink. You, my dear Cricket, are my Mímir and I’ve paid the price.”

      On Monday, Cricket gave the Institute notice. The process of handing over assets in the field to another case officer, the mission briefings and debriefings—it all lasted six months.

      When those were done, and his service finished, Cricket joined BenTov on his quest. They’d build a movement. They would break ground, build bridges between the Orthodox and the secular, find a pathway for peace with the Palestinians, fix past mistakes.

      They would repair the world.

      The Talmud teaches that a person should do two things for himself: find a teacher and choose a friend. Cricket found BenTov, and he chose to follow him wherever he would go, to guard him from whatever might come.

      He hasn’t had a drink or popped a pill since.
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      The smell of fresh, wood-smoked, baked bread fills the crisp Hebron mountain air.

      The line goes for half a block.

      A small bell rings behind him. Abdo walks to the bakery’s back. He watches how each of his three assistants open their oven doors, remove the bread trays, leave them to cool off, feed more wood into the ovens’ furnaces, load new trays into the ovens, set the timers back on.

      The assistants go back to their worktables to prepare fresh bread.

      He walks over to the za’atar bread tray. He drizzles olive oil and sprinkles his homemade, secret-recipe za’atar over them.

      He goes back to the counter.

      The customer he was with is still there.

      “Please, now that it’s out, could I have two more loaves of za’atar?” she says.

      “You know better, Fatmeh. Only six loaves per customer.”

      The people behind her grumble.

      She grumbles back.

      Next in line.

      Thus he spends his day.

      He’s grateful.

      His work takes his mind off Fuad, his son, at least for a few moments, from time to time.

      Fuad is gone, he doesn’t know where. No note, no goodbye. Nothing. An empty bed, not even made up. His clothes still hanging in his closet, folded in his drawers.

      A half-eaten lentil soup plate on the kitchen table, the old Polaroid picture of Noora and him as a five-year-old next to it, still bent at the corners.

      He went to the police the day after he left when he didn’t come back at night.

      “My son is gone,” he said.

      “Go ask the Jews,” the policeman on duty said. “I hear you find them, what? More competent than us?” He laughed at him. Didn’t even file the missing person’s report.

      Fuad stole from him. He can only guess why.

      The line is dwindling. The morning crowd have their fresh bread. After lunch, fewer customers will come.

      A lady leaves with a dozen pitas.

      A man buys a small box of pistachio-filled pastries.

      Behind him stands a tall, gaunt man.

      He’s old. His beard is an old, long, gray bush.

      His robes are old, rough, threadbare. They used to be white and tan; hundreds of washes later they’re a dull gray, dark at the edges. Likewise his skullcap.

      His skin is an old olive; a varicose vein shows close to his neck. Liver spots on his thin hands, the right one gnarled, useless, two fingers missing.

      Abdo’s seen him begging for alms on a corner from time to time.

      “A blessed day to you, Abdo the baker,” says the beggar, his voice thin.

      “Same to you, sir. What can I get for you?”

      “I hear your za’atar bread is good. Do you have a loaf left?” Two shekels in his left hand.

      Abdo takes the money, rings it up.

      “Please wait. Let me check inside.”

      He goes back to the ovens. There are three loaves left from the last batch. A new tray cooling down.

      He gathers half a dozen fresh loaves, wraps them up.

      “Would you mind taking these six leftovers from yesterday at the price of a fresh one?” he says.

      The beggar says, “You are a generous man, Hidad.”

      “I haven’t been called that in over twenty years. Thirty, maybe.”

      The beggar smirks, his mouth all gums, a few rotten black teeth at the front.

      He says, “Walk with me, Hidad.”

      Abdo goes back. He hangs his apron on a hook, stares at his tie and suit jacket. He sighs, he leaves them hanging next to his apron.

      He says, “Jahmal, mind the store.”

      They walk a block in silence. Another block. One more.

      The old beggar munches on a loaf of bread. He wets it in his mouth before biting on it.

      The old beggar says, “If this is yesterday’s bread, I’ll be here every night to buy your leftovers.”

      “Let’s not play this game. Who are you? Why are you here?”

      The beggar says, “I’m a messenger from the old days. Remember the old days? My masters said your workmanship used to be excellent, Hidad. Why did you stop?”

      “I lost my taste for blood and powder. There was no honor in killing innocent civilians.”

      “There are no innocent civilians,” the beggar hisses. “They’re all complicit in our motherland’s rape.”

      “Ehud Barak and Bill Clinton were ready to give us everything. Arafat walked away. What had we been fighting for?”

      “Not everything. Al-Quds was missing,” hisses the beggar, his eyes wide open, his eyebrows up, his index finger pointing west, ever west toward Jerusalem.

      “It had nothing to do with that. Arafat was scared of not being Abu Ammar anymore, and he walked away,” says Abdo.

      In the year 2000, President Bill Clinton invited Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak and Palestinian Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat for a summit at Camp David to settle the Israeli-Palestinian conflict once and for all.

      After two weeks of negotiations, treaty drafts on the table, and most issues settled, Arafat said, “Al-Quds is missing,” using Jerusalem’s Arabic name.

      “Jerusalem’s never been on the table,” said Barak.

      Arafat walked out.

      This argument is stale bread, thinks Abdo. He sighs. He throws up his arms.

      “Who are you? What do you want? Why are you here? I’m sure it’s not to go over my opinion on Abu Ammar’s mistakes.”

      “Your son.”

      “What do you know of my son? Where is he?”

      “Your son was lost, old comrade. He came to one of our mosques with one of our spotters some months ago. He knew what he was looking for. We knew he was your son. We knew he needed guidance.”

      Abdo takes the beggar by his tunic. He slams him against a wall. He puts a hand on his throat. He squeezes.

      The old man drops the paper bag with bread.

      Abdo slams him again against the wall.

      “Where is my son? He doesn’t need guidance, not your kind of guidance.”

      “Hidad, let go of me,” he says, his eyes unafraid. “Fuad’s already lost his mother and sister. Must he lose you as well? It’d be a shame. Tsk. Tsk. Tsk. Besides, I’m just a messenger. Choking me won’t bring Fuad back.”

      Abdo looks right, he looks left. The street is empty. He presses the old man harder against the wall, squeezes his throat tighter.

      “The rooftop, on your left.”

      Abdo looks up. A glint he recognizes as sunlight reflected on a scope. He lets go.

      The beggar straightens his clothes with much dignity. Smirks his toothless grin. He picks up the paper bag. Takes out another loaf of bread to munch on.

      “He’s with us now, Hidad. He’s in one of our camps. He’ll be a fighter in Allah’s war against the pigs. A fighter the Baghdadis can be proud of.”

      Abdo bows his head, his big shoulders slouched.

      “Fuad doesn’t know about my past. I don’t want him following your path, swallowing your poisoned lies coated in the Prophet’s honey. He’ll stumble in his footsteps. He’ll fall. Fuad is a believer, a true believer. There’s much faith in him. Now you and yours will make a weapon of his faith. Please. Please don’t do this. I want him to be more than that. Please tell them. I’ll do anything. Anything at all.”

      “It’s not in my poor hands, Hidad. I’m just a messenger,” says the beggar. His eyes are bright, gleeful. They dance.

      The beggar wets his lips.

      “Also, you’re back. Your son is with us, and you are with us. The Fist wants your workmanship, your expertise.”

      “Me? Why me? There must be much better bomb makers than me by now. Isn’t my son enough for you?”

      “Your son is his own man, such as he is. You? You owe us.”

      “Because of Amal.”

      “Because of Amal. Everyone was disappointed when the famous Hidad crossed to the other side. Our old comrades were not happy to see you do it. A famous baker, we could understand. Everyone needs to cross from time to time. A famous blacksmith? And one who turned his back on the Fist? No, they were not happy.”

      The beggar munches on the bread.

      “I know. They sent word. They let my daughter die.”

      “They did. They’d also kill your son. That’s why I’m here. They thought you’d learned your lesson, make amends, come back to the fold. You didn’t, so they waited.”

      “The Fist has long fingers, and a longer memory,” whispers Abdo, remembering one of the brotherhood’s mantras drilled in his brain along with so much bullshit.

      “The Fist remembers. It can hold you or smash you,” says the beggar, another mantra. “Now the Fist is choosing to hold you. Be careful it doesn’t choose to smash your son.”

      Abdo nods.

      “Arrrrggghhhhhhh,” Abdo screams.

      Abdo tears at his hair.

      He slams the wall with the palms of his hands.

      He kicks a can.

      He cries.

      He says, “Okay.”

      He says, “Please, keep him safe. Promise me you’ll keep him safe.”

      The beggar cackles.

      “Will he be kept out of danger? If I come back?”

      He cackles again. “Of course. What are we? Beasts?”

      “How do I know I can trust them with him? How do I know this isn’t the Fist, holding my arm, eating my bread, smashing my son’s head?”

      “It must be hard, being ashamed of something one was so good at.”

      The beggar shrugs. He tears off a piece of bread.

      “Here. The Prophet tells us that bread will lighten a man’s heart.”

      “Fuck you and fuck the Prophet,” says Abdo. He takes the bread, throws it down, steps on it, spits on it.

      He walks away, leaving the beggar behind.
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            MARINA BY THE SEA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Would you like to see the wine list?” asks the waiter.

      “Not this one,” she says. “The house blends, please.”

      The waiter comes back with a typed half page. There are only four entries on it: red, white, rosé, sparkling; no names, no prices listed, just a description of the grapes, vintage, and provenance under each entry.

      Marina Petrovna, boss of the Organizatsiya, Israel’s Russian mob, asks for the red.

      She leans back in her chair, listens to the waves crash and break, glad there isn’t background music to drown the sea sounds.

      There wouldn’t be, of course.

      In her oceanfront hotels and restaurants, there never is.

      Those who play music by the sea are missing the point.

      Cloudless night, a half moon shines over the Haifa coastline, stars dot the sky.

      The restaurant is two-thirds full. Decent, this time of the year, but not what she expects from her legitimate businesses.

      She’ll have a word with Vasyli tomorrow.

      Her food arrives: Israeli couscous, mint leaves, diced yellow-and-orange baby tomatoes, sweet pickled cucumbers in an orange-infused vinaigrette. The flavor doesn’t pair well with strong wine. No matter. She likes her wine full-bodied red.

      Marina reviews today’s notes in her black journal.

      If the cash register is ringing at two-thirds, the intel’s half that.

      A lifetime ago, when she escaped Russia and made it to Israel, her first job was as a chambermaid in a swank Tel Aviv hotel.

      A smart chambermaid learns things about the guests she cleans after.

      She knows if the guest is male or female, alone or not, with a spouse or a lover, a calm sleeper or a tosser and turner, clean or messy and dirty, kinky or straitlaced.

      She knows if they care for the view or not, if they shower in the morning or at night, if they shit or if they don’t, if they drink enough water, still or sparkling.

      When the guest is a man on his own, she knows if he jerks off in the morning or at night or both—most times both. If he uses a tissue or a towel to clean up when he’s done. Some bring and use baby wipes.

      She knows if he picked up someone the night before, or if he hired an escort, or if he brought a girl or a boy with him.

      When the guest is a woman, she knows if she’s menstruating or on the pill. By looking at her underwear, she knows if she plans on having sex with someone else or just her vibrator. She knows if she slept with someone, if that someone stayed for a little while, or left before the sun came up, or woke up with her.

      She knows if a couple is still in love and sleeps close to one another or if they stay as far away as the same bed will allow, if they have children or not, if their children are well behaved or vandals.

      She knows if the guest is healthy or sick, the medicines he takes, when he takes them, how many he takes. She filches some to use or sell on the side.

      She knows if the guest drinks, or smokes, or takes drugs. She knows the brands. Casual user or addict.

      She sees the business papers a guest leaves behind in the room. The notes before or after a meeting. She learns company secrets, secrets she can sell to a business competitor, secrets that let her buy stock before a deal or sell short before a company crashes.

      A smart chambermaid knows her guest’s secrets, the private traces someone leaves behind in a place where he feels at home, where he feels safe, where there’s no need to hide behind defended battlements.

      A smart chambermaid uses these secrets to her advantage.

      Marina used to be a smart chambermaid. She knew.

      She still knows. She still uses these secrets.

      The staff in her hotels keep their eyes open. They write reports.

      The chambermaids, the barmen, the bellboys, the parking valets, the pool waitresses, the beach lifeguards, the spa therapists, the concierge, the front-desk receptionists, the telephone operators—they all write reports.

      They sift through the reports, the chaff separated from the gold.

      The gold ends up in the journal.

      This journal, and every other journal kept at any of her fronts, ends in her hands. The gathered intel fuels her other, more lucrative businesses.

      She’s reading the journal.

      She feels the couples at the other tables staring at her.

      What do they see? she thinks.

      A tall brunette in her early fifties; long legs on the skinny side; deep cleavage; freckles on what used to be a cream-white skin, now forever toasted by the sun; short, straight hair hanging to her shoulders; deep-blue, almost-purple eyes; straight white teeth, too perfect to be her own.

      Is that it?

      Does it puzzle them she’s alone, reading a black-bound book in this swank Tel Aviv hotel, famous as a romantic getaway for the rich?

      Do they think she’s someone’s mistress? Someone’s soon-to-be ex-wife?

      Marina tries to listen to the murmured conversations at the other tables. She can’t.

      She must go. She used to be at her finest with little or no sleep. Not anymore. Tomorrow’s meeting is important. She’s had her eye on this potential asset for some time, and the time is ripe to do something about her.
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            CASUALTIES OF WAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasmine is dressed in her green uniform. Her black beret is on her shoulder. Her hair in a tight ponytail. Some makeup on her face. Combat boots. Clear glasses on. No prescription for the glasses; a lawyer friend of hers once told her they add credibility.

      Courtroom appropriate.

      Her service in the watchtower is over. It’s been over for a year. Her court duty is not, not by a long shot.

      Jasmine must testify.

      Dov’s pissed that she has to do it.

      Dov wants her in the restaurant. Flashing her smile. Tapping her feet. Bouncing around. Eye candy for the patrons to have a good time and drop more coin than they should.

      “You must be here tonight,” he said.

      “I’m not sure I’ll make it. The trial’s in Jerusalem and I don’t know when they’ll call me to the stand,” she said.

      “What the fuck? This is the third time in two months,” he said. “Be here or be gone.”

      “You can’t fire me over this. It’s against the law.”

      “Fuck the law and fuck you,” he said.

      That’s the problem, Jasmine thinks. He wants to fuck me. I don’t want to fuck him. He’s angry. I’m out of a job.

      She must testify. Today, at least, it’s personal.

      “Miss Hoshech, can you please describe what you saw on the monitors that day?”

      “There was a sizable crowd watching a few meters away from the border fence. They were waving Palestinian flags. Smoke and flames caused by the ignited tires surrounded them—”

      “Ignited tires? Can you please clarify, Miss Hoshech?”

      “Sorry. Yes.”

      She feels her right foot tapping on the floor. She takes a deep breath. She settles down. She sips some water.

      “When the enemy is planning to breach the fence or some other big operation, they light tires on fire. The smoke from the tires is black, thick, and it spreads fast. They do this to block our cameras’ visibility. It makes identification harder because, even though we can switch to a different type of vision, like infrared, thermal, and others that are classified, those just let us see that someone is doing something, but we can’t make a positive ID.”

      “Thank you, Miss Hoshech. Please continue.”

      “When the smoke was thickest, a group of six Palestinians detached from the primary demonstration group. When that happens, the unit commander assigns a dedicated team and screen to monitor them. I was part of that team.”

      “What did that group do?”

      “They rushed the fence under cover. They worked fast. We didn’t understand how they could move so fast with all the surrounding smoke. After we captured them, the report said they were all wearing gas masks. They set up two mortars close to the fence and fired artillery shells at the border towers. It took them two shells to calibrate their range and angle, but three of their shells hit us. By then, command had ordered an infantry unit to make contact and capture or neutralize them, but they were on the other side of the fence so our troops had to cut a hole through the wires to get to them. Two of them killed, four of them captured.”

      “Were there any casualties on our side?”

      She closes her eyes. She sips water.

      Casualties?

      The first shell hit the tower’s roof. The tower shook. Plaster and concrete dust fell on them. The glass cracked.

      The smell of fear filled the room.

      They’d all seen combat. They’d all been in the field, weapons in hand, shots fired at them, shots fired by them.

      The tower was different.

      It was unexpected. It was close quarters.

      It was inside the fucking tower.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen. The tower was meant to be impregnable concrete. Instead, it was a piece of shit built by a bid-rigging contractor tight with the Yemenite Outfit, with just a hatch trapdoor to go in or out, glass that cracked on impact, and a roof that seemed to be made from toilet paper.

      “Hold your stations,” Eden said.

      The second shell hit.

      The tower shook some more.

      The bulletproof glass shattered.

      A concrete slab fell on a monitor bank.

      Another on Tirtza. It broke her leg.

      “Hold your stations. Stay put. Medic, tend to the wounded,” Eden said.

      The third shell hit.

      Something blew.

      Something caught on fire.

      The fire caught Natalia.

      She lit fast. She lit bright. Her hair. Her uniform.

      She flailed. She screamed.

      Eden tackled her down. Smothered her in a blanket. Put the fire out.

      Tirtza, broken leg and all, dove for the extinguisher. She put out the flaming equipment.

      The rest stayed at their stations. The rest stayed put. As drilled. As expected. As it should be.

      Natalia had second- and third-degree burns on her body. Her hair was singed. Her face was scarred.

      Natalia used to be a fitness model. Her service had been over three years ago; she was doing reserve duty. She had a small part in a movie waiting for her when her reserve duty’s month was over.

      The movie part got canceled.

      The modeling sponsors ditched her.

      She now has a job as an executive assistant to some big shot in Haifa, draws a combat injury pension.

      Jasmine’s heard Natalia had nightmares until she found some peace riding the horse at the end of a needle. Pain is impossible to remember. It has nothing to offer, except itself.

      Casualties?

      “Two wounded. No dead, sir,” Jasmine answers.

      The court rules against the contractor. Criminal negligence. Bid rigging. Bribe taking for the army brass who took the kickbacks and looked the other way.
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      Jasmine is leaving the Jerusalem courthouse. A dark-gray Lincoln town car cuts her off. She stops, hand on the gun at her holster hip.

      The black-tainted window rolls down.

      Inside is a woman in her early fifties with short, brown, straight hair hanging to her shoulders. The woman looks at her with dark-blue, almost-purple eyes. The woman smiles and shows straight white teeth, too perfect to be her own.

      “Do you know who I am?” says Marina Petrovna.

      Jasmine nods. Jasmine says, “Everyone knows who you are.”

      “I heard you’re out of a job.”

      “Am I?” says Jasmine.

      “Dov says you are. Do you want to work for me?”

      Jasmine nods again.

      “Legit or not?”

      “Either/or,” says Jasmine.

      “It could get dirty.”

      “I love dirty,” says Jasmine.

      The car door opens.

      “Hop in.”

      Jasmine does.
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      A week later Jasmine sits on a bench. She stares at the place across the street. Bad graffiti covers the outside walls. An old cigarette vending machine on squeaking hinges doubles as a door. From the outside, Dov’s Shelter looks like a piece of shit.

      She sees Dov’s gray Mercedes pull up. The garage door opens. In goes the Mercedes. Down goes the door.

      She walks to the entrance.

      She’s wearing her black leggings, skintight black tank top. She’s wearing stilettos. She has her hair done in a bun, a few loose strands to frame her face.

      She rings the bell.

      Dov opens. A burning joint between his fingers. Stained jeans, stained chef’s shirt.

      Dov says, “What do you want? Your job back? I told you, you’re fired.”

      She smiles at him. She touches his face with her long red nails. She kisses him. He’s surprised, but not surprised enough not to kiss her back. She feels his arms around her waist, she feels him hard under his jeans. She keeps caressing his cheek with her long nails. He pulls her close. He grabs her ass. She stops kissing him. She grabs him by the chin, turns his head. She nibbles at his ear. She licks his ear.

      She says, “Fuck you, Dov.”

      She digs her nails in his right eye. She gouges it. She bites off a piece of his ear, spits it out in his face. She knees him in the balls.

      He falls to the floor. He screams.

      She kicks him in the face.

      She whistles.

      Four men get out from a black van. They carry cans. They carry rags. They smell of kerosene.

      Two men grab Dov. Two men go inside the shelter. They come out, kerosene cans empty.

      Jasmine picks up the half-burnt joint from the floor. Gives it two drags. She flicks the joint inside.

      Whoooosh.

      The men close the shelter’s door.

      “Marina expects the insurance check in two weeks,” says Jasmine.

      Dov mumbles. Dov whimpers.
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      My mom died today.

      The text message is three days old. He’s been off-grid for two weeks. It’s the only message Bloom cares about when he gets to the base and lights up his phone.

      “Request for early leave denied, Bloom. Two more days won’t make a difference,” says Meir Raphael.

      “It will for me, sir. It will for her. I’m all she has.”

      “You’re still on mission. I’m sorry. It is what it is. I’ll try to speed your debriefing, but you can’t leave base before that.”

      He stews during the twenty hours debriefing.

      “What did you see? Was the house blue? What shade of blue? How many windows on the top floor? You said they were three, now you say four. Which is it?”

      “Look at the pictures. That’s why I took the fucking pictures.”

      “Focus, Bloom. There’s nothing outside the mission until we’re done with the mission. Focus.”

      He closes his eyes, takes a deep breath. He goes into the shallow trance they trained him for.

      “The house is indigo blue, the paint new, at least two coats. There’s three windows on the top floor. The laser reader tested bulletproof thickness; they want to discourage a sniper attack.”

      “Is a sniper attack possible?”

      “It is, but not the best approach. We’ll need an explosive pellet against the glass, followed by the bullets. The target may take cover.”

      “Any weak spots?”

      “The sister.”

      “The sister?”

      “The target has a sister. She visits him often. She’s young, midtwenties, wild. No drugs, at least none that we know of. She likes the club scene and random one-night stands, always the same type. Tall, Slavic, muscular, good on the dance floor.”

      “How would you use the sister?”

      “A bomb on her watch. She always wears the same watch. If we can plant someone to seduce her, make a switch of her watch when she takes it off at night. When she visits the target and hugs him, we activate the bomb.”

      “What about the sister?”

      “Sometimes the mission requires we do the wrong thing for the right reasons.”

      Debriefing is over. Leave approved.
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      Ian Bloom drives off in his convertible Aston Martin Vanquish Volante, the five-hundred-plus horsepower slow for his need, his haste. The road to her is clogged and slow and long.

      He has to get there. He must reach her. Her, the only person he’s cared about in a long time. The only one to see him, really see him, and through him. Her.

      He finds Orit in her mother’s house in the kibbutz.

      Mirrors, pictures, other glass surfaces are all covered in black cloth. So are the bookcases. Gone are the two kitchen stools, coffee table, two-speaker sound system, and the TV.

      The kitchenette’s small dining table is now by the door. On it there’s black ground coffee in a bowl; salted, crisp, sesame-covered biscuits shaped like doughnuts; dried apricots and figs; a jug full of water, plastic cups next to it; and a sign with the appropriate blessings for each. A few prayer books, two books of Psalms, several kippot, three tallit, and a tefillin set in a cloth bag gathering dust. This is still a socialist kibbutz.

      The love seat where Orit likes to lie down to read is gone. In its place is a low stool for her to sit on as a symbol of humility and pain, of being brought low by the passing of her mother.

      And there she is, on the stool. A pair of loose-fitting jeans, an unbuttoned black sweater, her hair pulled high over her head, held with a tight band, a white blouse, torn at the front near the last button at the neck to show the tear in her heart for her loss.

      She’s alone.

      He watches her in deep concentration, her face careworn, her big emerald eyes red, dried, behind a pair of glasses he didn’t know she had or needed.

      She’s reading her gospel: a well-thumbed, worn, paperback copy of Bertrand Russell’s Principia Mathematica.

      “You’re late,” she says without looking up.

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      “You’re too late. I needed you, and you weren’t here.”

      “I couldn’t,” he stammers.

      “I couldn’t,” she mimics. “On mission. In the field. On-base. Off-grid. I know the lingo. I know the drill. I know how elite Special Forces work, even if you can’t tell me in which oh-so-special, oh-so-secret, oh-so-important off-the-fucking-books unit you’re on. I told you this would happen, I told you from the start. They own you, they change you.”

      She snaps her book shut.

      “You’re still late. I needed you. She died, and he came, my father, the bastard, after all these years, he came, and you weren’t here with me.”

      He goes to her.

      He tries to hug her.

      “Don’t touch me.” She pushes him away. “I don’t need you now. I needed you then. I don’t need you now. I don’t want you. Go away.”

      She opens her book again.

      “Orit, darling.”

      She snaps it shut.

      “Go away, I said. We’re done. Your kisses tasted like honey, but poison always does. I don’t want someone in my life who can’t be there for me. Go away.”

      He feels the asimon dangling from his neck drilling a hole against his chest as he drives back to his base.
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      Driving through Judea, the mountainous region neighboring Jerusalem, is anything but boring. Especially when one is going deep into the adversary’s territory. Akiva Hoshech is at the van’s wheel. Joshua Kaplan, an inadequate navigator, in the passenger’s seat. Cricket and the Elder BenTov ride in the middle bucket seats, BenTov’s children napping in the back seat.

      BenTov’s eyes are fixed on the changing landscape, his thoughts on their destination and the overt act of defiance this journey represents.

      Cricket is going through his second newspaper, or trying to, anyway. They’re all covering the American president’s announcement about making Israel her first stop on her first trip to the Middle East. Cricket hopes the prime minister doesn’t mess this up in his usual way.

      Three rocks hit the armored car. In these hills, on the highway, the rocks come from the Arab shepherds, most of them children. In the settlements they come from Jews of opposing factions. In between they come from everyone, friend and foe.

      “You spent time here,” says Kaplan.

      “It was a long time ago,” says Hoshech. “Before the Oslo Accords, the Palestinian Authority, the fence. Everything’s changed since then.”

      “The more things change, the more they stay the same,” says BenTov, staring out the window. “The people of Judea and Samaria have been arguing over the same stuff since before King David’s time.”

      “What do you mean?” says Hoshech.

      “When David died, his son Solomon was crowned king. When Solomon died, the people living in Samaria were unhappy with their taxes and the religious services imposed by Solomon, so they revolted, broke off, and chose Jeroboam as their king. Those in Judea stayed loyal to Solomon’s son Rehoboam as their king,” says BenTov.

      “We’ve been arguing about religion, government, and taxes ever since,” says Cricket, behind his newspaper.

      BenTov chuckles.

      “We’ve also been fighting our neighbors, the Philistines, or as they call themselves now, the Palestinians, over these hills since before King David’s time,” says Cricket, still behind his newspaper.

      “Palestinians, Syrians, Egyptians—they are all the same. They’re Arabs. We’ve been fighting them forever,” says Kaplan.

      “You’ve done much fighting, have you, Kaplan?” says Hoshech.

      Kaplan’s ears turned red. Kaplan’s done no fighting, at least not on the battlefield. He’d wanted to file for a religious studies exemption, but no yeshiva would vouch for him. He was drafted. He served as news liaison for the IDF. That’s where he found his calling.

      “The Palestinians and the rest of the Arabs are not the same,” says Hoshech. “I’m surprised you don’t know this.”

      Kaplan’s ears turn a deeper shade of red; embarrassment’s all over his face.

      “Lay off Kaplan, Hoshech,” says BenTov. “You did most of your schooling at Dimona, right?” he says to Kaplan.

      “I did, yes. It was one of the few yeshivas that’d have me,” mumbles Kaplan, still embarrassed.

      “Like most yeshivas, Dimona focuses mainly on religious studies. They’re not big on history, much less on the subtle differences between our Arab cousins,” says BenTov. “That’s why we need to change all this.”

      “Well, the Palestinians and the Arabs are not the same at all. The other Arabs have been screwing the Palestinians since the start of this balagan,” says Hoshech. “You asked me if I’d spent time here. Yes, I did. I spent plenty of time here. After the war of ’67 I was detached to Jerusalem Command. We had our heads up our asses, back then—”

      “Not much has changed,” says Cricket.

      “Shut up, Gabbai.”

      Cricket flips a newspaper page.

      “When the United Nations did their partition plan, all this land was supposed to go to the Palestinians. When the Mandate was over, the Brits left, and Israel was born. Our neighbors didn’t like this much. Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria declared war and invaded us the day after. We pushed back. We won, but not quite.”

      “Not quite?” says Kaplan.

      “Not quite. We kept about eighty percent of the land the UN said we should have. Egypt kept Gaza. Jordan kept the West Bank. The Palestinians kept bupkes.”

      “Bupkes? Goat shit? Why didn’t they keep their land?”

      “Because the other Arab countries double-crossed them, that’s why. Gamal Abdel Nasser didn’t give a shit about the Palestinians. For him it was a land grab. And King Hussein? He cared even less. He wanted the Hula Valley, these fertile lands. Most of all, he wanted Jerusalem so he could be on equal footing in a pissing contest with the Saudis.”

      “But I don’t get it. Why did the Palestinians side with them and got nothing? And why didn’t Jordan and Egypt give them what the UN said was theirs? Why didn’t the Brits or the Americans or the Russkis say anything? The UN?”

      “Ah, why indeed? Nasser and Hussein filled their heads with bullshit. They amped up the propaganda. Hussein had the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husayni, in his pocket. Al-Husayni was an Arab nationalist who’d been in cahoots with Hitler during the war. He thought he’d end up as king this side of the Jordan River, like Hussein was in the East. So Nasser and Hussein used al-Husayni’s influence and convinced the Palestinians to go against us. ‘Leave your houses,’ they told them. ‘Make way for our armies. When we’re done killing the Jews, you can come back to your houses and claim their houses too.’

      “Over half a million Palestinians listened and left. When the war finished, we were still here, but them? Most of their villages, towns, and cities were destroyed. They ended up stateless, living under tents in refugee camps either in the Gaza Strip captured by Egypt or in the West Bank captured by Jordan.”

      “So what about it, General? Why’d you say you had your heads up your asses in ’67?” says Kaplan.

      “Some still do,” says Cricket.

      “Shut up, Gabbai.”

      Cricket flips a newspaper page.

      “We should’ve given up Gaza and parts of Judea and Samaria back in ’67,” says Hoshech. “It was the right strategic move, but we didn’t, and I helped with that. We were drunk on success. Eshkol was a weak prime minister. He was an apparatchik, not a politician. There was no way to sell this. So we kept it, and it’s been a headache ever since.”

      “That’s why you’re here? With us?” asks Kaplan.

      “Yeah. Like the rabbi says, we must repair the world. I have to repair the damage I helped to do.” Hoshech coughs. He snorts. “Anyway, that’s why I’m here. I kind of understand why Beanpole here joined the team,” he says, pointing a thumb toward Kaplan. “But I don’t get you, Gabbai.”

      “There’s not much to get,” says Cricket, refusing to put down his newspaper.

      “Oh, buddy. There’s plenty. You are quite the character. I’ll tell you that. There’s the thing you do about the sugar cubes, for instance.”

      “What?” he says without looking up. “Cubes are the ideal measure for tea. One cube per cup. That’s why they made them that way.”

      “Yes, but you never have more than three cups a day. You could take just a single packet with you. Instead you stuff your pockets with them.”

      Cricket’s jacket pockets are jammed with assorted restaurant packets of sugar cubes. No envelopes with the powdered stuff, just cubes.

      “Be prepared,” answers Cricket. “Always be prepared.” He turns the newspaper’s page.

      “Then there’s this thing you did the other day at the falafel stand.”

      “What?” says Cricket.

      Hoshech and Kaplan exchange a sideways look. Kaplan laughs.

      “You asked the guy at the stand to . . . what did he call it?”

      “Deconstruct his shawarma sandwich,” says Kaplan.

      “Right. Deconstruct your shawarma sandwich. You insisted he put all the ingredients on a plate. He offered you the plate special, but you said no, you wanted the sandwich on a plate. It’s the same thing, the plate and the sandwich, the way you wanted, but you’d have none of that.”

      “It’s not the same. Not the same at all.”

      “How so?” says Hoshech. “A pita bread, braised lamb meat, cucumbers, tomato, mint, pickles, hummus, tajine, and amba sauce. They’re all there. What’s the difference?”

      “They’re on to you, Cricket,” says BenTov, smiling.

      Annoyed now, Cricket puts down his newspaper.

      “How much does the plate special cost?” asks Cricket.

      “The plate special? Seven? Eight shekels?” answers Kaplan.

      “The plate special costs ten shekels. The sandwich goes for eight. The sandwich has less meat, that’s why it costs less. But the margin on one is far larger than the other. The bread’s size determines how much meat or salad fits inside. If you want more salad, or if you want more meat, it takes up the space of the other. The more salad you add to your sandwich to make it tastier, the less meat it has, the more expensive it is. You end up paying for an expensive pita with less meat and more vegetables, unless you ask them to deconstruct the sandwich. When you deconstruct the sandwich, you get a plate on the cheap.”

      He goes back to his newspaper.

      He doesn’t tell them the guy at the falafel stand is an asset, one of his cousin’s friends. A rather excellent one.

      The falafel stand is in Jerusalem’s Old City’s Arab shuk. It is frequented by Jews, Christians, and Muslims—never Armenians. No self-respecting Armenian’d be caught dead inside the Arab shuk.

      People go, they eat falafel or shawarma, they talk. They talk business, or politics, or religion, or who is sleeping with whom, or who’s taking what to help her sleep at night. No one minds the guy at the falafel stand. Most of them don’t notice he’s there.

      The guy at the falafel stand listens. He takes notes. He records them with small devices under the counter and next to the beer refrigerator.

      When he has something good for Cricket, he says, “Listen, I’m not in the mood today to put up with you. Plate or sandwich.”

      If Cricket chooses the plate, it means Cricket will go by dead drop one; if sandwich, dead drop two. Whenever Cricket asks for a soda, it means the guy at the falafel stand is two thousand dollars richer than he was yesterday, the money in a Liechtenstein bank account with no name, just a serial number and a password.

      Two thousand dollars isn’t much, but for the guy at the falafel stand, it means half a week’s profits for nothing more than listening and recording guys blabbering while they eat.

      “And about those suits, while we are at it.”

      “Stay off the suits,” says Kaplan.

      “Why? What’s with the suits?” says Hoshech.

      “I’m warning you. Stay off the suits,” says Kaplan.

      Hoshech looks askance at Cricket.

      “There used to be a furniture factory close to where I live. They went out of business after the last financial meltdown. There was a foreclosure sale, so I went. There were leftover rolls of good cloth for their checkered sofas line, not a very popular line. I bought them all, and a tailor makes my suits from all the cloth I bought. You can’t believe the money I’ve saved on them.”

      “And you picked this man as your second-in-command? Boy, am I having second thoughts,” says Hoshech.

      BenTov laughs.

      “Let me tell you a story. As a boy, preparing for my Bar Mitzvah,” says BenTov, “my old teacher told a story about a Jew in Kraków’s Kazimierz Old Synagogue.

      “The man would go there every morning. He would sit close to the Aron HaKodesh, an old cabinet where they stored the Torah scrolls. Eyes closed, a prayer shawl and tefillin on, he’d mumble the alphabet, say a few other words, and leave.

      “Back in those days, Kraków was the center of European Jewry. Its congregation numerous and proud. The alphabet man was an oddity.

      “A visiting rabbi observed this man. He said to the congregation’s rabbi, ‘This man? The one who comes every morning, mumbles something, and leaves?’

      “‘Jan Chodakievik? What about him?’

      “‘How can you allow this? Such lack of devotion. Such disrespect.’

      “‘Rav, Jan Chodakievik is the most pious and devoted member of my congregation,’ said the congregation’s rabbi.

      “‘What? That man? I don’t understand.’

      “‘Jan can’t read or write. He never had a proper education, Jewish or otherwise. Yet, every morning he comes in, recites the alphabet with as much devotion as any man can, and he pleads of God: “You know what’s in my heart. You know what I need and don’t, better than I do. You know my sins, my blessings, and that which I need to be thankful for. Please, Lord, take these letters and build the words as You built this life of mine,” and that, dear Rabbi, is the most beautiful prayer I’ve ever heard.’”

      “Cricket is our own Chodakievik,” finishes BenTov.

      Cricket stares at his newspaper, no longer reading it. He muses.

      Should I tell you about myself, General? Should I? Are you friend or foe? Ally, of course. I found you. I picked you. I recruited you.

      You’re an asset, and assets are never a case officer’s friends. Once a case officer, always a case officer. I left the Institute, but I can’t make the Institute leave me.

      The suits? They stand out, they make me inconspicuous. They make you notice me, but not me. Just the suits.

      When you think of me, you remember the suits.

      They’re the shiny object at the end of the fishing line. They make you put your guard down, forget the man in the suit.

      But the man inside the suit doesn’t forget you. I’m always watching, listening, planning.

      I can always take off the suit, wear something else, and when I do, you’d be hard-pressed to point me out in a crowd, because your image of me is the suit: the fat man, with rosy cheeks, twiddling his thumbs in a funny, ridiculous, ill-fitting checkered suit.

      “Ah, we’re here,” is all Cricket says.
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      Sha’ar Zahav. A throng is waiting.

      People booing, jeering, at least one of them spitting. The gob—a big green mixture of mucus, phlegm, saliva, and hate—lands on Joshua Kaplan’s shoulder.

      The police make a good show of containing the haters.

      “Maimon’s minions are out,” says Kaplan, trying to clean the gob from his jacket and failing. “This is his town. His as in he owns it. He’s the big boss. He orchestrated this just to embarrass me, and through me, the Elder.”

      “He’s just embarrassing himself,” says Cricket.

      BenTov is oblivious. He walks the line, holding his two youngest children’s hands. The older two walk behind him. Reuven, the youngest, tries to hide behind his father’s right leg. BenTov kneels next to him, whispers something in the boy’s ear, ruffles his hair, pecks his cheek. That does the trick.

      “Thank you for having us for Shabbat,” he tells the young yeshiva student at the door.

      The young man nods. He looks over their shoulders. “Thanks for holding the line,” he says to the police lieutenant. He closes his house’s door behind them.

      The young man is sixteen. All his fellow students at Maimon Yeshiva are.

      This is not a yeshiva-approved event.

      Yuval Maimon and Ezekiel BenTov, like Shammai and Hillel during the first century, have different opinions on everything. Their rivalry, unlike the Talmudic sages’, is anything but civil, at least on Maimon’s part.

      BenTov’s been sending out invitations for members and leaders of other yeshivot and congregations to spend Shabbat with him at Beit-Ha-Kadosh.

      Most accept. Those who don’t, extend a return invite, asking the Elder to visit them.

      Maimon’s reply letter:

      I see nothing to be gained by either my students or faculty wasting the Lord’s Day with a goy.

      It wasn’t a private reply. It was a page-long ad in the Jerusalem Word.

      A private reply came days later. Not from Yuval Maimon, not from a member of his faculty or a Sha’ar Zahav leader. It was an email from Oron Sharon, a student at Maimon Yeshiva.

      Rav Ezekiel BenTov,

      honorable Elder of

      Beit-Ha-Kadosh,

      Please join seven of my fellow students and me for Shabbat at your earliest convenience. Give us, if possible, a month’s notice to prepare for your visit and show you and your guests the kavod others have been remiss in granting you.

      In faith,

      Oron Sharon

      “This boy, Sharon, he’s smart,” said Kaplan when he read the letter.

      “You noticed?” asked BenTov.

      “He’s inviting you to form a minyan on Shabbat. He has seven other friends, that makes them eight. You’d be ninth. He’s offering you to fill the tenth spot with whoever you want. He knows you’d never tap me as the tenth, but he’s saying guests, not guest. His invitation includes me.”

      “It takes balls, what he’s doing,” said Hoshech. “Going against Maimon? In Sha’ar Zahav? It takes balls.”

      “It’s a rebuke to his teacher,” said BenTov. “Maimon’s letter was an insult. Worse. It was a public attack on Joshua’s dignity. It brings shame to his students if they don’t speak up.”

      “They’re eight,” said Hoshech. “Not what I’d call battalion strength.”

      “And their parents. Don’t forget their parents. Oron Sharon wouldn’t invite us home without his parents’ approval. Consent, at least. Eight will do,” said BenTov. “Let Mr. Sharon know I’m honored to accept his invitation. Tell him there’s four of us, and my children.” To Cricket: “Does your cousin have any friends in Sha’ar Zahav?”

      “Sha’ar Zahav is not the best spot for people like my cousin’s friends, but there may be a few.”

      “See if your cousin’s friends can find out about the seven other boys,” said BenTov.

      Now they’re here, in Oron Sharon’s house. His father is a prosperous currency trader. His mother takes care of six children. She also bakes challah bread on Fridays, which she gives away to her less well-to-do neighbors.

      Oron’s fellow students are already here. Two with their parents, the rest without. BenTov’s gaze sweeps around. He spots the twins. They’re trying hard to remain inconspicuous.

      “Thank you for honoring my father’s house, Rav BenTov,” says Oron.

      “The honor is mine, Reb Sharon.”

      The boy beams. His parents beam with him.

      “Shalom, I’m Eitan Sharon,” says his father, shaking BenTov’s hand. “This is Zipporah, my wife.” She nods, a smile on her face. An Orthodox woman may not touch a man other than her husband.

      She says, “Bless our home, please.”

      “May your home be always filled with joy and your table plenty in milk and honey,” says BenTov. “My children, friends, and I will sleep on the cots we sent, thank you. We just need a place to wash and get ready before the evening service.”

      The preparations for the service are underway.

      The Sharon household is abuzz. Zipporah and the two other mothers are in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on several dishes for dinner.

      Oron, Eitan, and the rest of their guests are in the garden, setting up the folding chairs and table where the service will be held.

      The doorbell rings.

      “Do you think it’s him, Abba,” whispers Oron to his father. He doesn’t want to embarrass the twins.

      “It must be. He’s here later than I thought he’d be. Answer the door while I fix myself up.”

      Oron opens the door. Before him, leaning on his crutches, is Deputy Defense Minister Rav Yuval Maimon. His smell of stale cigarettes is stronger than his stern slate-gray eyes. Both the cigarette smell and his slate-gray eyes are the thing of nightmares for Oron and his fellow yeshiva students.

      In Sha’ar Zahav, Maimon is seldom without a cohort of his followers. Everyone wants a piece of the prominent man’s time. Today he stands alone.

      “Good evening, Rabbi. Shabbat shalom.”

      “Let you father know I’m here,” says Maimon, without moving. His cigarette’s ash is long, but clinging.

      “He’s coming. Would you like to come in?”

      “No. Let you father know I’m here,” he says again. He blows out smoke through his nose.

      Eitan comes from behind Oron. “Go inside, son.”

      “But, Abba—”

      “Inside, I said. Let our guests know I may run a little late. Have them start without me.”

      The boy goes back inside.

      “Eitan,” says Maimon.

      “Shabbat shalom, Rav Maimon,” says Sharon.

      “Fetch my sons.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Fetch my sons, now. Tell them I’m here and bring them to me.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, ‘no’?” His cigarette’s ash falls on his long white beard, unnoticed.

      “No. No is a complete sentence, Rav Maimon.”

      “If you choose to bring shame on your house, that’s your business,” says Maimon. “But you have no right to drag my sons down along with your family.”

      “Tal and Dan are Oron’s friends. They’re seventeen, old enough to decide if they want to be here or not.”

      “They. Are. My. Sons.”

      Maimon’s face is almost purple. The cherry at his cigarette’s end burns red. His hands, on his crutches, white and shaking. The vein on his forehead throbs.

      “My sons can’t do this. I forbid them to do this.”

      “The twins got here before everyone else. They’ve been discreet and their chaverim made a pact not to disclose they came. You have nothing to worry about, Rabbi. Your name is safe.”

      “My name is safe, you say? Everyone knows. Don’t you understand? They are my sons. My. Sons. And they’re spending Shabbat here, with BenTov and that goyishe impostor. They are shaming me.”

      “Has it occurred to you they may be honoring you?”

      “Honoring me? Like this?”

      “The one command reiterated more than any other in our Torah is love the stranger, for we were once strangers in the land of Egypt. Maybe your sons are loving the stranger.”

      Maimon juts his chin up, his eyes blazing.

      “You dare? You think you can lecture me on what our Book says?”

      “Rav Maimon,” says Sharon. “The sun will set soon. My son’s guests—and they are my son’s guests, not mine—my son’s guests are waiting. I must go back inside. You are welcome to join us, if you want to. I’m sure Rav BenTov would be as honored as I if you did.”

      Maimon spits out his cigarette on the floor. His mouth froths. “I’d rather die.”

      “Suit yourself,” says Sharon. “Shabbat shalom.”

      “This is not the end of this,” says Maimon.

      “I’m sure it’s not,” says Sharon. “Shabbat shalom.”

      Maimon turns away. Sharon closes the door. There’s a thump. Maimon is back, his crutch stuck between the door and the frame.

      “How many men are here with you?”

      “Joshua Kaplan is not our tenth man, if that’s what you want to know.”

      Maimon considers this.

      “At least that,” he says.

      Sharon closes the door behind him. He rushes to his guests.

      Unnoticed in the garden, Cricket stares at Eitan Sharon’s back, not without admiration.
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      Yuval Maimon limps away.

      He seethes. He furies.

      This Kaplan goyishe. I thought I was done with him after the Jerusalem Word thing. A call to Yoni Cohen telling him what was what, and that was that. The story killed. The goyishe gone. It could have been a real headache. Instead the Esh land deal closed, a good chunk of gelt in Liechtenstein. That Marina shiksa and her gang happy, and business as usual.

      But no. BenTov picked him up. BenTov parades him. BenTov is making the rounds, gathering support.

      BenTov has the chutzpah of bringing the goyishe here, to Sha’ar Zahav, my Sha’ar Zahav. And my sons. Oy vey, what’s a father to do about those sons.

      “No is a complete sentence,” he mimics, making the voice of what he thinks is a stupid little kid.

      Eitan Sharon was an uppity little snot when he was Maimon’s student. Rich parents, a famous last name, too smart for his own good.

      There’s little he can do to hurt Sharon. The man is rich; his business isn’t tied to Sha’ar Zahav’s prosperity or its people.

      He could expel Oron from the yeshiva, but on what grounds? Having the famous Elder BenTov for Shabbat is a thin reason, and he’d also have to expel Tal and Dan. That he could not do.

      He’d have to find another offense.

      An expulsion from the Maimon yeshiva is a stain that’d be hard to wash for the boy if he wants to make a life in Haredi circles.

      Unless BenTov picks him up, like he did this Kaplan goy.

      BenTov has face in spades, especially among the young.

      Oy vey, the young. Oy va’avoy, BenTov.
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      Desert sand blows all the time. A light breeze, almost imperceptible, but it cuts through clothes. It burns. It scours the skin, grates the pores, seeps through every hole: mouth, nostrils, ears, asshole. Sand grits between fingers, toes, eyelids. Sand forever under his fingernails, no matter how short they are, how well he scrubs them.

      It’s been three months already, and Fuad still can’t get used to the Judean Desert’s wind and sand. During the day he’s fine. The Prophet’s Word keeps him sane. It keeps him safe, or so he tells himself.

      He spends as much time as he can outside.

      When the sandstorms rage, he wets a rag, holds it against his mouth and nose. He wears a pair of swimming goggles over his eyes.

      He walks alone.

      For hours he walks. He walks the field. He walks around it. He walks across it. He walks in circles.

      He walks.

      He walks with a string of beads in his left hand, the Prophet’s Word between his lips. He recites whatever passage he read the day before after lunch. Then the one from the day before, and the day before that.

      When the rag’s dried up, he wets it again, and again he walks.

      He trains.

      A thousand crunches, five hundred push-ups, five hundred pull-ups. Ten kilometers running every day.

      How to shoot a gun. How to dismantle it. How to reassemble it. Which bullets fit which guns, even if they’re not meant to.

      Surveillance and countersurveillance. How to spot a shadow. Look for repeating patterns. Be wary of scalpers forming a box around you, keeping you in their sights. Look at the reflections in windows, car mirrors, other people’s sunglasses. Wear clothes that are easy to get rid of or turn inside out for a different color or pattern. Wear prosthetics that’ll mess up facial-recognition software, alter walking patterns. Accessorize.

      Learn how to hide in plain sight. Stop running when chased. Sit tight when you need to. Be patient.

      He doesn’t have a watch, much less a cell phone. Staying undetected in the enemy’s underbelly is no small feat. The Judean Desert gives the camp adequate cover if it stays off the grid.

      The camp keeps its digital footprint to the bare minimum. Its energy output to a fraction. Some light bulbs here, a radio there, and detonators. There’s no shortage of detonators.

      “The thing to know about bomb making is which explosives work best with which detonators,” says an instructor.

      “Some detonators emit an electric pulse, like a quick burst. Others act like a flint-and-spark fire. You must know if your detonator will work with what you’re using. Remote detonators can be timed or signal activated, but if you’re counting on a signal, you best make sure the signal will carry and reach the bomb.”

      The yard has no clock. He’s learned to read the sun. He stops, faces Mecca, kneels, prays. He walks again.

      He pushes his body to exhaustion. He wants to sleep at night, but it’s no good.

      At night the walls creep around him. The wind roars, howls, bangs against the barracks.

      Laying on his bunk, he can’t will away the camp’s taste of prison from his mouth. He can’t escape the smell of lye and cheap vinegar from his clothes, from his bedsheets, from the toilet in his room. He can’t escape the sound of the cockroaches scurrying along, tick tick, their feet on the ground.

      He can’t silence the cries, the laughter, the mumbles, the screaming, the voices and breathing, the noises from other men, noises not even the wind and sand can drown out.

      At night the Word means shit; it brings neither joy nor comfort.

      Fear holds him in its insufferable grip, chokes him for hours.

      But it’ll be over soon.

      His time’s due.

      He can feel it.
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      In this office in downtown Haifa, time stands still as the minutes click away. Countless. Endless. The hardest combat mission is waiting. When the action goes down, it’s quick. There’s gunfire, noise, the smell of gunpowder and blood, mixed with fear and the screaming of both the wounded and those doing the wounding, but it starts and ends in an instant.

      Waiting is eternal.

      For all his preaching and teaching on the wonders of speed, Akiva Hoshech is a past master of the wait.

      So, he waits. He’s been waiting for almost an hour.

      He walks to the water cooler, refills his cup, goes back to his chair.

      The receptionist looks up from her fashion magazine, the kind that seems to grow on waiting-room plants or something.

      “I don’t think she’ll be much longer, General,” she says, with the same bland smile, the same bland voice, the same bland eyes with which she’s said the same thing three times already. Each time unprompted.

      “No worries, I’m in no rush,” he says.

      The receptionist eyes the clock on the wall, a leftover from the eighties, like the furniture and the woman’s boss behind the door. The woman must be thinking about lunch. It’s almost time.

      Hoshech opens his knapsack. An apple, two dates, a fistful of nuts. Noa Perelman may hide in her office all day if she wants to, but she can’t run away.

      The receptionist types something on her keyboard.

      Her computer beeps.

      “She’ll see you now, sir.”

      He walks to his frenemy’s door, leaves the apple on the receptionist’s desk. “You may need this, sweetheart.”

      Noa Perelman’s office smells of vanilla odor spray. It smelled like this the last time Hoshech was here, and it smells like this still.

      Not much has changed either, except for the receptionist outside.

      The same frayed green carpet, the orange office couch, a coffee table, enormous bulk chairs in front of a massive desk overrun by coffee-stained stacks of paper. Hoshech bets some of those papers have been on that desk since before the last time he was here, thirty years ago.

      Behind the desk sits a yenta with brown-dyed hair forced back and held by a pin as if under penalty of death, or worse. She wears a printed housedress, no makeup, no jewelry except for a pair of dangling gold earrings.

      Noa Perelman has worn long skirts since she and Akiva were young. She’s not religious, far from it. She uses them, as Golda Meir did, so her balls don’t show when she walks.

      She’s the boss of bosses of retired and wounded soldiers.

      “Did you enjoy your stew?” she says.

      “Delicious,” says Hoshech. He’s not sure if she means the time she made him wait, stewing in his juices today, or a potato-and-roast-chicken casserole she sent him as a thank-you present, those same thirty years ago, or both.

      One never knows with Noa.

      “So,” she says.

      “So,” he says.

      “Is the piper here for his pay?”

      He nods.

      “On behalf of this rabbi of yours?”

      He nods again.

      “I hear you’re making the rounds. You’ve got endorsements for this speaking tour from most of the old guard.”

      “That’s what an old guard is good for, Noa,” he says. “We cover each other’s backs.”

      “Hoshech, most of us are old socialists, and all my boys are wounded veterans. I can’t endorse a Haredi. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re not endorsing a Haredi rabbi. He’s a Medal of Valor war hero. He was Bnei Akiva and a tier-two combat soldier. He fought in the Second Lebanon and in the Second Intifada. BenTov is a guy who casts more than a single shadow. He encourages his congregation, males and females, to join, to serve in Tzahal. Ever heard of a rabbi who did that? Huh? He’s no socialist by a long shot. But he’s one of us.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ve seen his card. I know all that but, Hoshech, a rabbi? To think Akiva Hoshech found religion this late in the game.”

      “There’s no religion.”

      “No religion?”

      “No religion,” he says. “He won’t preach or anything like that. He’s not trying for more converts for his flock. God knows he’s got enough of those. It’s something else. It’s tikkun olam,” he says.

      “Tikkun olam?” she says. “Some spiritual bullshit?”

      “Tikkun olam, Noa. Repair the world. Fix our country’s past mistakes. Build bridges between the Orthodox and the secular, find common ground with the Palestinians, open a path for peace. I’m telling you, Noa, he’s one of us.”

      “The boys aren’t going to like it.”

      “They don’t have to like it, they just have to go to a meeting and listen,” he says.
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      “I need your policy plan,” says Akiva Hoshech to Avi Lisker. He’s in a different office, this one in Rishon LeZion, Israel’s fourth-largest city, an important center for commerce, services, construction, wine, and think tanks. Yes, think tanks. Like the one headed by Lisker.

      “Which one?” says Lisker.

      “You know which one.”

      “Hoshech, look around. Do I look like a guy who has just one policy plan?”

      Hoshech looks around. The ordered chaos here so different from Noa Perelman’s blast from the past or the other places he’s visited, rounding up the old guard, shoring up support for BenTov. Different offices, the same mission, the same goal: build support for BenTov’s Tikkun Olam movement.

      Avi Lisker was a brilliant tactician back when Center Command was Jerusalem Command. After the war of ’67, he left the army and set up one of the first Israeli policy think tanks.

      “Your policy plan. The policy plan.”

      “Oh, that policy plan.”

      “That one.”

      “It’s a pipe dream, Hoshech. It won’t fly.”

      “It will.”

      Lisker realized back in ’67 that holding on to the conquered territories would be a long-term thorn in the ass.

      Israel was drunk on success. No need to give away land our boys had bled for, died for, most said. Fuck ’em, most thought. The triumphant ascent of Begin, Likud, and the political Right made Lisker’s views unpopular.

      When Begin and Sadat made peace, and Israel gave the Sinai Peninsula back to Egypt, Lisker drafted a policy plan for disengagement from Gaza and the West Bank. He shopped it everywhere. No buyers, anywhere.

      “Hoshech, you were on the policy team who shot me down in the eighties. Now you want it?”

      “I’ve seen the light,” says Hoshech.

      “Is it true you’re working for the Elder BenTov?”

      “He sent me.”

      Lisker goes to an old steel cabinet at the back of his office. Comes back with a dust-covered cardboard filing box.

      Maps, three binders, a set of floppy disks wrapped in two rubber bands.

      He goes back.

      He brings another box, this one not as old, not as dusty. Inside are more maps and a slimmer binder.

      “This is it, Hoshech. The first box is the original. The second has info and locations of recent settlements. It was up to date two years ago. Please let him know I’m on board. I’ll prepare and send you another box of these in a month. I hope sooner, but I think a month’s just about right.”

      “You’re a mensch, Avi. A mensch.”

      Lisker blushes.
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      Joshua Kaplan stands in the lobby of the Leonardo Hotel. He watches. An endless stream of people pours in.

      Yeshiva students. University students. Soldiers. Veterans. Businessmen. Executives. Apparatchiks.

      Doctors, rabbis, scientists, scribes, engineers, butchers, lawyers, Talmudists, filmmakers, painters. Hasid, Litvak and Sephardi, Haredi, Datii, traditionalist, secular. Arabs. Druze. Armenians.

      Members from the Council of Torah Sages, the Council of Torah Luminaries, the Central Rabbinical Congress, and the Orthodox Council of Jerusalem.

      Liberals, conservatives, Revisionist Zionists, socialists. Kaplan spots an old communist or two.

      From Tel Chai in the North, from Eilat in the South, and everywhere in between. A common thread binds them: Elder BenTov’s wide tent.

      Some stray Yisrael Beiteinu types. A few Likudniks.

      No one from Deputy Defense Minister Maimon’s party, or the other small, extreme, nationalist parties. As expected. They’re keeping their distance. They’re sitting on the fence. They want to see if and how BenTov will change the landscape, affect their fortunes, move the gravitational force of their power base.

      There are hugs. There’s backslapping between bearded, black-suited scholars and long-haired, sandal-wearing hippies; between the bejeaned, bejeweled, tank-topped women and long-skirted, headscarved girls.

      It’s enough to make you wonder if this is New York, London, or Amsterdam; certainly not Jerusalem in fragmented Israel.

      Kaplan remembers the effort it took, gathering twenty people a few weeks ago.

      And people’s shell shock.

      BenTov. Tikkun olam. Repair the world, indeed. His message is repairing a part of Israel’s frayed society, at least.

      Secularists are discovering that the ignorant, primitive, arrogant Haredi are intelligent, sensitive, caring people eager to learn together and teach.

      Haredi are finding that the decadent, superficial, living-solely-for-the-moment secularists are intelligent, sensitive, caring people eager to learn together and teach.

      They all have a life philosophy of their own.

      They all strive to make this a better world.

      Fair. Ethical. Together.

      They’ve all changed because of this collision with the Other.

      BenTov said, “I want to speak with ten thousand Israelis a month.”

      Cricket, Hoshech, and Kaplan said, “Impossible.” Didn’t he understand how ridiculous it was to expect them to gather ten thousand people a month? And from such a broad spectrum?

      No. BenTov didn’t understand.

      BenTov said, “Impossible just means a little harder, a little extra effort.”

      BenTov understood, all right.

      BenTov’s message resonates with the young. With the old. With those who want change, who want to dream with their eyes open and fly with their feet on the ground.

      “Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case of the widow,” says BenTov’s voice from the speakers down the hall. “Tikkun olam.”
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      Ian Bloom sits in the audience, a rare day off. He watches as the lights dim and the spotlight hits the stage. The speaker comes out. A medium-height man with a muscular frame, wide shoulders, powerful arms, big hands. His skin has the rugged suntan that comes from working outside. His right eye is a deep black pearl, the left covered by a black eye patch, giving him a passing resemblance to Moshe Dayan. The Elder BenTov has a black, long, well-kept beard and side curls.

      BenTov walks the stage’s length, microphone in hand. He eyes the audience; Bloom feels BenTov’s gaze sweeping the room, satisfied.

      “Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case of the widow.” BenTov’s voice rings from the speakers in the hall. “Tikkun olam.”

      The room bursts with applause at this quote from the prophet Isaiah. Then it quiets down as BenTov paces the stage and delivers his vision of a new Israel, one where Jews, Muslims, Christians, Armenians, and everyone else can coexist in peaceful respect, tolerance, and learning from one another. One where might does not make right, where the strength of reason is greater than the reason of strength.

      Bloom likes what BenTov says. Ever since learning of BenTov’s wife’s death, he’s been following the Elder on social media and the press. This is the Israel Bloom wants to fight for, the Israel he wants to belong to.

      When BenTov is done and the lights go on, Bloom’s decided to instruct his trust to make a big donation to BenTov’s Tikkun Olam Foundation. He walks up to the beanpole-like Haredi by the door, the guy BenTov said was named Joshua Kaplan.

      “Mr. Kaplan?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’d like to make a contribution. I’d like the foundation’s wire numbers, please,” says Bloom.

      “Excellent!” says Kaplan. “Here they are. Can I please have your name and contact information for our staff to follow up?”

      “I’d rather not. The best charity is that which remains anonymous,” says Bloom, citing the Talmud. “Don’t worry. You can expect the wire on Monday.”

      He walks away before Kaplan can say anything else. On his way out, he notices the dirty-blonde-haired woman standing next to an old general in Tzahal dress uniform and an overweight man in his late forties, rosy cheeks, crew-cut hair, bottlecap glasses, and a blue checkered coat. Bloom can tell they’re BenTov’s people.

      The blonde’s hair is long and straight. She’s tall with long ballerina legs up to her chin. Long neck. Hazel eyes. Clear, freckled skin. What a bird, he thinks.

      He looks at his watch. He must go. Must get to base before curfew, file his report. He steals a last glance at the blonde as he turns to go. He bumps into someone else, Orit.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t see you. Oh. Hey. Hi.”

      “Hi,” says Orit. Her emerald eyes bore into him. They flash for an instant at the asimon hanging from his neck and go back to his eyes.

      “Long time.” She’s wearing civvies, like him.

      “Eight months,” says Bloom.

      “That long?” says Orit.

      “That long.”

      They share an uncomfortable silence. He shuffles.

      “So,” he says.

      “So,” she says.

      “What are you doing this far south from the northern border?”

      “I got transferred to Jerusalem Command. I’m in charge of riot control for Judea and Samaria. What about you? Are you detached to a base around here?” says Orit

      “My unit has no permanent base. We move around a lot,” says Bloom.

      “Right. I keep forgetting the elite Special Forces drill.”

      “Hi,” says a man behind Orit. He drapes her in a jacket. She looks over her shoulder, kisses him, huddles under his arm.

      “Ian, this is Dan. Dan, this is my friend Ian.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ian.”

      “Likewise.”

      “See you around, Ian,” says Orit.

      Bloom watches as she walks away, leaning into the other man, snatching a kiss and a giggle.
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      He wears a black suit, a white shirt, no tie; tzitzit strings hang from under his shirt.

      Yuval Maimon hides his face behind aviator sunglasses. He’s not wearing his trademark blue kippah on his head. He wears a big black hat instead.

      Nothing to do about his white beard, long enough for his constituents, short enough to look clean on TV. The same goes for his crutches.

      A conspicuous man, doing his best not to be recognized, not as a great rabbi, not as a government minister.

      Maimon limps along the Jewish Quarter in the Old City. Narrow streets, cobblestones, archways, alleys.

      He knocks on the door.

      A woman opens. A girl, really. She can’t be a day older than nineteen. She wears a long skirt, wrist-length sleeves, the covered hair of the married Haredi woman.

      She says, “Welcome to our Elder’s home. He’s expecting you. Follow me, please.”

      In the end he did what he had to do. He’s here to offer BenTov an olive branch. The Haredi constituency is unstable at the best of times, and these are far from the best of times. No use in rocking the boat. Throw up a big tent and all that drek.

      He follows her.

      The house is small, well lit. Cozy.

      There’s a sitting room. A kitchen. A stairway he assumes leads to bedrooms on the second landing.

      Books are everywhere. On the corner tables of the sitting room. On small stools placed on the stairs. On the shelves that cover every wall.

      None on the floor, of course. They might contain one of God’s many names or His Word. The Lord’s name, His Word may never touch the floor.

      There are toys, coloring books, traces of young children.

      His brief on the Elder says:

      Ezekiel BenTov.

      Male.

      Age: 38.

      Wife: Shifra Wiesel (distant Elie Wiesel relative): deceased, a year ago. Died in a fire.

      Widowed. Not remarried. No known current romantic interests.

      Children, 4. Ages 11 (female, Elisheba), 9 (male, Chaim), 7 (female, Liora), and 6 (male, Reuven). A miscarriage between Chaim and Liora.

      Ezekiel is his father’s (Ezra BenTov) second son. The first son (Motti, short for Mordechai) rebelled against Orthodox upbringing. Immigrated to America: Florida (unconfirmed). Believed to have moved in with a Gentile of Cuban parentage (unconfirmed). Not married (unconfirmed).

      Bnei Akiva Youth Movement.

      Army Service: Tier 2 combat unit. Combat in Second Lebanon Conflict (Medal of Courage). Combat in Second Intifada (Medal of Valor).

      Acclaimed as Elder of his congregation three years ago. Preceded by Rab. Eliezer Skovich.

      Thirty-eight? Some Elder, he thinks.

      Tier-two combat unit? Medal of Valor? Only forty-one Itur HaGvurot, the highest Israeli military decoration, have ever been awarded, and this is the only one after 1975. Some rabbi, he thinks.

      Yeshiva boys, rabbis, we don’t serve. We don’t fight. We don’t volunteer for tier-two combat units. We study. We pray.

      BenTov, he served? He earned a medal in combat for a supreme act of valor while facing the enemy, risking his life? Nu?

      She leads Maimon to another room: the Elder’s study.

      More shelves. More books. Except for a small wall with three black-and-white photos of some army unit and two framed medals.

      A desk by the vast window. On it a plate with dried apples, sliced pita bread, halva. Two chairs in front. One behind.

      BenTov meets Maimon halfway.

      “Minister, come. Sit with me,” says BenTov. Hebrew, not Yiddish. Minister, not Rabbi.

      BenTov sits next to him on the other chair before the desk. Maimon notices a clean gold ashtray next to him.

      A knock on the door.

      “Come in,” says BenTov.

      The same girl carrying a tray, two empty cups and a cezve, the special small copper pot with a long handle, simmering with Turkish coffee.

      “I also like it with no sugar in it,” says BenTov.

      You know things about me. I know things about you, BenTov doesn’t say.

      BenTov says, “Here. Enjoy.”

      They drink a cup in silence.

      BenTov pours him a second cup. Grabs a slice of pita bread, sprinkles some salt on it, cuts a small piece of halva. He offers Maimon all of it on a plate.

      Maimon waves it away.

      Maimon chain-lights a fresh cigarette. He stubs the old one in the gold ashtray.

      BenTov says, “Nu?”

      “You know why I’m here,” Maimon says.

      BenTov says, “I do, but tell me anyway.”

      “I’m here to put an end to our private little war,” says Maimon.

      “War? I didn’t know we were at war. We have our disagreements, sure. But war? What a brief word, war, yet it causes so much misery.”

      Maimon sighs. He’s in no mood to be preached at. Much less mocked.

      “War. Of course, war. What else can you call your parading around the country with your half Jew, this particular half Jew. This Shabbat nonsense you pulled at Sha’ar Zahav, dragging my sons into it.”

      “Why are you so fixated on Joshua Kaplan?”

      “He’s a goy, that’s why. He’s a goy, trying to pass as one of us,” says Maimon. “By accepting him into your inner circle you’re telling everyone he’s one of us, that you accept him as one of us.”

      “He is one of us.”

      “he. is. not,” says Maimon. “And he, and any other convert, never will be.”

      “It wouldn’t have anything to do with a story he was writing before you had Yoni Cohen sack him from the Jerusalem Word, would it?”

      “Lies,” says Maimon. “Lies from a malicious half Jew.”

      BenTov sips from his cup. He nods.

      “Your yeshiva is allowing your students to serve in the army. No. You’re encouraging them. Many of them are volunteering for combat units. One of them is serving in a tier-one special unit.”

      BenTov nods.

      “I’ve had some parents come to me and complain about this. ‘How is my boy to study the Talmud if he’s serving in the army?’ they ask. ‘My boy keeps talking about the Maccabees,’ they say. ‘About Bar Kochba,’ they say.”

      BenTov nods.

      “A couple from Sha’ar Zahav came to see me the other day. They complained. Their daughter wants to serve in Tzahal.” Maimon says Tzahal with the disgust of one eating a rotten egg. “Whenever they bring a prospective suitor home to meet her or if they try discouraging her from joining, she reminds them of Deborah. All because of you.”

      BenTov nods.

      BenTov keeps silent.

      Maimon feels impatient. He feels color rushing to his face. He puffs hard at his cigarette.

      “Don’t you understand? Your wide tent and this army nonsense is a problem for other Haredi rabbis. If your congregation was some small mystic movement in the middle of the desert, nobody’d care. But you are the Beit-Ha-Kadosh Elder. Almost half a million souls are in your hands.”

      BenTov nods. “God blessed Abraham for keeping a wide tent, and there is Bar Kochba to think of.”

      “Don’t mock me, BenTov. This is serious.”

      BenTov sips from his coffee.

      BenTov watches.

      “You’ve made an open appeal for your followers to leave their settlements in Judea and Samaria. You’re raising money to compensate them.”

      BenTov nods.

      “That’s almost a third of all the settlers. My Sha’ar Zahav is one of those settlements,” he says, his voice rising.

      BenTov nods.

      BenTov offers Maimon again the plate with pita slices sprinkled with salt and halva on it. Maimon waves it away again, exasperated.

      “You’ve written six pieces in the last two months opposing every policy project I endorse.”

      “Ah,” BenTov says.

      “Ah? That’s all you have to say? Ah?”

      BenTov gets up from his chair.

      BenTov leaves the room.

      Maimon doesn’t understand.

      The girl returns.

      “Thank you for your visit,” she says.

      She shepherds him out.

      “Tell him—”

      “You’ve told him all you came to say. Have a pleasant day, Minister Maimon.”

      She closes the door on his face.

      Maimon wants to shout.

      He wants to rage.

      He wants to kick down the fucking door, grab BenTov by his beard, pound on his handsome face until it bleeds.

      Maimon does none of this.

      He limps away, puffing at his cigarette.
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      “That went as expected,” says BenTov to Cricket, back in his study.

      “Did he eat the bread?”

      “Of course not. He came to say his piece, not to break bread and salt with me. Maimon is the guy who believes in God, knows every prayer, most laws, and a great Talmudist. He fears God, but he doesn’t love Him.”

      “A power-hungry cockroach is what he is,” says Cricket. “We should’ve squashed him with the dirt we had on the Esh land deal. Instead, we let Yoni Cohen kill the story, fire Kaplan, and leave him out to dry,” says Cricket.

      “Don’t worry about Maimon,” says BenTov. “You can always use the Esh thing if you need to. Selling state secrets is an evergreen story.”

      “I worry. I’m a Jew, and a spy. It’s in my nature to worry. I’m telling you, he’s dangerous, but not for long. I’ll punch his clock, one way or another,” says Cricket.
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      Sixty-one is the Israeli political magic number.

      To form a government, a coalition needs sixty-one Knesset members. Easier said than done.

      Never in the country’s short, tumultuous history has a single party pulled this off. The largest parties always fall short. Sometimes by a few seats. Most times by twenty-five.

      Ben-Gurion couldn’t do it. He came close: fifty-eight, and he was the country’s founding father.

      Small parties hit above their weight.

      The big guys need their seats. Those seats are valued. Those seats are expensive. Concessions must be made, and are.

      Small parties rule from the fringes.

      This is how Deputy Defense Minister Yuval Maimon likes it. Divide and rule. His party’s consistent four seats have made him powerful, rich, feared.

      And yet he has no way of winning this fight.

      Ezekiel BenTov played this like a master.

      Maimon had thought BenTov was getting ready to make a play for a Knesset seat, maybe form a party, cut a slice out from the Haredi electoral base.

      He was ready for this. He’d made plans, arrangements, concessions.

      It didn’t happen.

      Elections came, they went. BenTov didn’t run. He didn’t run, but he campaigned the shit out of it.

      Every night on the news.

      Every week from his little synagogue in Old Jerusalem’s Jewish Quarter.

      And the gatherings. First in private living rooms, then hotel banquet halls, then auditoriums, three open plazas.

      Always the same: Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case of the widow. A modern-day Isaiah.

      His flock grew. His popularity soared.

      And now his nomination.

      Israel’s president is a figurehead with no say in running the country. He invites the majority party’s leader to form a government. He gives out pardons. That’s it. Prestige in spades, zero clout. His job is to do a song-and-dance show while professionals run things.

      Ten Knesset members nominate him. A simple majority of sixty-one elects him.

      So why does BenTov want the job?

      Maimon can’t understand it. Neither can he stop it.

      Ezekiel BenTov will be Israel’s first Orthodox rabbi to be elected as president. Most religious parties, like Maimon’s, don’t trust him. They don’t dare oppose him. The secular parties love him. The war veterans’ party, those godless socialists, are pushing him forward.

      Why?

      Cricket hangs up the phone. He looks at his boss. BenTov sits on a chair, one leg crossed over the other, reading the latest book by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, sipping on Turkish coffee.

      Cricket walks to him.

      BenTov looks up.

      “I want to be the first to congratulate you, Mr. President.”

      BenTov cracks a smile. “Yessss,” he says. “Now the proper work begins, Shlomo. Tikkun olam.”

      “Tikkun olam,” answers Cricket, who still can’t get used to BenTov, or anyone else, calling him by his first name.

      He looks at General Akiva Hoshech and at Joshua Kaplan. Together they form BenTov’s core team.

      Now the real work begins.
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      Maimon needed something. Anything. Red meat for the masses.

      Hamas obliged. Of course it did.

      So fucking predictable, thinks Maimon.

      A school bus left Sha’ar Zahav. Youngsters on their way to Safed for a week of study at the eminent Kabbalah city.

      An ambush. Nothing more than the usual rocks thrown at the bus from the hills. A few firecrackers and slingshots.

      It was all shits and laughs.

      Shits and laughs until the bullets rained down.

      Allahu Akbaaaaaar.

      Tac. Tac. Tac. The AK-47’s unmistakable staccato. The bullets lodged on the armored plate, the armored glass.

      Children screaming, scared. Their teachers unprepared. The driver had a fear-induced stroke. Killed him on the spot. The bus rammed against a tree.

      Some children bruised. One of them wet his pants. So did two of their teachers. No casualties other than the bus driver.

      It was all Deputy Defense Minister Maimon needed.

      The orders rained down on the armed forces:

      Ramp up security on the roads.

      Crack down on suspect buildings, raze them to the ground.

      Deny these sons of bitches the high ground forever.

      Demolition teams carry out surgical ops: Locate. Target. Destroy. Keep demonstrators at bay.

      Newspapers. Late-night shows. Blogs. Social media. On the Left. On the Right. Everyone has an opinion on Maimon’s demolitions.

      A comedian, a pacifist, frequent critic of the coalition government’s West Bank Annexation Initiative performs a monologue: “Rabbi Yuval Maimon is a war chicken. Maimon’s all for war, for showing who’s boss, so long as he doesn’t do any fighting and does all the bossing.”

      War chicken goes viral. Maimon is every joke’s butt, the subject of many cartoons.

      One shows a small frail, bearded chicken on crutches. On its head a helmet with a spike at the top, like those used by the Germans in World War II. The chicken is shouting in Yiddish, “March. March. Kill them all,” cowering behind a boot.

      “Yuval,” says the voice from 9 Smolenskin Street, the house at the corner with Balfour Street, in the upscale Jerusalem neighborhood of Rehavia, “you must put up or shut up. Nu?”

      “Yes, Prime Minister.”

      So he must put up or shut up. The PM is no friend of his. Theirs is a marriage of convenience, at best. If Maimon wants to stay as deputy defense minister, he must put a stop to this “war chicken” business.

      “This strap goes in through here, loops like this, pull this way,” says the operator tasked with escorting him.

      They’re fitting him with a helmet. Maimon’s full beard chaffs under the strap. A pair of field glasses hangs from his neck, also strapped.

      “Sir, as soon as we cross the fence, things will look ugly.”

      “Will we be safe?” asks Maimon.

      “Safe? Sir, the glass windows in the cockpit are designed to protect us against bombs, machine guns, and sniper fire. Its slat armor deflects rocket-propelled grenade rounds. Land mines, IEDs, belly charges—they got nothing on this baby, sir. The D9R is the safest vehicle in the world, even the Guinness guys say so. If we stay in the cockpit, we’re okay.”

      “Good,” he says, satisfied.

      He tries climbing into the demolition vehicle’s cockpit. His bad leg is in the way. The boys prop him up.

      Yuval Maimon may be a cripple, but he’s no pushover. He’s putting up. He’ll show them. He’s riding shotgun on this demolition mission in the middle of Hebron’s Tel Rumeida neighborhood.

      Cameras roll. Flashes flash.

      Maimon the warrior. Maimon the warhawk. Maimon the great.

      The Palestinians are burning tires.

      Black smoke fills the air. Not thick enough, not yet. Magav Captain Orit Or can still see them gathering on the streets of Hebron. The cameras can still ID them.

      They bring their women.

      They bring their children.

      They wear their masks.

      They wave their flags.

      They wave their signs:

      
        
        give us back our land

        palestine: from the river to the sea

        long live hamas

        death to the jews

      

      

      Her platoon is keeping their cool.

      They should.

      They’ve been trained in Close Quarter Combat.

      They’ve been drilled in CQC, every day, every night.

      CQC amid burning tire smoke, tear gas, homemade rockets, sulfur-covered rocks in flames.

      “Stand ready,” Orit says. Her commlink relays the order to the four sergeants. The sergeants repeat the order to their squads.

      “Pluga Aleph, ready,” says Sergeant Cohab.

      His squad is tasked with keeping the rear clear of hostiles.

      “Pluga Bet, ready,” says Sergeant Shavit.

      His squad is tasked with firing on hostiles if needed: tear gas mortars, two snipers with rubber bullets, one water cannon. No lethal force allowed unless under extreme threat.

      “Pluga Gimel, ready,” says Sergeant Luria.

      Her squad is tasked with keeping the front line, containing the rioters if they rush forward, holding the shield wall.

      “Pluga Dalet, ready,” says Sergeant Atashi.

      Her squad is tasked with arresting those that manage to break or bypass the shield wall.

      She thinks of Atashi.

      Her squad is all female, all Druze, two members paired with K9s.

      It upsets the Palestinian Arabs facing the Druze: so like them, yet so different.

      It offends the Palestinian Arabs to be sniffed at, growled at, bitten by, submitted to a dog.

      It shames the Palestinian Arabs to be taken down and arrested by a woman. This pisses them off the most.

      So far there’s only shouting from them.

      Shouts and burning tires.

      So far, they’ve been contained.

      Angry, but contained.

      It won’t last. It never does.

      Fucking Yuval Maimon. We’re his campaign props, thinks Orit.

      The Palestinian demonstrators are excited. They shout louder. They wail.

      She can see them working themselves up to the usual frenzy.

      “Cocktail hour,” says Shavit.

      “Copy. Neutralize,” she orders.

      The snipers on Pluga Bet fire two shots each.

      Four Molotov cocktails shatter in their throwers’ hands. One of them is set on fire from the spill. He’s thrown to the ground and rolled by someone. The fire sputters out.

      The mob roars.

      “Demo team, if you’re going to do this, you better do it now,” Orit says in her commlink.

      “Copy,” says the demolition team leader. “We’re running late. Please stand by.”

      “Running late?” says Orit. “Aryeh, there’s no running late in these ops. What’s the holdup?”

      The helmet strap chaffs.

      The engine noise is deafening.

      The diesel fumes are suffocating him.

      The burning tire smoke is blinding.

      Maimon can’t breathe. His eyes are sore. He can’t think.

      He sees them around him. It’s Them. Them. Them. Thousands of Them. In masks. With flags. With signs.

      A sea of angry people, their fists up in the air, shouting, roaring at the rolling demolition vehicles.

      “Why are we stopping?” Maimon says.

      The operator puts a finger to his helmet’s ear covers and shakes his head. The universal sign for, I can’t hear shit.

      A voice in Maimon’s helmet says, “Press the button on the side to activate the radio. Are you okay, Minister?”

      “Why are we stopping?” Maimon says again, using the radio this time.

      “We’re waiting for the mission commander’s green light.”

      They idle.

      The crowd grows nastier.

      They watch as four Molotov cocktails break in their throwers’ hands. One of them is set on fire from the spill. He’s thrown to the ground and rolled by someone. The fire sputters out.

      The mob roars.

      Maimon is sweating. He rubs his wet hands against his trousers. His tzitzit makes him hot. He can’t breathe.

      He needs air.

      There’s no air.

      He looks around. There’s no window to roll down. He must get out. He must. He must breathe.

      He opens the cockpit door.

      “What the fuck?” says Orit. “Demo team, Caterpillar Three’s door is popped. I repeat: Caterpillar Three’s door is popped,” Orit says in her commlink.

      “Copy,” says the demolition team leader. “We’re aware. Our guest got spooked. Please stand by while we try to control the situation.”

      “Copy,” she says. “We can’t hold on for long. You must control and carry out the mission or abort in a two-minute window,” she says. “My troops are not in armored vehicles.”

      “Copy that. Stand by.”

      “Stand by,” she relays to her troops.

      The soldier pulls him in.

      “Are you crazy? You’re going to get us killed,” he says.

      Maimon pushes at him. He shoves. He scratches.

      “I must get out,” he says. “I can’t breathe.”

      “Minister, you’re going to get hurt.”

      The crowd surrounds the demolition vehicles. Two men climb up the sides.

      “We’re compromised,” says the soldier through his commlink. “Repeat. We’re compromised. We need support, stat.”

      The diesel fumes. The tire smoke. The engine noise. The screaming outside. The people climbing on the sides.

      “I must get out. Let me out,” says Maimon. He pisses his pants.

      The soldier shoves him back against his seat. Slaps him.

      “Stop. Stop now.”

      Maimon can’t.

      He must get out.

      Doesn’t this man understand he can’t breathe?

      A man’s made it to the open door.

      He’s shouting in Arabic at them. He grabs Maimon, tries pulling him out.

      The soldier unholsters his pistol. He points at the man. He fires at his shoulder. The man falls out.

      The crowd rages.

      The soldier aims the gun at Maimon. The gunshot sobered him down.

      The soldier says, “Close that door, settle down. We must get out of here.”

      “They’re angry,” says Sergeant Luria.

      Of course they are. We just fired live ammo at them.

      “Demo team, this is Captain Orit Or. You’re ordered to abort your mission. I repeat: abort. Abort now.”

      “Copy. Guest under control. Request permission to proceed.”

      “Negative. Abort. Abort now. My troops’ safety is compromised. Abort now.”

      “Copy. Aborting mission now. Over and out.”

      She watches the demolition convoy roll back.

      “They’re coming,” says Sergeant Luria.

      “Copy, Gimel. Hold the shield wall,” she says. “Demo team, provide cover.”

      Pluga Gimel locks shields at the end of the street.

      “Aleph, hold the line,” she says.

      The demolition team forms a cover line.

      The demonstration is a riot.

      They use slings to fling burning rocks at the shields.

      “More cocktails,” says Shavit.

      “Neutralize at discretion. Disperse them. Avoid women, children, and old people, if you can,” she says.

      “Copy,” says Shavit.

      Molotov cocktails hit the shield wall. They explode. They burn. Pluga Guimel holds the line.

      Tear-gas canisters fly.

      The water cannon fires.

      The snipers hit the rushers with rubber bullets below the knees. Some rushers collapse. They fire at will. A leg here, an arm there. No fatal wounds. Not yet.

      “Deploy K9s across the wall,” she says.

      “Copy,” says Atashi.

      The shields open the gaps.

      The dogs cross through. Pluga Dalet behind them.

      The dogs snarl at the rushers on the ground.

      Pluga Dalet soldiers order in Arabic, “Tanazul.” Stand down. Give up. Surrender. You’re licked, again.

      Some resist.

      Most are handcuffed, arrested, taken.

      A few run away.
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      Jasmine walks up and down the streets of this Petah Tikva block. Petah Tikva is the tech hub city east of Tel Aviv. Jasmine checks her entry point, her exit route. The getaway motorcycle is where it should be, so are the keys, helmet, and a backpack with the tools she’ll need.

      The thermal readout on the surrounding structures shows people in their beds. Two couples are having sex, the rest are asleep. There’s no one looking out a window.

      The readout from the target’s house shows three bodies in bed. Their heat signatures say they’re sleeping. The target has company. She’s sorry for them.

      She jimmies the lock. She lets herself in. The target is a neat person. No dishes in the sink or drying in a rack. No leftover crumbs on the table. Nothing out of place.

      She knows the place’s layout from the plans filed with the city’s building authority. She cuts the telephone and modem hard lines. She pulls down the main electricity breaker. She puts on her night-vision goggles. She screws the silencer on her gun.

      She opens the bedroom door.

      There they are. The target, a woman, and a man. The three of them sleeping. The woman wears a T-shirt, the man and the target are naked. She looks around. No weapons on sight, not that there should be, but in Israel you never know.

      She takes out a hammer from her backpack. She holds it in her left hand. She holds her gun in her right. She puts the gun to the target’s temple. She smashes a nightstand lamp with the hammer.

      The noise wakes them up with a start.

      The woman shrieks.

      The man says, “What the fuck?”

      The target gasps.

      Jasmine says, “Quiet.”

      Jasmine says, “Another word from anyone and I pull the trigger. Both of you get off the bed from the other side. If anyone makes a move I don’t like, you’re all gone. Does everyone understand?”

      The woman nods.

      The target nods.

      The man’s eyes are full of fear. He’s hyperventilating. He might scream or do something stupid.

      She bangs the hammer on the nightstand. The nightstand’s crash is vicious.

      “Stop,” she tells him, pointing the gun at him. “I’m not here to kill you, but I will if I have to.”

      The man is losing it. His head is going no, no, no. Tears well up in his eyes. He’s hugging the pillow.

      Pfff.

      Pfff.

      Two shots, two holes in the man’s forehead.

      She points the gun at the target.

      “You’re next,” she says.

      The target stops moving. The woman keeps nodding.

      Fuck it, Jasmine thinks.

      Pfff.

      Pfff.

      Two shots, two holes in the woman’s forehead.

      She points the gun at the target.

      “I’m sorry it has to be this way. They weren’t supposed to be here. My orders are to take you alive, if possible, dead if I must. Your call,” says Jasmine.

      She takes a pair of handcuffs from her jacket. They’re the kinky type, covered in leopard-print velvet. They do the job and no one asks questions. She throws the handcuffs at the target.

      “What’s it gonna be?”

      The target handcuffs himself to the bed, his eyes wide.

      Jasmine gets to work.
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      Crack of dawn. A chirp from her phone. A certain email is in her inbox.

      The return address is a burner. So is the ping on the IP address.

      Marina doesn’t need either. She knows it comes from her hammer.

      The email’s body has nothing but a link. She clicks on it. It takes her to a dark website. Last time she checked, the servers were in Azerbaijan.

      There are pictures: nails on both fingers and toes are pulled out; cigarette-butt burns on the genitals, the nipples, the anus; a calf flayed. The man’s face cut and bruised from constant pistol-whipping.

      There are two more pictures. A dead man, a dead woman, two bullet holes in each forehead. Collateral damage, but a more persuasive argument. Unlike them, the target’s alive. At twenty-three, he’s got his whole life ahead of him. He’ll have to grow some nails and get skin grafts first.

      Marina clicks.

      The site generates another burner return and IP address ping. She forwards the link to Itzik Siegel, the target’s brother.

      Siegel’s a union boss. A recalcitrant, rebellious, pig-headed union boss for the dockworkers. He’s new on the job. He doesn’t know what’s what.

      This’ll teach him.

      Marina expects work on her shipments and her share of the membership dues to resume their old pace no later than today.

      Jasmine should get a bonus from this, maybe some points out of the dock operation.
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      “This Yuval Maimon business?” Marina says.

      “What about it?” Jasmine says.

      “What about it?” Marina says back. She munches on a cracker with beluga and sour cream.

      Jasmine fixes her eyes on the caviar. This is the real deal, the good stuff, not the fake shit Dov used to sell in his restaurant a lifetime ago. Dov, what a fuckup. She relishes the memory of him writhing in pain on the floor, the shelter burning.

      Dov was stupid. He could´ve brought the insurance check and that would’ve been that. But he didn’t. Pride got the best of him.

      He tried short-circuiting Marina by going to the Yemenite Outfit, a rival gang, asking for protecsia. The Yemenites and Marina’s Russians are competitors, competitors who don’t piss in each other’s buckets. Blood is bad for business. They sent Marina the money Dov paid them, an ice bucket with a bottle of Dom Péerignon, and both of Dov’s fat toes.

      Jasmine comes back from her reverie. She puts a scoop of beluga on a cream-covered cracker and says, “Maimon has cabbage.”

      “Enough cabbage to make a decent soup?” she says.

      Jasmine thinks it over.

      “No,” she says. “He doesn’t have enough cabbage to make a decent soup, not after this ‘war chicken’ stuff and last week’s demolition fiasco. I heard he wet his pants.”

      “Cut the strings, then,” says Marina. “Everyone’s expendable.”

      “I think we should keep Maimon. He’s been good business for Esh,” Jasmine says.

      “Toss him, keep him, I don’t care, but he’s your responsibility,” she says. “The media? Why are they still on his case with this ‘war chicken’ shit?”

      “We don’t know,” she says.

      Marina looks up from the caviar. Arches an eyebrow.

      “I think its coming from this Joshua Kaplan guy, the new president’s mouthpiece. I’m trying to milk my grandfather for more info.”

      “I don’t like this BenTov guy. He looks like he’s bad for business,” says Marina.

      “How bad can he be?” asks Jasmine. “He’s just some rabbi with good intel and a decent following. Remember, presidents here have no clout, and we’re tight with others like Maimon who are close to the PM. BenTov can’t hurt us, and I’m keeping tabs on him through my grandfather.”

      “He’s hurt Maimon.”

      “Maimon got careless, but he’s riding this out.”

      Marina spreads some more caviar on a cracker.

      Jasmine says, “About this new deal with the Fist.”

      Marina says, “What about it?”

      “I don’t like it. The Fist is dangerous. Those guys are fanatics.”

      “What’s there not to like? They buy arms from us. They buy bullets and explosives from us. Random fake papers, occasionally,” she says. “This makes the border unstable, which makes the Israelis build more strongpoints. They buy or make more weapons. Some of those strongpoints we build. Some of those weapons fall off trucks and we sell them to the Fist or the highest bidder. We make a profit both ways.”

      “Some people manning those strongpoints or holding those weapons are ours,” Jasmine says, remembering her time as an Eagle on a watchtower, thinking of Natalia, her acting and modeling career burned away, her heroin addiction.

      “All the better. We can sell dope on the side, make lifelong customers. I’ve told you before, Jasmine. If there’s a war, there’ll be good business for us. The most exciting gambling is done with other people’s lives.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-EIGHT

          

          
            HIDAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything can be made into a bomb.

      The Chinese alchemist Wei Boyang discovered gunpowder in the second century, during the Han dynasty. He marveled at his mixture of sulfur, saltpeter, and charcoal, noting in his journal that the three dusts would fly and dance with fire and violence. Wei Boyang never gave it a second thought. The three powders made for good fun, but nothing more.

      And fun and games it has been, indeed.

      Civilization’s come a long way from mixing sulfur, saltpeter, and charcoal, clever monkeys that we are, thinks Abdo Bagdhadi.

      Grind up some match heads, you get some potassium chlorate. Mix it with some Vaseline. Boom. Homemade plastic explosive.

      Buy potassium nitrate from your local drugstore. Boil a car battery until white fumes appear. Collect the sulfuric acid. Mix them both in a bottle. Wrap paper or rags around that bottle’s neck and around an empty bottle’s neck. Tape both necks to each other. Build a fire, heat the bottle with the mixture, tilt it slightly into the empty bottle. Voilà: nitric acid. An excellent ingredient for arson bombs or an acid delay timer.

      Take some fertilizer. Crush it into a fine powder. Mix it with gasoline and motor oil. Now all you need is a blasting cap.

      Yes. Everything can be made into a bomb.

      Abdo knows.

      There used to be a time when he took pride in this knowledge. Yes, he was fighting the fight. Hitting the enemy where it hurt most. Advancing the Cause on the road to freedom and their own land. He built pipe bombs. Letter and delivery package bombs. Exploding vests. Booby-trapped refrigerators. An ambulance was his masterpiece.

      Until he stopped. Until he realized this was the coward’s way. The Oppressor wasn’t going anywhere, much less to the sea. Their Egyptian and Jordanian brethren had used them. Arafat and the rest of the Palestinian leadership had betrayed them. Much better to live and die in peace, be a baker, feed his neighbors, do right by his wife and children, than be a martyr in a hopeless cause.

      He quit the Fist.

      Or so he thought.

      The Fist has long fingers, and a longer memory. The Fist remembers. It can hold you or smash you.

      The Fist remembered. The Fist was holding Abdo in its fingers. The Fist would smash Fuad, Abdo’s son.

      That’s why he built this bomb. And the one last week. And the one the week before last.

      An office building’s vending machine: four dead, three wounded. A roadside bomb: none dead, seven teenagers injured with third-degree burns.

      A cement truck will mix fertilizer and fuel for hours, a nitric acid fuse, some Vaseline and ground matches in the gas tank. He doesn’t know where it’ll be placed, he never does.

      He builds them. The Fist uses them. People die.

      He avoids the news like the plague. He doesn’t want to know. He can’t help but know. He has innocent blood on his hands he can’t wash away.

      But this truck is his ticket to see Fuad. That’s the deal. He won’t finish the bomb until they take him to the camp where they have Fuad.

      And then?

      And then, Allah knows. Abdo doesn’t.
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      “7-3-2-9-0-1, you have a visitor. Hut four.”

      Through the door’s window Fuad sees the sizable frame, muscular back, arms, shoulders. He sees the cropped hair; specks of gray and white pepper it now more than before. He spent his life walking in on that back, sitting at the breakfast table as his father is sitting now in hut four.

      “Father,” he says, taking a chair across the Formica table.

      Abdo’s blood-red, swollen eyes look at him from the depths of sunken black holes around them. He’s aged ages.

      “Why are you here?” says Fuad. “How did you get here? This is no place for you.”

      “I came to see you. To see how you are, son. They wouldn’t let me come before. They wouldn’t tell me where you were. Yesterday they said they’d bring me to you, so here I am. Are you okay, son?”

      “You’ve seen me. I’m okay. You can go now.”

      Abdo’s eyes well up.

      He says, “Fuad. What’s the matter with you? Something’s wrong. You can’t fool me. I know you. I know there’s more behind the big tough man you put out. Talk to me, son.”

      “I can’t sleep,” says Fuad.

      “Why?”

      Fuad shrugs his left shoulder. He mumbles something.

      “What?” says Abdo.

      “The wind, I said.”

      “What about the wind, son?”

      Fuad shrugs again his left shoulder. He can’t meet Abdo’s eyes.

      “Oh, I see,” says Abdo.

      “You see? What is it that you see?” Fuad flares.

      “Nothing,” says Abdo. His hands on his lap.

      “I see,” mimics Fuad. “I see,” he mimics again. “What do you see, father? Huh?”

      “The wind scares you,” says Abdo with a sigh.

      “Fuck you,” says Fuad. He slams fists against the table. Once. Twice. “Fuck you.”

      “Settle down, 7-3-2-9-0-1,” says a voice from the speaker above them.

      Fuad looks up, he slumps down in his chair.

      “Oh, Fuadi. Oh, son. I’m sorry. I never wanted this for you. Why? Why did you come here? I wanted more for you. I wanted happiness and peace.” Tears stream down his face.

      “It’s your fault,” screams Fuad.

      “My fault?” says Abdo.

      “Yes. Your fault. I’ve been trying to wash your stain off me. I’ve been trying to wash it for years. It’s no use. What you did shames me and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “What I did? What? You mean going to the Jews for help about your sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you crazy? Amal was your sister. She was my daughter. I could not let her die. I had to cross the fence. I had to help her. Don’t you get it?”

      “It was Allah’s will,” says Fuad.

      “It was not my will,” says Abdo, no longer crying.

      Fuad shrugs his left shoulder. They’ve been here before. The battle lines are drawn. It’s no use fighting again over this.

      “What about after?” Fuad says.

      “After?”

      “Yes. After Amal and Mom died. Why have you done nothing to clean our name? I’ve been shunned. I’ve been beaten up. I’ve been called a Zionist dog. Where have you been? Hiding behind the bakery’s counter, that’s where.”

      “You think killing innocent people will stop that? You think it will make you honorable again? Clean our name? Oh, son. Oh, Fuadi.”

      Fuad’s never seen Abdo look at him the way he does now. Regret. Disappointment. Sadness.

      “That’s the coward’s way, son.”

      “They have to pay the blood tax for taking our land. And they have to bow before the Word as the Prophet said,” says Fuad.

      “Have they, son? Have they? Throwing firebombs behind a smoke screen, with your face covered? Blowing up a bus? Knifing someone on the street? Hijacking an airplane, maybe? Like in the old days? Huh? You think that’s the way?”

      “Yes. Yes, damn it. Show them we’re strong. Make them fear us,” says Fuad.

      “Fear us?” says Abdo. Now he’s worked up, worked up in a way Fuad’s never seen him before.

      “Let me tell you about the good ol’ days, son.

      “A refrigerator with explosives packed into its sides at an outdoor café. Fifteen people killed, forty-seven wounded.

      “A booby-trapped motor scooter, three fourteen-year-old girls killed.

      “Then there was the two suicide bombers who blew themselves up on Ben Yehuda Street. Those were the decoy, see? The paramedics arrived. We also sent our paramedics, our own ambulance. Our ambulance waited, then it blew up. Thirty-three killed, almost two hundred wounded.

      “Those were my bombs. Mine. I killed those people; their blood is on my hands. It’ll never wash off. Some stains you can’t remove, no matter how often you wash, how hard you scrub. And for what? What?

      “It didn’t make them fear us or respect us. It certainly didn’t make them leave. It just made them hate us. It just made us hate ourselves, but our self-hate never mattered so long as we hated them more.

      “Each death left me emptier until there was nothing left inside me. Nothing. No joy. No laughter. No faith.

      “Then I met your mother, and she . . . she filled my life. Every nook, every crevice of my being was filled with love, her love. Her laughter too. She showed me the way out. She showed me there had to be a better way to carve out a homeland, one that didn’t leave us hollow, soulless, empty.”

      “You fought?” asks Fuad.

      “What?”

      “You fought? You were a fighter? A bomb maker? And you never told me?”

      Abdo purses his lips.

      “Answer me.”

      “Most who knew me back then are dead or far from us. Your mother knew, but we agreed not to tell you or your sister. We didn’t want you following that path. And now—”

      “You fought. And you never told me. All this time, all this shame.”

      Fuad gets up from the table. He spits at Abdo. A yellow gob, square on his father’s cheek.

      “Coward,” says Fuad.

      He walks out.

      From outside the hut, Fuad can hear Abdo crying, muttering, “My son. My dear son. You can kill me now, you bastards. The Fist has long fingers. The Fist can hold you or smash you. Well, you can smash me, if you want to. I don’t care anymore.”
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      There are young boys playing pipers and pretty girls bearing flags. There’s a bonfire at the camp’s center. There’s gunfire and firecrackers and colored smoke flares. The smell of gunpowder fills the air.

      Banners. Balloons.

      Ashbal boys and girls marching out of step to military music blaring from the loudspeakers, dummy wood rifles in their hands.

      Some people wear uniforms from one Palestinian Authority service or another: National Security Forces, Internal Security Forces, Judicial Police Force. Most wear the universal fighter’s clothes: jeans, T-shirt, a red-and-white checkered bandanna around the neck or a keffiyeh.

      The big shots from Ramallah wear their Western dress pants and shirts, sleeves rolled up to their elbows.

      They’re standing around the minister. He’s the only one wearing PLO fatigues made famous by Arafat, down to the keffiyeh.

      Ironed fatigues to a crisp. Silver-handled pistol in a leather holster on his green corduroy belt. Combat boots new, mirror-polished.

      He stops midsentence when he spots Fuad leaning against a hut. Fuad was watching a group of six Ashbal girls, bullet belts across their chests, snickering at one another over the looks of a similar group of boys.

      “Baghdadi,” the minister says. He leaps from the wall of suits around him.

      “Baghdadi,” he says again.

      He grabs Fuad by the arm. Pulls him close. Embraces him. Left-right-left. Kisses his cheeks. Left-right-left.

      Fuad can feel the minister’s fluffy, soft, silky beard against his rugged, cragged, bristles. He can smell the expensive shampoo and cologne.

      The minister leans back, holds Fuad’s hands in his. The minister’s hands are soft, tender. Fuad’s are rough, calloused.

      “So unlike your father,” the minister says. His brown eyes feverish, his smile seems true. “We have splendid things waiting for you. The Cause is grateful to its sons.”

      “Thank you,” says Fuad, and goes back to leaning against the hut.

      The white envelope is under his pillow.

      Inside the envelope is a folded index card, the familiar writing, small, cramped, in green ink.

      Follow the path of the righteous. The innocent will lead the way. Come and take your rightful place.

      He burns the card.

      He spreads the ashes.

      He rests his head.

      He cries himself to sleep. His are tears of joy.

      “I’m the innocent,” she says.

      She looks anything but.

      She’s in her late teens. One of the Ashbal girls he saw last night, snickering at the boys.

      She’s petite. Dark-skinned. Hazel eyes. The bullet belt across her chest weights down her already tight blouse against her generous curves. She smells of sour milk.

      “He said you’d follow.”

      “He said you’d come.”

      “I’m Salma.”

      “Fuad.”

      She leads. He follows. She holds him by the hand, her fingers intertwined with his. He notices a burn mark of two scimitars crossed one over the other on the inside of her elbow. When no one is looking, she takes some white flowers from her satchel, the kind a boy on a mountain walk would give a girl.

      They walk past the camp, past the stream, past the clearing where recruits meet for a beer, a joint, a tumble.

      She lets go of his hand. All business now.

      They hike up a path. They leave the trail. They climb down a cliff.

      They reach a cave.

      “Go in. He’s waiting,” she says.

      Fuad has to crouch to walk in, the ceiling too low for his hulking height.

      The cave smells damp.

      The cave’s walls are wet. They’re sweating, yet it’s cool inside. Almost too cool. Approaching cold.

      He feels dizzy, constricted.

      He can see the dancing orange light of fire slashing the darkness within.

      He walks. He braves the dark, almost.

      Torches here and there give some light, but no heat.

      He’s ready. He’s been ready for this since forever. Since before the Sand Castle. Since before the fence. Since before his sister’s death.

      And yet, he falters.

      He’s afraid.

      He wants to be brave. He’s not.

      “Allah, give me strength,” he says.

      The cough comes from behind. A dry, short rasp. The smell of rotting fish strong in Fuad’s nose, almost as overpowering as his fear.

      “Something?”

      Mahmud’s voice is low, a whisper almost, burnt from years of cigarette smoke.

      A lump’s in his throat.

      He swallows.

      The lump is still there.

      “Something?” Mahmud asks again.

      Mahmud’s body is small, thin, frail. His face is hard. His black eyes are tinted glass, cold, pitiless twin abysses burning into Fuad’s.

      Mahmud’s bony hand grabs his shoulder. He feels the steel fingers pressing on him.

      “I was also scared when I first joined,” says Mahmud. “Allah the Merciful will provide courage when the time comes.”

      Fuad nods.

      “But you must understand what this is before you put yourself in His service.”

      Fuad nods again.

      “This is not Fatah. This is not Hamas. This is not Hezbollah. This is the Fist. The Fist can hold you. The Fist can keep you. The Fist will smash our enemies.”

      “You will know me. You will meet a handful of others like you met Salma today. No more.

      “This will be true for you as it is for me. If they captured me, I couldn’t give them a complete list of brothers, or any information that would lead them to a complete list.

      “There is no list. This makes us indestructible.

      “Nothing holds us together, nothing binds us, except our faith in Allah, your trust in me, my trust in you. That and our hate for Them.

      “As our faith holds us, it should also keep you.

      “We are lone soldiers in this jihad, and it will get lonely.

      “Our loved ones are our liabilities. They were your father’s, so . . .

      “If you falter, like you father faltered, know that the Fist has long fingers, and a longer memory. The Fist remembers. It can hold you or smash you.

      “If you are caught, you will get no help. Don’t expect any. We don’t exist and we cannot help.

      “I have been doing this for over fifty years. The Zionist Oppressor is still there. I have learned to live without results, without even the hope of results. It may be the same for you, should you live that long. Most of us do not.

      “It’s possible that no change happens during your lifetime. You may die knowing that the enemy is still there, still strong, still occupying our lands. Accept this now, or despair will dog your every step.

      “Our struggle may last a hundred years, maybe more. What is a century for Allah, but the blink of an eye?

      “It might even be a thousand years. No matter. Our struggle must continue until no Jew can claim this land as his, until we have thrown them to the sea, until the Crescent Moon rises from every mast, pole, rooftop; Allah’s glory and the Prophet’s Word shared in every heart. Until His name is tasted in every mouth.”

      Fuad shivers.

      Fuad says, “Until His name is tasted in every mouth.”

      Fuad clicks back a bead.

      Mahmud takes his hand. With a finger, he strokes the inside of his wrist. His finger traces Fuad’s forearm. It stops at the inside of his elbow.

      “Fire burns in our hearts. His fire. The fire that will burn Them away. The fire that will cleanse our lands from Them. Fire will mark you as our own.”

      Mahmud takes a cylinder from his pocket. He twists. It buzzes. He opens the cylinder. A red-hot poker. He presses the poker on Fuad’s skin inside his elbow.

      It zings.

      It burns.

      It hurts.

      It’s over.

      The mark is of two scimitars crossed one over the other.

      “Pray with me, brother.”
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      Hebron’s Tel Rumeida neighborhood.

      The Magav pluga patrols the streets.

      Ian Bloom feels the people’s eyes on him. From shuttered windows, half-opened doors, dark alleys. He feels the Palestinians’ anger. He feels their hatred for the gray Magav uniform.

      Ladies sitting on stools outside their homes stop gossiping. They wait until the squad’s out of earshot.

      Men around tables at outdoor cafés stop playing Shesh Besh, they stop puffing at their narghile pipes, they wait until they’re gone.

      He gets it. He understands. He doesn’t blame them.

      Tel Rumeida: home to thirty thousand Palestinians, fewer than a thousand Israeli settlers, all under Israeli military control.

      Most Palestinians can only get in with a resident card.

      Need groceries? Cross the checkpoint to the grocery store. Cross it back.

      The kitchen stove ran out of propane? Hump the gas tank across the checkpoint. Hump it back. No cars allowed.

      The checkpoint is two sets of revolving bulletproof glass gates. Two Magavniks—border patrol members—watch behind armored glass. Two more check documents and cargo. Another walks around, with a sniffing dog on a leash.

      Yeah. He doesn’t blame them, but not blaming them doesn’t make his job easier.

      Being a pluga’s odd guy out makes it harder. Harder still when his squad mates know he’s not a true Magavnik, not a border patrol member, not a true gray, not one of the few and the oh-so very proud, not one of them.

      He’s on loan, detached from Din Unit, a unit so secret his squad mates don’t even know its name.

      The Magavniks don’t get to ask questions. Neither does Bloom. Gods in heaven command; mere mortals like them obey.

      Their orders say: Take this fake on patrol around Hebron. Take him to Tel Rumeida. Show him certain streets, some houses on a list, the back alleys behind said houses, specific shops.

      Never mind if he’s trained for it or not. Never mind if he’s earned the gray uniform or not. Copy the corporal’s bars on his sleeve. Don’t ask true rank, unit, or favorite ice cream.

      The Magavniks are pissed.

      Their mefakedet—commander—is pissed.

      Their mefakedet is Major Orit Or.

      His orders: report at Central Command base with Major Or, Magav, Third Battalion. Present Major Or with sealed mission envelope. Envelope must be opened, read, burned on the spot.

      His orders didn’t include standing at attention while Major Or looked him up and down. They didn’t include looking her in the eye. They didn’t include hearing her say, “So, you managed to end up under my command,” with no crooked smile behind the words, without remarking on the asimon hanging by a worn leather cord from his neck.

      They didn’t include answering, “A Major now? What happened with physics at the Technion?”

      “By the time my mother died, it was too late.”

      Bloom didn’t say, For both of us.

      She burned the mission envelope.

      “You know what it said?” she said.

      “Yes,” Bloom said.

      “That is not what we do here. We need their trust,” she said.

      “We’ll never have their trust, Orit.”

      “Major Or, Corporal Bloom. As long as you serve under my command, it’s ha-mefakedet or Major Or.”

      “Major Or, ma’am. We’ll never have their trust, I have a mission, and we both have our orders. There’s nothing we can do about it. Sometimes we must do the wrong thing for the right reasons. I’m not under your command, Major Or. I’m not even here. I’m not even me.”

      She looked at him different then. I knew this would happen, her eyes said, but she didn’t.

      She signed some paperwork. Sent him on his way.

      Now Bloom’s wearing a gray uniform, patrolling the Tel Rumeida streets with four strangers who don’t trust him.

      Nor should they.

      “Lone Indian to Tribe Chief: Visited neighbors. Young daughter seems to be expected. Sight still unseen. Her family on the lookout for suitable suitors.”

      “Tribe Chief to Lone Indian: Remain at crossroads. Make friends with hosts.”

      “Lone Indian to Tribe Chief: Copy. Out.”

      Bloom feels the Breguet’s crack lines under his fingertips.

      I’m a Lone Indian, indeed, he thinks. We need to rope in this guy before he’s unleashed, out there, in the cold, ready to hurt other people. Let the motherfuckers try.
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      It takes time. These Magavniks are a hard lot. Major Or is concrete hard. Orit’s crooked smile is a no-show.

      Off-base, civilian rags. Bloom goes to the bakery. The line is half a block long. He takes his place at the back.

      The regulars grumble. They hee-haw. Shuffling feet, eyes blazing.

      Three toughs take their spot behind him. They mumble. They shuffle. They lurch.

      They trip up on his shoulder.

      Bloom pays no mind, buys no beef. He’s here to buy some bread.

      “Two fresh loaves, please.”

      “There’s no bread for you,” says a tough guy behind him.

      Bloom ignores him.

      “I said there’s no bread for you,” says the same tough. The other two join the chorus.

      Behind the counter, the baker rings him up. “Two loaves, four shekels, please.”

      Bloom fishes a fistful of coins from his pocket. He counts them out on his palm. The tough behind him shoves. The coins scatter. The coins jingle.

      “I said no bread for you,” says the tough. The other two snigger.

      “This is my store. You three, get lost,” says the baker. He hands Bloom the bread wrapped in brown lunch-bag paper.

      “Stay out of this, grandpa,” says another tough.

      “You still a Jew-loving dog?” says the third.

      “Omar, get back to your parents. Take your puppies with you,” says the baker.

      The ring-leading tough takes out a retractable billy club. He smashes the counter’s showcase window. It scatters glass shards everywhere.

      Another pushes the register. It falls. It bangs. The drawer opens, coins and bills fly everywhere, a roll of paper rolls away on the floor.

      Bloom rubs the cracked Breguet. The motherfuckers are trying, he reckons.

      He moves fast.

      He grabs Billy-club’s wrist, holds his arm down. Bangs his head on his nose, twists the wrist. Billy-club lets go of the billy club. It clatters to the floor. Billy-club sans billy club yelps. Bloom swipes his knee. He hears the crack.

      He feels arms around his arms. He dunks. Arms are on his shoulders. Uppercut to the balls. Arms melt like butter. Tough guy is tough no more. He whimpers. He crouches.

      Third tough has a knife. He holds it light. Palm up, tip out. He knows what he’s doing. This boy’s done this before.

      The crowd around them screams. They shout. They cheer.

      kill the dog

      zionist scum

      fuck him up

      He grabs Billy-club’s billy club from the floor.

      They circle one another. Bystanders push him. Bystanders trip him. Bystanders are getting wild. The mob is boiling.

      The tough with the knife moves to stab. Bloom moves out. Someone pushes him back. He stumbles. He feels a light cut along his bicep.

      Another stab. Bloom hits at the knife with the club. He misses. The knife misses him.

      A kick at his ankles from behind. A push. A shove. A fist against his kidneys.

      The stab comes again.

      He’s ready. He aims for the wrist. The club connects. The wrist cracks. The knife falls to the ground. The tough comes at him with fists and boots. He’s raging. He’s raging. And the crowd is raging with him.

      They close in.

      Bloom feels arms holding him. Punches, kicks, someone pulls at his hair. A knee behind his knees bends them, brings him down.

      Feet are kicking him all over.

      A siren. A whistle.

      “Disperse,” comes the command from a megaphone. “Disperse now.”

      More whistling. The siren wails loud, it wails strong.

      Magavniks in gray uniforms and riot gear circle the crowd. The first layer peels off. They get through the crowd, shields and truncheons ready.

      The crowd backs off. The crowd’s not happy, but it breaks up.

      They handcuff Bloom. They handcuff the toughs. They handcuff the baker and some not-so-innocent bystanders.

      The baker says, “Jamal, close the store,” before being pushed inside the gray armored truck.
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      Hebron’s detention center, not the best accommodations in town. Terrible service reviews.

      Two detainees to a cell. Steel bunks, straw mattresses. Not enough circulation space between the walls, the door, the bunks; not enough to pace two steps and back.

      No sound insulation. No air conditioning. Unbearable heat. Neighbors wailing, weeping, mumbling, cursing their jailers, their jailers’ ancestors since before the Flood, their descendants until Judgment Day and ever after.

      A constant smell of piss. Strong, undiluted, acrid, putrid.

      Detainees must surrender personal items. Personal items include everything in every pocket. Make a list, sign the list, seal the list in an envelope. They include shirt, pants, shoes, underwear.

      Detainees must shower, delouse, undergo full cavity inspection, take a laxative, submit to a full excrement inspection.

      Detainees must wear the standard-issue tan jumper for Class-A offenders.

      Sweat stains cover the tan jumper. Old stains overlap fresh stains. Fresh stains overlap newer stains.

      The dry jumper is sweat-wet in minutes. It dries. The body wets it again.

      Phone calls available after forty-eight hours.

      Bloom shares a cell with the baker. He doesn’t know where the Arab toughs are. He doesn’t care. Not much.

      His ribs hurt. His back hurts. The knuckles on his right hand are swollen. Both his eyes are puffed up. Two lower teeth are missing.

      He shivers. Fever. Shock. His teeth clatter.

      He sleeps.

      He wakes. It’s nighttime. The air is cooler. Someone’s snoring somewhere.

      A hand comes down from the top bunk, holding a plastic cup full of water.

      “Here,” says the baker. “You’ve been out for a long time.”

      “Thank you,” he says. His voice cracks. Mouth, lips, tongue caked dry.

      He sips short sips. Holds the water in his mouth. Feels the moisture uncake it. Tastes dry blood washing out.

      “Thank you,” he says again. “For the bread.”

      “You’re American,” says the baker.

      “How do you know?”

      “You talked in your sleep. You spoke in English, not Hebrew.”

      “You understand English? What did I say?”

      “My father grew up during the Mandate. He made us learn English and Hebrew. You kept apologizing to someone named Gaius, something like that.”

      His hand goes to his wrist. The cracked Breguet is not there. It’s in a sealed manila envelope, ticking in some safe box, next to an asimon on a leather cord.

      “Why did that guy ask you if you were a Jew-loving dog?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We’ve got time.”

      “Not that much,” says the baker.

      “Are you?”

      “What? A collaborator? No. I’ve got no love for your people, but my hatred burned out long ago. How did an American end up joining the IDF?”

      “How do you know I’m in the IDF?”

      “You used Krav Maga against those boys. The crowd too. That’s IDF training.”

      “I learned back in the States.”

      “No, you didn’t. Kiddie stuff, maybe. Something to brag about at school, but nothing like that. That’s Israeli Special Forces Krav Maga.”

      “You’re telling me a Hebron baker can tell the difference between regular fighting and Special Forces fighting? Give me a break,” says Bloom.

      “I can. I wasn’t always a baker. I’ve fought guys like you. You’re not with the Magav, either.”

      “I’m not?”

      “You’re not. If you were, you wouldn’t be sweating on that mattress. The Magav takes care of its own, but it likes to browbeat you IDF guys. There’s a rivalry there. So, no. You’re with some Special Forces unit. I’m Abdo, by the way.”

      The hand comes down from the top bunk.

      “Abdo Baghdadi.”

      “Ian Bloom,” he says, reaching for the hand. “I’m sorry you’re in this mess because of me.”

      “It had nothing to do with you,” says Abdo.

      The muezzin’s voice outside the cell calls the faithful to the Fajr prayer before dawn.

      The sag from Abdo’s body on the top bunk over him stirs. Abdo stays put.

      “Aren’t you getting up to pray?”

      “Do you pray your faith’s three prayers?”

      “Good point.”

      “That’s the problem with you people,” says Abdo.

      “What?”

      “You’ve got a picture in your head. You think all of us are religious fanatics, ready to blow ourselves up with dynamite strapped to our chests or to go out on the streets and stab a mother and her baby or something. We’re not all like that. Most of us are not like that at all, any more than most of you are the zealots who come to settle on our lands with talk and wild dreams about Judea and Samaria. That picture in your head doesn’t let you see us for what we are. It doesn’t let you understand us, or want to understand us. So long as you hold that picture in your head, and that picture is what you expect to see, that’s all you’ll see. We’ll both end up killing each other over those pictures.”

      They hear the hallway door open, the squeal of tiny wheels carrying a heavy cart.

      A bang on their door.

      “Baghdadi. Bloom. Breakfast,” says the voice on the other side of the door.

      Two trays are shoved inside through the trapdoor.

      “Any news about us?” says Bloom.

      “If there were any news, you’d have heard about it already,” says the guard behind the door.

      They hear the trolley moving.

      “You got any books in here?” calls out Bloom.

      The trolley stops. The guard snorts.

      “Books? You think this is the Four Seasons or something?” asks the guard.

      “Anything to pass the time?”

      The trolley doesn’t move. The hallway door opens. It closes. It opens again. It closes again. The guard shoves a cardboard box inside the cell.

      “Here,” he says.

      The trolley moves on.

      Bloom goes to the door. He picks up both breakfast trays and the box. Hands one tray to Abdo, who’s sitting on his bunk, feet dangling on top of Bloom’s.

      Inside the box is a plastic children’s chess set. The pieces are black-and-white round tiles with symbols on fading stickers on top. The board is a piece of cardboard with grease stains on it.

      “You play chess?” asks Bloom.

      Abdo comes down from his bunk. He sits on the floor, his back against the wall, his legs crossed. His breakfast tray beside him.

      Bloom sits in front of him.

      “Black or white?”

      “I’ll be white,” says Abdo.

      They set up the board. The black pieces are missing a rook and a horse. The white is missing the queen. Every pawn is there.

      “We’ll make do,” says Abdo.

      They let them out the following night. No charges pressed against Abdo. A fine against Bloom for disturbing the peace.

      The three Palestinian roughs and the other four people arrested face battery charges. They’re kept inside, pending a hearing.

      Abdo takes a deep breath of night air.

      “Feels good to be out,” says Abdo.

      He moves his neck from side to side. It creaks, it cracks.

      “Allah Ma’ak,” says Bloom.

      “Peace be unto you, my not-Special-Forces friend,” says Abdo.

      Abdo whistles as he walks in the dark, the children’s chess set under his arm. He won every match but one.
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      Bloom stands outside Abdo’s bakery.

      Windows are smashed. Spray paint on the steel curtain and the walls. Writing in Arabic he doesn’t understand, but the graffiti is clear: A dog-man on his knees, licking another man’s huge, lollipop-size dick. Another dog-man bowing on his knees before a Star of David.

      Bloom is dressed in civilian clothes. He carries a WD-40 can, a rag, a steel brush, a bucket with soap and, water.

      He works the steel curtain, wipes it clean. He works the wall.

      Both man-dogs are gone when Abdo shows up. Bloom is whistling. He’s working on Mr. Lollipop Dick. Half the lollipop is gone.

      Abdo stares, hands on hips.

      Bloom says, “I always clean up my mess.”

      “This is not your mess,” says Abdo.

      “I’m cleaning it up anyway.”

      They work hard. Abdo’s employees join them. By day’s end the wall and curtain are clean. They carried away the smashed glass. They put the upturned counter and register right.

      Abdo goes inside; he checks the ovens. No damage there.

      “Go, friend,” says Abdo. “Go, now. We’ll do the rest.”

      They shake hands. They embrace Arab style: left, right, left.

      Bloom leaves.

      He walks.

      He breathes in the night air, a mixture of sweet acacia, lavender, and leaded fuel.

      “Bloom,” she says in the dark, from around a corner.

      “Major Or,” says Bloom.

      “Walk with me,” she says.

      “Yes, ha-mefakedet,” he says.

      They walk the streets in silence. She’s also in civvies. Blue jeans, a yellow blouse, a green sweater around her neck. Her hair is loose for a change. No jewelry, except for a copper bracelet.

      She leads, he follows.

      They go into a bar.

      Whiskey neat for her. Tuborg beer for him.

      Bloom sips. Bloom waits.

      “Ian.”

      “Major,” says Bloom.

      “Stop it,” she says.

      “I’m under orders from my base mefakedet to address said base mefakedet as Major Or or ha-mefakedet,” he says.

      “Stop. It. Now.”

      “Okay,” he says.

      “I watched you today,” she says.

      “I saw you.”

      “I green-lighted your request for leave. You traded two off-duty days for today. Add to those the time you spent locked up and the disciplinary action coming your way because of the fight, it adds up to almost two weeks with no rest. I was curious, but I shrugged it off as you needing to let off some steam after your time in the tank, so I green-lighted it.”

      Bloom says nothing, keeps sipping his beer.

      “Then the guys on patrol report, ‘Corporal Bloom was seen at the Baghdadi bakery, washing away the paint on the curtain. Could lead to further disturbance. Please advise on cautionary action.’”

      “There was no further disturbance,” he says.

      “No thanks to you. I dispatched two patrol squads to the area. They’re good at dissuading the regular Joes.”

      “I saw them. I also saw you. First in uniform, then in civvies. Why’d you come out? The regular Joes were taken care of, so why’d you come out?”

      “I wanted to be certain.”

      “Certain of what?”

      “I wanted to know, to see if you’d changed. If the guy cleaning those walls was the Ian I met at the kibbutz, or Bloom, the soldier in this secret unit.”

      “And?”

      “And I still don’t know. Who was that? Who are you?”

      “A bit of both, I guess. I’m not really sure, and I can’t say more than that. I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you here, Ian?” she says.

      “I can’t tell you that either. You know how it works. You read my orders and mission brief, but other than that, I can’t tell you.”

      “No. That’s not what I meant. Here in Israel. Why are you here? Why did you join Tzahal? Why’d you extend your tour, volunteer for this secret unit, whatever it is? Sign up for three more years?”

      “Oh. That.”

      “I’ve read your file. Well, the unclassified parts of your file. Rich American brat. Heir to a billion-dollar fortune. One day you upped and left the States. You put your stock in a trust your mom’s relatives have been fighting over ever since and you came here. Why? I remember what you told me about your dad, and I saw how you spent the day fixing the baker’s store with him. It doesn’t add up. I don’t get it. I don’t get you.”

      Bloom stares at his beer bottle.

      Ian Bloom thinks. He feels the Breguet’s crack lines under his fingertips. He feels the asimon against his skin. He closes his eyes and sees it all again, the horror movie looping in his brain most nights before he sleeps.

      Ian Bloom decides.

      He tells her. He tells it all.

      The night was black, starless, clouded. The road covered in melted snow. A few puddles of ice.

      Bloom kept pushing.

      The red Bugatti Chiron Sport kept on climbing up Old Dominion’s Lookout Pointe.

      One twenty.

      The wheel vibrated.

      Gaius screamed. Gaius laughed. Gaius pulled at the vodka bottle.

      One forty-five.

      The wheel grumbled. The Bugatti shook in protest.

      Gaius screamed. Gaius laughed. Gaius opened the window. He pulled his head, his torso out the window. The howling night pushed at him. He howled and pushed back. A tree branch hit him in the face, gnashed his right cheek. Gaius closed the window. Another vodka swig.

      “I told you to stay inside,” said Bloom. “Now you’ve fucked up your face. Mom is going to kill me.”

      “If she’s not too stoned to notice,” said Gaius.

      “True.”

      Bloom kept pushing.

      One hundred sixty miles per hour.

      The Bugatti roared. It flew.

      He laughed.

      He roared, “Yeah, motherfucker.”

      Gaius screamed, “Yeah, motherfucker.”

      The Bugatti sped. The Bugatti flew.

      He kept pushing.

      One seventy.

      The Bugatti hit an ice puddle. The Bugatti slipped. It spun. It went off the road. It blew the barrier like paper. It toppled. The airbags popped. It smashed sideways into a tree. The tree smashed right back through Gaius’s window.

      It all stopped.

      Hello, darkness, my old friend.

      Goooooood mooooornnnniiiing, Vieeeeetnaaaaammmm.

      Fireworks inside his head.

      Flashing lights all over the place.

      Red, blue. Some yellow too.

      The cops showed up. Ditto the paramedics.

      They broke his door open.

      The paramedic said, “Can you hear me, son?”

      His throat was dry.

      Bloom nodded.

      The paramedic asked again.

      “I can hear you,” he rasped. “I can hear you right as rain.”

      The paramedic flashed a light in his eyes.

      “Can you wiggle your toes, son?”

      He wiggled them.

      He nodded.

      “Move your fingers?”

      He raised his hands. He wiggled his fingers.

      A few cuts, he saw.

      Glass from Gaius’s window was everywhere.

      His Breguet Tourbillon’s sapphire-crystal face was cracked.

      His brother Gaius had a tree branch through his throat, his hands wrapped around the branch, his eyes open, frightened, dead.

      Bloom cried. Bloom wailed.

      He walked away from the car.

      Bloom stumbled. His knees weak. He fell on them. He put his face between his hands. He threw up. He cried harder.

      The paramedic was all over him. Wrapped him in a shock blanket. Oxygen mask on his face.

      “We’ve got you, son. We’ve got you.”

      The paramedic walked him to an ambulance. A pair of orderlies put what used to be Gaius on a gurney, the sawed-off tree branch next to him. They covered his brother’s face with a yellow plastic blanket, but it was no use. His dead, frightened eyes were seared in Bloom’s mind.

      He sat inside his ambulance’s back door, his feet dangling from it, at least a foot from the ground.

      He still had the oxygen mask on his face. An orderly was taking his blood pressure. Another with a clipboard in her hands was asking him questions he didn’t even hear. Flashing lights all over the place.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Are you hurt anywhere, sir?” said Clipboard Orderly.

      “I don’t think so.”

      The paramedic was back. Next to him were two guys in gray. It took him a second to make them out as highway patrol cops.

      “. . . is riding with you to Old Dominion Health, you hear. Soon’s the docs clear it, she’s gonna take your statement. Is there anyone you’d like us to call? Your parents?”

      “Call Paine,” he said. “Call Lucian Paine. He’ll know what to do.”

      His lawyer’s name was an ice-cold water bucket on everyone.

      “Lucian Paine?” the patrolman said. “The weird guy who lives in a beach shack?”

      “Yeah. That’s the one,” said Bloom. “He’ll know what to do.”

      Lucian Paine handled it. He handled it, all right. He always did.

      Bloom looked around.

      A shack on the beach. Hammock on the terrace outside, swayed by the ocean breeze. Another hammock inside. A desk with an internet router and some power jacks. Two lounge chairs. A wet bar. A jukebox full of old rockabilly vinyl albums. A pinball machine against a wall, next to a surfboard. Big-ass espresso machine. A full Partagas humidor.

      Paine’s place is not what you’d expect, he thought. Nothing about Paine was. A member of the Paine clan, the closest thing to royalty in America, and certainly in Old Dominion, they had a piece of most business in the city, legal or otherwise. He was estranged from the family patriarch, and most everyone else. Left behind a substantial law practice some years ago. Beach bum par excellence. Nephew of mom’s current husband, Gaius’s cousin, Bloom’s best friend.

      Lucian Paine. Lucian, the man, lay on one of the lounge chairs, Fat Tire beer in hand.

      Bloom lay on the other. Ditto the beer.

      Elvis on the jukebox was rocking full swing, Roy Orbison and Buddy Holly on deck.

      “The vultures are pissed at me,” said Lucian.

      “At you?” Bloom asked. “If anything, they’re pissed at me.”

      “Oh, they are. Not only did you kill your stepbrother—”

      “Brother. Gaius was my brother, no matter who our parents were.”

      “I’m sorry. Brother,” said Lucian. “Not only did you kill your brother, Gaius, in that car crash, but you had the bad manners of not dying too. If you’d croaked, or at least gotten hurt so bad you’d be a veggie in a wheelchair or a drool in the loon house, problem solved. No more Ian. Mommy dearest gets your stock, so the vultures get it by proxy.”

      Lucian took a pull from his beer.

      “But you didn’t croak, and you’re no veggie. Only a few scratches on your hand and a busted Breguet you still wear for reasons I neither understand nor care to.”

      Bloom looked at the cracked watch on his wrist.

      Bloom said, “It’s not busted. The crystal’s cracked, that’s all. It’s still running. It’ll keep on running long after you and I are gone.”

      He drank from his beer.

      He said, “They want me gone so bad, don’t they?”

      Lucian said, “They do. If you were standing between me and seven billion dollars, I’d want you gone too, and I like you. Them? Yeah. They want you gone. The money, more than Gaius’s death, is what gets their goat. That’s why they’re pissed at me now.”

      Lucian continued, “If I’d let you rot in jail, you’d be as good as gone as far as they’re concerned. They’d go to court. ‘He’s unfit,’ they’d say. ‘Give us the stock,’ they’d say. Well, no. Duane Ferris would say it for them, which is worse, because Duane is a crack at lawyering and he’d get them the stock while you spend the next twenty to life counting bird shit drops on the exercise yard.”

      “Yeah. I can see why they’re pissed at you,” Bloom said. “They’re gonna be more pissed after this.”

      “They are,” said Lucian.

      “Don’t they have enough money already?” Bloom says.

      “Brother, no one ever has enough money.”

      “Is this bulletproof? Is there anything they can do about this?”

      “They’ll try,” said Lucian, sipping from his beer. “Let the motherfuckers try.”

      He felt the crack lines under his fingertips. He smiled.

      He said, “Let the motherfuckers try.”

      “Are you sure about this?” asked Lucian.

      “I’m sure,” he said. “I’ve been sure for a while now.”

      Bloom wound the watch on his wrist, passed a hand over its cracked face, felt the crack lines under his fingertips.

      He recalled. He remembered.

      His feet dangling from the ambulance.

      They dragged Gaius’s body, and the tree branch that killed him, under a sheet.

      They took Bloom.

      Hospital first.

      They ran the tests. Every. Fucking. Test.

      Blood tests: no alcohol, no drugs, no meds, no disease. Nothing. Gaius had been drinking, but not Bloom.

      MRI: no breaks, no punctures, no swelling, no internal bleeding. Nothing.

      CAT scan: brain, okay.

      The handcuffs came on.

      He could walk, but they wheelchaired him from room to room, from test to test, from the hospital bed to the patrol car outside.

      “Jailhouse Rock” all the way.

      They booked him.

      They caged him.

      They released him.

      It took less than an hour. Lucian had already been there. Lucian had left. Lucian’s note:

      Sit tight.

      He sat tight.

      He lay tight on the cot.

      He put his hands under the paper-thin pillow, and there it was.

      “An old copy of this book, The Catcher in the Rye. Ever read it? No? It’s about this sixteen-year-old, his name’s Holden Caulfield. He was expelled from a posh prep school and spends some lonely time in New York. It used to be a big read in school when I was a kid,” Bloom says to Orit.

      He wanted to kill some time, sitting tight, waiting.

      He read.

      It was an old paperback edition. Loose front cover, picture fading. Dog-eared pages. Creased, bent every which way. Grease-stained.

      He found an annotation on the upper margin, page thirteen.

      Steady, son. Hold steady, now. It’s time to stop.

      The handwriting was like his father’s.

      He leafed through the book. There were more annotations.

      Be a giver, not a taker.

      The prodigal son who wasted all the portion entrusted to him by his father.

      Carpe diem.

      Is it worth it?

      Your life matters to me, make it matter to you.

      Fear is a thief.

      Rise. Beat the darkness within.

      I love you.

      All in the same cursive, neat, well-spaced letters in blue ink.

      On the last page, this:

      I belong to Kyle White

      and a phone number.

      When he got out, he called the number. Unassigned.

      He asked Lucian to find out about Kyle White.

      The report came back a week later.

      They had picked up Kyle White for loitering and trespass. Father unknown. Mother doing hard time in Colorado. In and out of foster homes since he was six. Stellar school records.

      Kyle White was dead. He hung himself in that cell. No known relatives or next of kin. He was nineteen.

      “Here I was, everything going for me and, like White, I was busy killing myself, only I didn’t know it. I was pissing my life away,” he says.

      And then there was the first message:

      Steady, son. Hold steady, now. It’s time to stop.

      His father said that when he stopped the chemo.

      He said it again when Ian was crying by his bed, the night before he died.

      He said it many times.

      “So I stopped. I was done wasting my life. I’d make it count,” says Bloom.

      “Here? Playing soldier in Israel?” says Orit.

      “It’s as good a place as any. Better than most. I love my country. I could’ve joined the US Armed Forces, but America doesn’t need me. It has over three hundred million people and faces no existential military threat. Israel has less than ten and is surrounded by enemy countries hell-bent on its destruction. The US has strategic depth. Its closest adversaries must cross either the Pacific or Atlantic Ocean, the world’s best natural barriers. Israel has no strategic depth, and no natural barriers against its enemies. Israel can’t afford to lose any of its wars. My dad was a Zionist. So was I, during my teens. Despite its many faults, Israel is the Jewish homeland, and I’m a Jew. If my life should count for something, it should be here, doing this.”

      She kissed him.

      A long, hungry, savage kiss—like those she used to give him a lifetime ago.

      His hands running down her back.

      Their knees touching together.

      Her long, strong fingers on his face, running through his hair, caressing his neck. They stop at the asimon hanging from the leather cord.

      She started it, she broke it off.

      “Still not lonely enough to call?”

      “It’s not because I’m not lonely. I’m lonely every day. It’s because I’m not brave enough.”

      “Complete your mission. Leave my base. We’ll see what happens next.”
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      Fuad has to stop by: a son’s duty dictates.

      Full beard. Big corrective glasses. Hooded sweatshirt. Look away from surveillance cameras. Limp and drag a foot, disguise gait pattern. Do this at night.

      The last mile is the hardest.

      The old neighborhood. Streets he ran about as a child. The old rough, patched field where he learned to kick a ball. The same field where he felt the first of many ribcage kicks for his father’s shame.

      He peers through the window. Kitchen light is on. Father must be at the table, behind the wall, eating the same oatmeal he’s had for dinner since Fuad can remember.

      He takes off the glasses and hood. The beard has nowhere to go.

      He goes around the house. He’ll knock on the kitchen door, have some tea with Abdo, forgive him, say goodbye.

      Three steps. He stares inside.

      The old chess set, the one his mother and father used to play with, on the kitchen table. His father playing black, as usual. Standing, as usual. His hand on his chin, thinking, as usual.

      A stranger. One of Them. A Jew. A Magavnik. The enemy. In his house.

      In his mother’s chair, playing his mother’s side of his mother’s chess set.

      Fuad stares. Fuad seethes. Fuad clicks a bead on his rosary with his left thumb. Fuad shakes his head. Fuad goes away.
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      “Witch Doctor to Lone Indian: Wolf cub spotted outside old pack’s den while Lone Indian was there. Review attached footage.”

      “Lone Indian to Witch Doctor: Copy. Over.”

      Most street surveillance cameras are empty. Props for show. Neighborhood sense of security. Or of being watched. Depends on which side of the fence you’re sitting on.

      Real surveillance cameras in Hebron are camouflaged.

      A damaged brick.

      An advertising billboard.

      A broken bicycle tied to a pole.

      And satellites.

      Bloom’s been waiting for a hit since he was detached here.

      Raphael is letting him know that tonight the target lit up. It showed up. It was followed. The cub will lead them to the alpha wolf.
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      A city, a neighborhood, a street, or a back alley—each has its own feel, its own vibe.

      This vibe chills when the steel-gray uniform shows up.

      Today Bloom’s dressed in khaki shorts, a T-shirt with Roger Waters’s face and the BDS movement logo on it, an old washed-out Cleveland Indians baseball cap still bearing Chief Wahoo’s smiling face, wraparound Oakley shades, sneakers, AirPods in each ear, a small backpack, a water bottle strapped to his waist, a Nikon hanging from a strap around his shoulder, a cloth icon on a string around his neck: Saint Cajetan, patron saint of gamblers.

      He looks the part.

      He walks the streets.

      He drinks chilled pomegranate juice, just squeezed, at a market stall. Buys some spices and herbs at another.

      He lets a merchant talk him into buying a Roman coin.

      “Jesus kicked one of these from the money changers at the Temple, sahib. A family heirloom, one of a kind. It’s yours for fifty American dollars, no tax.”

      He has seven of those already.

      Open smiles and faces where he was met with the grim sound of shutting doors just days before.

      He makes his way to the street he’s looking for.

      There’s not much wealth in Hebron’s Arab neighborhoods, but what there is, it’s here.

      A small untended park. Narrow sidewalks. Two-story houses with little or no graffiti on the walls. Paved streets, filth-filled, but paved. Some vacant lots. Debris everywhere.

      Many residents rent out a spare bedroom or a couch for tourists who want to spend the night. Rough it out like a local. An American Christian with a camera is a regular sight.

      A welcome one if he’s got dollars to burn.

      But not here, not on this street.

      No rooms for rent.

      No eager vendors hawking their wares.

      Uh-uh.

      Fat man on a dilapidated bench at the corner. He’s been through his newspaper twice. Hasn’t read it once.

      A couple loops the small park, hand in hand. Four, five, six loops; not a single kiss or hug, no whispered endearment close to the other’s ear, stiff smiles.

      A shoeshine whistles at the other corner, no customers.

      Bloom watches from a table half a click away. Kebab in hand. Telephoto lens on his Nikon, special issue. He can see fatso scratching his ass, the girl’s freckles, the shoeshine’s fingers, grease-free.

      Bingo. Target on location.

      He walks away.

      He wanders. He idles. He scans the shop windows. Scratches stuck gum from his sole against the sidewalk. Checks his map, looks up and down the street.

      Black, no surveillance.

      The wolf pack is unaware. Just another pilgrim.

      Another recon.

      Fatso, Shoeshine, and the Icebergs are out.

      Blind beggar with shades and no stick, out-of-shape park jogger, pair tinkering under an ’89 Mercedes 500’s hood are in.

      Casual walk-by. Fourth cast change in as many days. No repeats, yet.

      He rides the bus, crosses the market. No tourist gear, Christian pilgrim icons, Indians baseball cap, or wraparound shades. Just another Israeli regular.

      No hawking goods at him. No bargaining. Sometimes, no sale.

      “Tribe Chief to Lone Indian: Neighbors found suitor for daughter. Daughter to be sent away during a farewell party.”

      “Lone Indian to Tribe Chief: Copy.”

      “Tribe Chief to Lone Indian: Elope with neighbor’s daughter.”

      “Lone Indian to Tribe Chief: Copy. Out.”

      Orders are orders, thinks Bloom. What Aloni wants, Bloom gets for him. Time to light this rodeo up.
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      Outer perimeter surveillance in place.

      They’ve doubled up. Watchers are conspicuous.

      Shoeshine, Fatso, Icebergs, Beggar, Jogger, and Would-Be-Mechanics are out.

      Some riots are spontaneous. This one is a choreography with master watchmaker precision.

      It starts with a gathering. Flash point: Tomb of the Patriarchs, critical nerve point for Christians, Muslims, and Jews.

      Times of worship limited by faith. The Jews can only worship there ten days a year.

      This is one of them: the Shabbat Chayei Sarah, when Jews read the section of the Torah describing how Abraham purchased the Cave of Machpelah as a burial plot for Sarah.

      Thousands of Jews gather for the service.

      Security is tight.

      Nerves are on edge.

      The protesters want to make a show of it.

      Chants.

      People on the streets.

      The drumbeat of firearm shots in the air marks the tempo, signals the change of step.

      Cue the alarm.

      Cue the Magav’s armored vehicles cruising the streets, sirens blaring.

      Cue the Magav’s infantry on foot, running, setting up containment positions.

      Bloom sits at his rooftop post. Binoculars trained on the wolf’s den.

      He munches on a sandwich.

      He watches the target’s nannies.

      The nannies are tense, sharp, wound up. Not the usual nannies. These are professionals. This is an extraction job. Patience and misdirection are key. They’re on the lookout for the signal.

      So is Bloom.

      He doesn’t know who the inside source is. He doesn’t need to. The intel’s solid.

      He doesn’t know the opposition’s full game plan. He doesn’t need to. He’ll act when they act, adjust on the go.

      A crowd is marching down the street.

      Strong contingent. Palestinian flags waving everywhere. Ski masks. Keffiyeh. No rifles. No sidearms. No visible slingshots. Children. Little children and teens. Women, plenty of those. Good camouflage, no threat.

      The nannies signal.

      More than ten protesters come out from the neighboring houses. They join the march. They chant the chants.

      Three people come out from the main house.

      The three are the same. Same height. Same mask. Same clothes. Same limp, but not quite. One drags, one skips, one limps for real.

      Bloom scans the three with his binoculars. The binoculars run the images through the identity servers. Skippy’s body is built like a tank, all muscle and sinew, zero fat. Skippy is a match. Skippy is our boy.

      Bloom rappels down from the roof.

      He’s dressed as the opposition. Covered hands, face, hair, eyes. Hard to make him out. No uniforms. Jeans, black T-shirt, knockoff Converse shoes.

      He hides his gun.

      He unfurls a Palestinian flag.

      He joins the march.

      He follows.

      He chants the chants, waves the flag, shouts the shouts.

      get off our land

      palestine: from the river to the sea

      death to the jews

      One more freedom fighter. One more protester.

      Burning tire smell in the air, no smoke yet.

      Farther down he sees the Magav position near the fence.

      More people join the march.

      Skippy should make a run for it before he reaches the Magav position. He keeps Skippy in sight.

      Skippy disappoints.

      Skippy remains.

      The march reaches point zero. No-man’s-land between rioters and Magavniks.

      Magavniks focused on containing, not dispersing. Not yet.

      Black smoke everywhere. No rockets. No bullets. No rocks. Just signs, chants, shouts. He can tell the Magavniks are put off. He knows this is choreographed; they don’t. Intel was not distributed. It wasn’t a shareable product.

      As is his mission.

      get off our land.

      palestine: from the river to the sea.

      death to the jews.

      allāhu akbar.

      This last line is new. It comes from the back, behind Bloom.

      allāhu akbar, the front responds, but not everyone.

      Detonations. Far off. Somewhere else.

      boom.

      A car explodes. It jumps up, it burns in the air. It falls on the protesters.

      boom.

      A second car explodes.

      He knows Major Or is running a check-down on the commlink. He can almost hear her: “All units, report. All units, hold your fire unless fired at.”

      The Magav holds the line. The Magav keeps discipline.

      The protest turns into a riot. People run. People shout.

      “Did the Israelis fire?”

      “Is it one of our rockets?”

      “Keep the children away from the fire, out of harm’s way.”

      Confusion sets in.

      allāhu akbar.

      Some rioters rush to the lines.

      Skippy doesn’t. Neither does Drag nor Limp.

      They’re in the middle. People flood around them. Some are running forward. Some are running back, trying to escape.

      boom.

      Another car. It blows, it jumps, it lands in a ball of fire.

      They drop the limp. They make a run for it, each in a different direction.

      Bloom follows Skippy. Skippy’ll make a play. Somewhere there’s an extraction hole to take him someplace else, send him off.

      That’s his mission: find the baker’s son, neutralize the baker’s son before he goes live. Skippy is Fuad Baghdadi in disguise.

      The bullet hits a wall inches from Bloom.

      Bloom turns around.

      He’s been made. He should’ve expected it.

      Two of them are running after him, guns out, shooting.

      Bloom takes a defensive position behind a concrete trash can. He looks back. The baker’s son is still running, running, running away.

      A bullet whizzes past Bloom. Another hits the trash can.

      He wants to break cover. He wants to follow the baker’s son. He tries. They shoot. He’s pinned down.

      His cover is blown.

      Bloom shoots back.

      It’s a stalemate.

      He’s pinned. He has them pinned. Reinforcements will come. Theirs. His.

      A Magav squad makes it first.

      They take positions.

      “Stand down,” comes the order from the megaphone.

      Bloom puts down his gun. Hands on his head. Knees on the floor.

      The opposition doesn’t. The opposition shoots. One of them shoots at him, the other at the Magavniks.

      A rifle cracks. A shooter falls. The other shooter takes aim. The other shooter takes a shot. The other shooter makes Bloom’s thigh. Another rifle cracks. The other shooter falls.

      His thigh is on fire.

      The Magavniks reach him. They handcuff him. They search him. They disarm him. They stop the bleeding. They arrest him. They call a medic.
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      The bullet to his thigh isn’t critical. He would like to be on active duty in a few weeks. He won’t be.

      “Mandatory rest and recreation,” said Colonel Aloni. “This is an assignment, and those are your orders.”

      “Lucky bastard,” said Lieutenant Colonel Meir Raphael.

      Orit said more words.

      Words like, “How could you make friends with that baker, just to kill his son? You were his friend, he was yours, and you betrayed him.”

      Words like, “I trusted you, and you came to my base to murder someone. No trial, no investigation, nothing. You were going to kill him in cold blood. You’re no different than they are, you know?”

      “I’m sorry I lied to you, and I’m sorry about the baker, but I had my orders. I had to take him down,” said Bloom. “Sometimes you have to do the wrong thing for the right reasons.”

      “You’re the wrong guy, for the right reasons. Go away, Ian. Let me be,” said Orit.

      “Yes, Major Or,” said Bloom, standing at attention.

      “Dismissed, Sergeant Bloom,” she said, a single tear running down her cheek.

      Then he went to Tel Aviv.

      Sun. Beach. Shades. Sunscreen. Beer. Smartphone. Book. Painkillers, twice a day, more if needed.

      Bloom spends two days just lying on the sand, soaking in the Mediterranean waves. He wants to join a beach volleyball game. The burning on his thigh reminds him he can’t.

      He drinks.

      He rehashes.

      He drinks some more.

      He ruminates.

      He pops two pills, washes them down with a beer gulp.

      He’s dry.

      The beach club is booming a block away. He limps his way there.

      “Members only,” says the bouncer at the rope.

      Flash two C’s, American.

      “Here’s my membership card,” Bloom says.

      “Come right in, boss,” says the bouncer.

      Loud music. Flowing booze. Swimsuits and swagger. His kind of place. He’s back in the game. He’s a past master at playing the game.

      Bloom knows the drill: Shaded table by the pool, ocean view. Two chilling Crystal champagne bottles. Havana Seven rum. Belvedere vodka. Don Julio 70 tequila. Keep my tab flowing.

      Word goes around. Guy at the premium table is hosting an open bar for girls on the make, no men allowed. No strings attached. No questions asked. Just here for a good time.

      They flock.

      They parade.

      They make small talk.

      They giggle.

      Bloom’s not interested. He wants a particular dirty-blonde with a killer body, a brain, a bite.

      He discards fast, but they’re all welcome to stay.

      Bloom spots her.

      She walks around. Not walking. Tapping. She moves with the music’s beat. She’s making rounds. Not the prowling type.

      Tall. Legs up to her chin. Marked abs. Long neck. Blue eyes. Dirty-blonde straight hair. Daisy Dukes and a black tank top. Jimmy Choo open-toed stilettos. Persol sunglasses. Red lollipop.

      A table captain shows her a chit. She signs it. She keeps on tapping around.

      “Who’s that, Ari?” Bloom asks the waiter.

      “She’s management, boss.”

      “Ask her to join me.”

      “She won’t, boss. She’s management.”

      “Ask her anyway.”

      The waiter’s back. “She says she’s busy, boss. She don’t hang out with customers.”

      Bloom watches. Bloom observes. Bloom sees things most people miss.

      She’s management, all right.

      The captains give her chits to sign. The bartenders need her go-ahead for sending out expensive bottles. The waiters and cleanup staff take their cues from her, work on the double. She walks around the club. No eye contact with customers. No chitchat.

      Spot the candy girl by the swimming pool, handing out microbaggies filled with pills, dope, or pebbles. Catch her stuffing C’s in her little black kangaroo purse.

      Segue to the candy boy by the palm tree, doing the same number.

      Bloom’s sure there’s a guy in the men’s restroom handing out paper towels with a little box of complimentary mouthwash, cotton swabs, and bubblegum who’ll score some condensed oblivion for you on the side. Ditto for a gal in the ladies’ restroom. Standard drug-peddling procedure at any self-respecting club.

      You’ve been to one of these clubs, you’ve been to all. It doesn’t matter if they’re in Miami, Old Dominion, Saint-Tropez, Tel Aviv. They’re all the same.

      Lollipop Dirty-Blonde taps around; she oversees.

      She nods at Candy Girl by the swimming pool. She eyes Candy Boy by the palm tree. She smiles at the tall young hunk holding hands and giggling with an emaciated, botoxed, middle-aged lady in a Versace two-piece as they walk to one of the back-lot cabanas.

      Bloom waits. Dirty-Blonde’s avoiding him. She taps everywhere except in his table’s vicinity. She signs away chits, approves each bottle delivered to his table.

      If the mountain won’t go to Muhammad, Muhammad must go to the mountain, he thinks.

      Bloom limps over. He exaggerates the limp. He drags his foot, almost. He mocks pain as he gets close.

      She gives him a once-over.

      “Hi, I’m Ian.”

      “Hey, Ian.”

      “You got a name?” says Bloom.

      “I do,” she says.

      “Have a drink with me,” says Bloom.

      “I don’t drink with customers.”

      “So I heard, but Ari didn’t say you don’t drink with crippled customers.”

      She laughs.

      “Well, now, seeing as you’re a cripple and all, and that you’re footing this month’s rent in one sitting, I guess I can make an exception. Not here, though. I’m management. I don’t drink with customers.”

      She grabs a napkin from a table, scribbles down a number with her purple chit-signing pen.

      “Here,” she says. “Call me, we’ll hang out when I get off.”

      “At what time do you get off?”

      “Sometime around two o’clock.”

      Bloom looks at his cracked Breguet.

      “An hour?”

      She laughs.

      “No, baby. Thirteen hours. I get off after closing time, at two in the morning. Is that past your bedtime?”

      “Way past my bedtime. Us cripples sleep early, but seeing as you’re making an exception for me, I’ll make one for you.”

      “Great. Call me at two and I’ll meet you somewhere.”

      “Is this really your number?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” she says.

      He laughs. He looks at the napkin. Just a number, no name. He laughs some more.

      “See you,” Bloom says.
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      Jasmine stacks the chits. She logs them in her journal. She burns them. She collects cash from the pushers. She collects from the cabana boys and girls. Logs it in.

      Today’s drop at the club was better than usual. The American spread some good vibes around.

      Something about watching other people spend money makes people want to spend more money.

      She’ll talk to Marina about that. Maybe they should plant a stooge once in a while to heat up the place.

      The American.

      She cracks a smile. Nice eye candy, seems smart, younger than her, but she knows the type.

      The look on his face when he called and got the funeral home’s voicemail must’ve been priceless.

      It’s two thirty.

      The muscle just left with today’s closing pickup.

      The staff is gone. She’s good and ready to go home.

      There’s a knock on her office door.

      “Is that you, Shimshon? Did you forget something?” she says in her bimbo voice. There’s never been a Shimshon working for her. Her hand is on the gun under her desk.

      “It’s me, Ian,” says the American’s voice behind the door. “I’m here about that drink.”

      “Come in,” she says, hand still on her gun.

      He opens the door. He’s there, dressed in designer jeans, a cotton shirt open at the neck, a watch with a cracked face on his wrist, an old asimon hanging from his neck on a worn leather cord. He carries two glasses and a wine bottle. An expensive wine bottle.

      “The mortician sends her regards,” he says.

      She laughs, relaxes her hand off the gun.

      “Persistent, are we?”

      “Oh, yes. Us war-ravaged veterans are that, if nothing else. Come on. It’s just a drink. If you don’t like me, if I don’t like you, we won’t be any worse off than we are now.”

      He doesn’t wait for her answer. He pops the cork from the bottle, pours both glasses.

      “To persistence,” he says, offering her a glass.

      “To persistence,” she says. She takes the wine from his hand. “To persistence and war veterans.”

      Fourth date. Dice at a clandestine casino. He took her there. She doesn’t say, It’s my boss’s. She doesn’t say, I’ve clipped two guys in the casino basement. The bouncers at the door play dumb, as they should.

      She watches him popping buzz pills like candy. He offered, she declined. Marina frowns on her employees trying her merchandise, or the competition’s.

      She has the throw. They put their bets on the table. She places a hundred shekels. He places five hundred dollars. She blows on the dice.

      She throws.

      She wins.

      They double down their bets. She keeps on winning.

      The rush and this guy have her pulsing. She wants him.

      “Let’s go,” she says.

      Cash their chips. Drive to his hotel penthouse suite.

      The view from the terrace is breathtaking. The Jacuzzi’s temperature is just so. He orders room service: chocolate-covered strawberries, champagne chilled and ready.

      He kisses her. She kisses him.

      He licks the back of her neck, then the back of her ear.

      She pushes him back, slips off her skirt, jacket, and top. The heels stay on. She rips his shirt. Rips his slacks. Rips his underwear.

      She bites his hip bone.

      His kisses, his caresses, feel timed, methodical, experienced.

      They get in the water.

      She rides him slow, facing out to the sea, the clearing sky.

      She kisses his neck. She runs her nails down his chest. She notices the scars, runs her hands over them. She likes scars, she has a few of her own, some of them the type you can’t see.

      She feels her body responding to him, his body responding to her.

      Done and spent, they eat strawberries in the tub, watching the sun wash over the Tel Aviv skyline.
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      Marina does her homework. Jasmine is her hammer, soon to take point on the Fist connection. Jasmine is her protégé. Jasmine is a younger, newer version of herself, perhaps an heir? Marina knows Jasmine’s buttons as she knows her own. A tough woman in a tough business, showing she’s the boss, she’s the man. She knows Jasmine’s past.

      Jasmine likes this Bloom more than she should, at least more than usual.

      Marina has certain people in certain places with access to certain information investigate Bloom.

      It costs more grease than it should. Grease is Marina’s specialty. It gets done.

      She has the spiel on Jasmine’s Bloom:

      Ian Bloom.

      Male.

      Age: 25.

      Never married.

      No children.

      Father: Jason Bloom (used to be Blumenthal), deceased, cancer. Founder of Desert Orchid, a leader in genetically modified organisms (GMOs). Desert Orchid owns patents to hundreds of resilient seeds. Market cap: $60 billion. Bloom inherited controlling stock. Controlling stock placed in blind trust, for undisclosed reasons. Trust under litigation from family members and board members.

      Mother: Hannah Bauer, twice remarried. Current husband: Flavius Paine.

      One stepbrother: Gaius Paine, son of Flavius, deceased. Cause of death: car accident, court records sealed. No other siblings. Large extended family.

      Close associates: Lucian Paine, lawyer, Flavius Paine’s nephew.

      Reputation as a party boy. Prone to adrenaline-inducing extreme situations and sports.

      Tzofim (Israeli boy scouts), Old Dominion, USA.

      Army service: Magav. Enlisted career soldier. Corporal. Suspension without pay for wound, and conduct under combat under review.

      Marina likes what she reads. She makes notes:

      Bloom:

      Look into conduct under combat under review. Are there strings to pull? Can we arrange a discharge?

      Look into Desert Orchid Re: Manufacturing plants and chemicals. Could we use them for drug manufacturing? Could we use their shipping contracts for moving merchandise? Can Bloom resume control?

      Jasmine’s Bloom has potential for her Organizatsiya. He could be an interesting Organizatsiya asset. Marina wonders if Jasmine realizes this.

      It’s time for her to leave the beach club and work full-time on special ops. Marina’s business with the Fist is heating up.

      She will need a cover story with the general, and she’ll either bring her American into the Organizatsiya’s fold or cut him loose.
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      He watches the baker’s son.

      Stupid boy.

      A stray puppy who thinks he’s a hunting hound.

      He read somewhere dogs can’t tell their own size. That’s why small dogs bark at larger dogs, large dogs cower before smaller dogs. The little dog thinks it can kill the big dog, and the big dog thinks so too.

      But the master knows different.

      Watch the puppy snarl at the bigger dogs. Watch him smell their fear. Watch him swagger.

      He watches his puppy come and go, just as far as his rosary leash will let him.

      Use the cane to remind the puppy who’s master.

      Use the whip to bend his will.

      Faith, such a useful whip. It leaves no visible mark. It lives inside the dog’s heart and is as strong as the dog is weak.

      His faith died long ago. It died in the refugee camp. It went down the drain, along with the putrid water and the constant shit of dysentery.

      No faith in Allah, less faith in the Cause. Not even in the green-paper god loved by all, cherished by all, the true problem-solver.

      He believes in Ismail, his one true name. The baker’s son calls him Mahmud, as Abdo his father did long ago. Mahmud is one of his famous names, but not his true name. To know a man’s true name is to own the man, as he owns Fuad. The last person who knew his true name has been dead for more than half a century.

      In the refugee camp, he studied the Prophet’s deeds and words. He must’ve been doing it wrong, he thought.

      Allah was righteous. Allah was merciful. Allah wouldn’t want him to suffer. Allah would bring him prosperity and relief. Allah would take away this foul, rotting-fish smell, the grimaces, the other children’s disgust, their taunts.

      Allah didn’t.

      Ismail did.

      He preached to his neighbors, and his neighbors’ friends and families. Ismail could see inside a man’s heart. His black tinted-glass eyes missed little. He had a knack for spotting weakness, desire, fear, resentment, disappointment.

      He would think so-and-so needs guidance, and he’d guide him to his own brand of militant faith.

      His words fed the fire of anger, then provided a balm of hatred to ease the burn. His own hatred compounded.

      One night his followers blew away six Israeli soldiers at a checkpoint with some homemade explosives.

      Ismail was fourteen.

      Yes, faith was a powerful whip. It was also a profitable one.

      He’s been selling contract terror since the war of ’67. Ismail’s been through many names, many faces, one step ahead of the Israelis, ever since.

      So long as the faithful think they are fighting for Allah’s jihad or the Palestinian Cause against the Zionist Oppressor and its lackeys, they’ll be willing to kill for Ismail. They’ll be willing to die for him, thinking they do it for Him.

      Like this puppy.
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      “I fight, therefore I exist,” says Mahmud. “Do you know who said this first?”

      Fuad doesn’t.

      “The chief Oppressor. David Ben-Gurion. He said it when it was the Jews who were branded terrorists, back during the British Mandate. Before our Nakba.”

      Our Nakba. The Catastrophe. What the Oppressors called their War of Independence.

      Fuad sits and listens to Mahmud. Mahmud mentors him. He teaches the righteousness of the Cause, which is also Allah’s Cause.

      The Jews forced the British to leave, their tail between their legs, and good riddance. Living under a boot is living under a boot, no matter who wears it.

      Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, and Syria said they’d help us run them to the sea. We would have all our land, none of that partition monstrosity. So we went to war with them.

      It did not end well.

      The Jews proved more resourceful than we thought.

      Villages, towns, cities—gone forever. More than half a million of us displaced, scattered to the wind.

      And the abomination was born. It succeeded. It thrived, nurtured by our forebears’ blood.

      Our Arab neighbors betrayed us. They cared nothing for our people, our suffering. All they wanted was our land.

      And they took it.

      Jordan kept the West Bank. Egypt kept Gaza.

      Our people?

      Our people ended up stateless, displaced: Some went to the territories captured by Egypt, others to the ones kept by Jordan, many fled to Lebanon, others to the surrounding Arab states. Some stayed. The Baghdadis stayed.

      Refugees in our own land.

      We remain refugees in our own land. Fathers, their children, and their children’s children, all refugees.

      “Much has changed. Much more remains the same,” says Mahmud. “The time has come for you to live among Them, to blend like one of Them, to hit Them from within. Are you ready?”

      “I am,” says Fuad.

      “Are you?” says Mahmud. He fixes his stare on Fuad. Those dead black eyes. “Are you?” he says again. “The time has come for you to kill, in the name of Allah and the Cause.”

      Fuad trembles.

      This is what he’s been waiting for. Training for. Praying for. This is his calling.

      Allah, don’t let me be found wanting.

      All these years, staring at the Jews beyond the fence. Watching them thrive as his people suffered, lingered. He was a warrior, a bringer of death to the hated enemy.

      “I’m ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIXTY-FOUR

          

          
            WHAT GOOD DOES IT DO?

          

        

      

    

    
      Intelligence is neither good nor evil. It’s what we do or don’t do with it. This is Cricket’s lifelong mantra.

      He’s pacing around President BenTov’s office in the presidential residence, twiddling his thumbs.

      BenTov sits at his desk, shirtsleeves rolled up, the smell of his just-finished Turkish coffee still fresh in the air. He’s reading the file Cricket brought him. Cricket never considered otherwise. The president had to know. Cricket’s job is to find secrets for BenTov, not keep them from him.

      And this secret. Oy vey, this secret.

      General Hoshech asked him to investigate his granddaughter’s new boyfriend. He saw no harm in it. A Magavnik under inquiry for conduct in the field? How bad could it be?

      Surprise, surprise. His Tzahal sources shut him down.

      “You want no piece of this,” said one of them.

      “Of the Bloom file?”

      “His or hers.”

      “There’s a hers? What about hers?”

      It took cajoling, threatening, favor-calling, and downright pleading. All he could find out on Ian Bloom was he’s no Magavnik, no corporal either, and not under review. Bloom is a Tzahal sergeant. Elite Special Forces, Tzahal. Read “black ops” instead of “elite.” His service record is classified.

      He got her file, though. The life and times of Jasmine Hoshech was heavy reading.

      A good soldier. Tower Eagle. Witness in a closed-door corruption court-martial. Promising dancer during early teens, dropped out without explanation. That was the good stuff.

      Now there’s talk of her and Marina Petrovna. Informants claim she’s Marina’s hammer and trusted lieutenant, but there’s not enough cabbage for soup. Not yet, at least. Shin Bet, Israel’s FBI, was working on it, and they were a patient lot.

      BenTov sits back on his chair, his hands behind his head, stares at the ceiling, says a prayer, closes his eyes.

      Cricket knows better than to interrupt this process.

      He paces, he grabs cashews from a nearby bowl, he twiddles.

      “We keep this to ourselves,” says BenTov.

      “This is a time bomb. Shin Bet has Petrovna in its crosshairs. When Petrovna goes down, she’ll drag Jasmine with her. That string leads to you. Maimon and his toadies will use Hoshech and his granddaughter as a ram to batter you. Hoshech has to go.”

      “Hoshech isn’t going anywhere, and you’re not going to tell him any of this.”

      “I’m not?”

      “What good would it do? Remember, Shlomo. That’s always the question to ask. When you don’t know if you should or shouldn’t do something, ask, ‘What good will come of this?’ If the answer is none, then don’t.”

      “But all we’ve done, your peace plan with the Palestinians, your agenda of bringing the Haredi into society’s mainstream through conscription in the army, all your Tikkun Olam movement—this skeleton puts all that in danger.”

      “What about your skeletons, Shlomo? Have you put those dead to rest yet? Is there no ghost from your past to haunt us? And what about Joshua? Should we drive him away because he was born who he was born?”

      Yes, Cricket wants to shout. Yes, yes, yes, a thousand times yes. But he doesn’t. BenTov’s right.

      “Shlomo, we fight the fight because it’s worth fighting. Sometimes our tools may be inadequate. Our soldiers will be imperfect, flawed at best. That’s no reason not to fight. On the contrary. That’s more the reason to keep on keeping on. Tikkun olam, Shlomo. Tikkun olam.”
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            DINNER WITH THE GENERAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Grampa Akiva Hoshech’s Tel Aviv apartment. Jasmine can see her grandfather went all out. White linen tablecloth. Fresh lilacs in a vase, their smell fills the air. He laid out the delicate china and silverware. Cloth napkins too.

      Bloom is stretched out on a chair, his legs spread in that lazy way of his. Handsome in his hand-tailored gray slacks and white shirt, sleeves rolled up. His forearms showing. Absentminded. Winding that old cracked wristwatch of his.

      Jasmine’s seen him passing a hand over the cracked glass. Bloom has secrets. I have mine. We don’t like to share. Is he as scared of his as I am of mine? thinks Jasmine. His secrets, hers, they’re a gap between them, a gap she’s trying to bridge with this little get-together, see if Grampa can soften Bloom.

      She can hear Grampa Hoshech in the kitchen through the closed door. He hung a sign over it: Juden Verboten. No Jews Allowed. So like Grampa turning such a sign into an inside joke.

      “It was Cricket’s idea,” he said, when she asked him about it the first time she saw it. “Cricket loves turning the other guy’s strength into a weakness.”

      Grampa Hoshech’s changed.

      Little details. His clothes fit him better. The apartment is tidier. His smile is warmer, and it pops out more often. Not much more often, but, even so.

      Now he’s a big shot, President BenTov’s aide on military affairs. Those colleagues who used to shun him, now seek him out.

      She doesn’t pay much attention to Israeli politics. She’s never cared much about it. She cares about him, though. Jasmine’s happy to see him happy.

      “So, Ian, tell me a little about yourself.”

      Grampa Hoshech takes his seat next to Jasmine. Israeli couscous. Baba ghanoush. Herb-crusted grilled fish. Smells of rosemary, dill, oregano, spearmint, other spices she can’t place.

      “There’s not much, General.”

      “Grampa. Lay off him,” Jasmine says.

      “What? Bloom’s the first man you’ve brought over since high school. I’m curious, and please, call me Kive or I’ll have to call you Corporal Bloom.”

      “Not even President BenTov calls you Kive, Grampa,” she says with a laugh.

      “President BenTov doesn’t make your eyes sparkle, love. When he does, he can call me Kivushka if he wants to.”

      Jasmine arches an eyebrow. The landlord, the cleaning lady, the butcher, the guy at the counter over at the salad stand he’s been going to for years, and his old army buddies are the only people she knows of that call him anything other than General Akiva Hoshech.

      She eats a mouthful of pita bread with babaganoush on it.

      Bloom chuckles.

      “Okay, here’s the high school prom spiel, Kive,” he says.

      “I’m from the States. I’m an only child. My dad made a pile of money, then the big C got him. He’s gone. My mom’s around, but not that much. She spends her time with her husband and his people,” he says.

      He gives his plate to Jasmine. She cuts up a slice of fish, puts some couscous next to it.

      “Try the babaganoush on its own with some pita first,” she says.

      “I spent most of my time at boarding school. We aren’t close,” he says, spreading the babaganoush on the pita.

      “Why not?” asks Grampa.

      “I was sort of in the way of her social life. In a way, I still am, I guess. Mmm. This is delicious.”

      “Now try the fish and couscous,” says Grampa.

      “My dad brought me back from boarding school. We grew close. I got involved in Tzofim. That’s where I became a Zionist,” says Bloom.

      He digs into the fish and couscous.

      “After my dad passed away, I went off the cliff. I lost control. Did my share of booze parties, some drugs too. I had an accident. My brother died because of me. It made me realize I was wasting my life away. That’s when I decided to come here and join Tzahal. I ended up a Magavnik instead.”

      Silence is thick as bacon.

      She watches Grampa weighing the story in his head.

      He hates drugs. He doesn’t know she sells them, or that she works for Marina Petrovna’s Organizatsiya. He doesn’t know a lot of things.

      What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him.

      And wow, that thing about the brother dying because of him. She didn’t know about that.

      Bloom is toying with his food in silence. He’s waiting Grampa out.

      Grampa clears his throat.

      “Do you still lose control?” he asks.

      “Sometimes. I like to party a little more than the next guy, but not like that, never again like that, sir,” says Bloom.

      No more call me Kive now, notices Jasmine.

      “Does your discharge from Magav have anything to do with that?”

      Bloom looks up from his food.

      “No,” he says.

      “How’d you know about that?” asks Jasmine.

      “I pulled a string here and there,” says Grampa. “I want to hear your side of the story.”

      “I got into a fistfight with some Arabs when I was off duty. Got arrested for that. Then, during the Tomb of the Patriarchs’ riot, I shot at some civilians I thought were armed,” says Bloom.

      Bloom looks Grampa straight in the eye when he says this.

      “Were they?”

      “I thought they were. I don’t know. I was arrested, and they got away.”

      “Did you kill them?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know. I was arrested, and they got away.”

      Bloom eats a mouthful of fish. Takes a sip of water. Stares at Grampa.

      “What do you think about them?”

      “About who?” says Bloom.

      “The Arabs.”

      “Grampa,” says Jasmine. “Please, no politics.”

      “The answer is important to me,” says Grampa.

      “It’s all right, Jazz,” says Bloom. “I don’t think of them as the enemy, if that’s what you’re asking. There’s some rotten apples hanging from that tree. We’ve got our fair share of rotten apples in our own basket. But if any of ’em point a gun at me or my squad, I’ll take ’em down. Every. Single. Time.”

      “I respect that,” says Grampa.
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            DRINKS AND LAUGHS

          

        

      

    

    
      They’re outside Hoshech’s apartment, down on the street. It went well, or at least as well as Jasmine could expect.

      “Are you coming home with me?” he asks.

      “No, sorry,” she says. “I’m going up to help him with the dishes, maybe stay the night here.”

      The Valentino dress and stilettos he got her are in her old room. She wears tight-fitting jeans, a pink crop top, a green windbreaker, plastic pumps. Her hair in a ponytail.

      “You work tomorrow, right?”

      “Yeah,” she says. “I have to be at the club around noon, but I’ll drop by your hotel on my way there. I’ll take you out for break-fast.”

      “Or I could have you for breakfast,” he says.

      “Oooh, I like that,” she says.

      He kisses her, a promise of things to come.

      “See ya tomorrow, Jazz.”

      “Bye, babe.”

      She goes inside the building, watches him from inside, behind the one-way glass on the door.

      He gets in his car, a convertible Aston Martin. He drives away, the engine booming.

      He has a car, and plenty of baggage, but lives in a hotel. Strange man, she thinks.

      She doesn’t go up. She sits down on the stairs by the door. She runs down the checklist in her head, noting what’s important not to forget.

      She goes out. Turns off her cell phone. Takes the battery out.

      Off-grid.

      Walk to the bus stop. Wait for the ride.

      Deboard at the next stop. Cross the street. Ride the next bus in the opposite direction. Deboard three stops down.

      Change bus route four times.

      Change: Big prescription glasses. Braided hair. Loosen it up. Reverse the windbreaker, now it’s gray. Back to green. Wear the hoodie. Wear a cap.

      Sit at the back, exit through the front, look out the window.

      Simple street-craft.

      She’s gone dark, no one’s following her.

      She checks her watch. There’s still time to recon. Her Beretta’s magazine clip is full.

      The dive bar is half-empty. She circles the block. Verify minivan at the far corner: empty. Likewise an old station wagon farther down.

      She spots the motorcycle. The rider is still idling on it, wearing his helmet, visor down. Jeans, biker boots, brown leather jacket. A Misfits logo patch on his right arm is the correct ID.

      Another turn around the block. The bar’s emergency exit isn’t blocked by crates or dumpsters.

      All seems good.

      She goes in.

      This is not a Marina Petrovna bar. Marina wants distance from this op in case things blow over. Bling is owned by the Algazi gang, small-time hoodlums of Lebanese descent.

      The regular crowd are also émigrés from Arab countries. Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Yemen. The client won’t stand out. Her Slavic looks are a red sore thumb.

      Not a problem.

      A stool at the far end, her back to the wall, emergency exit to her left.

      Off goes the windbreaker, loosens her hair, sits facing out. Flash shoulder skin, stick out her breasts, cross her legs, a broad smile.

      “Cosmopolitan martini,” she says. Bar lingo for high-end call girl.

      Her cosmo arrives. The bar enforcer arrives with it.

      “You’re new,” he says.

      “I used to work the Cadillac. It closed. I’m out of a job and Yarla said I could pick up here. She said the cut was twenty percent,” she says.

      “There’s also a house fee,” says the enforcer. “Two hundred shekels, up front.”

      “Yarla said it was a hundred.”

      “Does Yarla run this place?”

      She fishes in her jeans pocket. Shells out the two hundred.

      The bar enforcer says, “First drink’s on the house.” He walks away.

      Three couples at a table. The wives give her the evil eye. She winks at one of them.

      Another table. Middle-aged man, prominent belly, open-chested shirt, gold chain around his neck, a mustache that looks as if he ate a horse and left the hair out. Sugar baby clings to his right arm. She gets a partners-in-crime look from her.

      You don’t know the half of it, sister.

      The rest are office types out for a late after-dinner drink. The real crowd gets here late. Israeli nightlife doesn’t wake up before midnight.

      The client comes in. Jasmine’s surprised he’s so young, barely out of his teens. A six-foot-six giant. Ripped. Motorcycle helmet in his left hand. Leather jacket hanging inside out on his right arm. Code confirmed. Aviator sunglasses, black short-sleeve shirt. His forearms are enormous, covered in thick black hair.

      He looks right, left, spots the restroom. Hurries in.

      While he’s there, a john sits next to her.

      “Let me buy you another drink,” says the john.

      She looks him over. She smiles. She gets close to him.

      “My drinks are seven hundred shekels, handsome. You game?”

      The john whistles. The john smiles, embarrassed.

      “I was thinking somewhere around half that,” he says.

      “Oh, baby. I’m sure you can get a few drinks and laughs for that, but not from me.”

      She pops him a kiss on the forehead.

      He turns beet red. He flusters. He gets up, goes away.

      The client’s been watching the action from the restroom door.

      He sits on the stool next to hers, he looks uncomfortable. Lack of experience, thinks Jasmine.

      “Club soda,” he tells the barman.

      The barman raises an eyebrow.

      “I meant whiskey and club soda,” he says.

      “Which one?”

      “Pour him some Johnny Blue,” says Jasmine. “Right, baby? You look like a guy who likes the good stuff.”

      A good call girl staking out a new joint must show she’s a good earner.

      “Yeah, whatever she said,” he says.

      The bartender pours him some low-grade Kentucky bourbon. He’ll charge a premium price. He’ll also recommend her to the bar enforcer.

      The client nurses his drink.

      She nurses hers.

      The idiots she has to deal with sometimes.

      She pushes her breasts at him. She smiles. She giggles.

      She says, “Care to buy me a drink, handsome?”

      “Um. Ah. Yes. Pour her another of whatever she’s having,” he says.

      “I meant outside,” she says.

      “Oh. Oh. How much?”

      “I’m usually a one-grand girl, but I like you. Eight hundred,” she says. She winks at the barman. We’re in cahoots on this, buddy.

      He pays the bill. Follows her out through the back.

      She holds his arm on the way there. She touches the inside of his elbow. She feels the scar.

      The kid’s stiff. His hand sweats. He flinches.

      The street is black.

      She puts the windbreaker on.

      Gone is the bimbo.

      She looks at his arm, inside his elbow. A scar. Two scimitars crossed one over the other.

      Big envelope out of her backpack.

      “This is you now,” she says. “ID papers, birth certificate, family history, and background. There’s the lease and keys to a studio apartment and a bus carnet. Leave your motorcycle here, we’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

      The client nods.

      The client puts on the leather jacket, stuffs the papers in the inside pocket.

      “Hit me,” she says.

      “What?”

      “Slap me.”

      “What?”

      “Are you stupid? I need a reason to go back inside. Slap me, I said.”

      He’s stunned.

      She slaps him.

      She says, “Pussy.”

      He slaps her. Once. Twice. He draws blood from her lip. He raises his hand to backslap her again.

      “Stop,” she says, her gun at his gut. “That’s enough.”

      “You’re crazy,” he says, cold sweat running down his forehead.

      “Go. Now. The bus stop is a block that way,” she says.

      He runs.

      “Savage,” she screams. “Let me go. Let me go.”

      She throws down a trash can.

      Bangs the lid against the wall.

      She goes back inside the bar, tears streaming down her face. A trickle of blood from her cracked lip.

      The bar enforcer intercepts her before she can make a scene.

      “Sell your shit elsewhere,” he says. “Don’t come back.”

      He shoves her out again.

      Alone, she smiles.

      Put some ice on it before it swells.
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            REMEMBER TO FORGET

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a ninety-minute drive from Tel Aviv to Nahariya. Bloom makes it in a little over an hour. He doesn’t care. He needs this.

      Ditch the convertible Aston Martin at the garage after driving away from Jasmine’s grandfather’s place. Shlep in the piece-a-shit old white Corolla to the kibbutz. Sometimes it’s hard to remember why we want to forget.

      It’s the month’s second Friday, Orit’s off-duty day.

      Go past her mother’s old house. Spy the light on in the sitting room. Idle in the car by the curb. Watch through the window as Orit reads, lying down in her small love seat. Hold the old asimon between his fingers. Listen to the soft sound of Pink Floyd’s “Comfortably Numb” drifting out into the night from her old turntable.

      Miss her.
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            SPOTTED

          

        

      

    

    
      Tel Aviv’s HaYarkon street. Prime beachfront real estate. Home to the city’s best hotels, home to some of its seediest, too. Municipal authorities are proficient at looking the other way when it comes to enforcing zoning laws and regulations.

      It drives the neighbors crazy. Said neighbors are a handful of embassies: Russia’s, India’s, Britain’s, what used to be the US’s and is now the “Tel Aviv branch office,” which is short for “This is the embassy’s main office, just not where the ambassador lives.”

      This suits the Institute just fine.

      Since the beginning of time, embassies have served a multitude of purposes. Represent a foreign government in a friendly nation? Sure. Consular protection and services to its citizens in another country? Of course. Business hub and source? No doubt. Spy central? Key role, existential purpose.

      A country’s spies on foreign soil need an operations base. Case officers running agent networks need a station from which to run them, and encrypted communications tech to relay intel. Diplomatic dispatch bags are go-to tools of the craft, ways to smuggle in or out goods, documents, toxins, thumb drives, untraceable money, false identities, field assets. Diplomatic immunity, the holy of holies, reserved for the few, and seldom the worthy.

      All countries know this. They play the game. They love being the players, they hate being the played.

      This is why, when possible, they keep other countries’ embassies clustered close to each other, like on Washington, DC’s Embassy Row, or scattered around a district like those in Russia, Japan, and France. The closer they are, the easier counterintelligence is.

      Israel takes this to another level.

      If embassies are intelligence gathering and processing centers, if nothing else, they’re intelligence targets too.

      Ambassadors, ministers, chargés d’affaires, consular officers—plum recruitment pickings, but seldom useful. Most actionable intelligence flows through the lower ranks: secretaries, communication officers, mail clerks, cleaning crews, messengers, servers at frequented restaurants, bartenders at favorite bars, maids at family residences; the people everyone sees, but nobody looks at. Those are Cricket’s people.

      And those people have to eat a pastry on the way home, buy a newspaper on their way to work, stop for a drink at one of the swank hotel bars overlooking the beach, have a quick tryst with an off-the-books lover at a seedy motel, buy a TV or a set of speakers at fire-sale prices.

      The Institute is happy to oblige.

      It surrounds embassies with posh hotels, expensive restaurants, convenience stores, lottery booths, luncheonettes, run-down cafés, newspaper stands, jewelry stores, steam baths, bakeries, electronics shops that’re always going out of business, on the brink of bankruptcy, everything must go, go, go.

      Braces for a teenaged son? A new dress for a daughter’s sweet sixteen? Glasses for the missus? A wheelchair or a nursing service for an elderly parent? A little something for that illicit someone? For twelve years Cricket was at any of these places, wearing his checkered suits, his bottlecap glasses, his belly, and his twiddling thumbs; a fat wad of cash in his hand, a smile on his face, a favor on behalf of his cousin’s friends.

      “Favors are like the supply crates Arctic explorers used to leave behind on their way to the North Pole,” an old case officer once said to him when he was starting out.

      When early explorers quested to reach the North Pole, they’d plant supply crates at marked distances. This made their baggage trains lighter as they kept advancing, while making sure they had enough supplies on their way back.

      “Explorers had to be mighty sure of where they placed those crates, and what they stored inside them. Their lives depended on it,” said the old case officer. “And so will yours.”

      Over the years his cousin’s friends network has yielded plenty of lead, some gold, and the occasional diamond. This is the nature of the beast.

      Now he is unleashing the beast on Ian Bloom.

      BenTov said keep clear of Hoshech’s daughter. She’s a person of no interest for Operation Tikkun Olam. He said nothing about Bloom.

      Intel on Bloom was a no-go. After checking with his sources at the Defense Ministry, Cricket smashed against another wall. “Need-to-know, and you don’t need to know,” said his sources. Cricket hates walls, he hates not knowing, it’s in his nature. If he can’t go across, he’ll dig under. What is this billionaire American playboy doing in Israel, playing soldier in a black ops unit, passing himself off as a Magav corporal when he’s a Tzahal sergeant? One way or another, Cricket is unraveling the mystery of Ian Bloom. He’d like to think his interest in Bloom is because he’s dating General Hoshech’s granddaughter, but he’d be lying to himself, and Cricket never does. No, he’s interested because he can’t stand not to know.

      The unraveling starts at a beach bench outside Bloom’s hotel.

      This hotel has five exits to the outside: the front, the back, the beach, the garage, and a bridge to the marina. Each exit has a different, divergent path. Bloom is smart. Bloom rotates. He uses them to go in or out with no set pattern, at least none Cricket can figure out. Cricket has a one-in-five chance of spotting Bloom coming out, but he’s not trying to. Not today.

      For every plan, there’s a counterplan. For every measure, there’s a countermeasure. For Bloom’s rotating pattern, there’s a weak spot: the cameras. The elevator and stairwell security cameras, to be exact. He can’t hide from those. To reach any exit other than jumping from his suite’s balcony, he must use the elevator or the stairs.

      Zuzu, a security guard manning the monitors on a rotating twelve-hour schedule, works for Shin Bet. He moonlights as a cousin’s friend. He’s been keeping track of Ian Bloom’s comings and goings.

      Today Zuzu’s off the hotel’s clock, sitting here next to Cricket. Two middle-aged men watching the young come and go in their careless way.

      “Your boy, he keeps odd hours,” Zuzu says. “Not only is he never in or out at the same time in the same week. No. He’s never on the dot, or at half, or a quarter past the hour.”

      “Any repeats?”

      “Six minutes past, twenty-two minutes before or after are the most consistent, but not that you’d set your watch to.”

      “That’s Aman standard operating procedure,” says Cricket.

      “Yeah. Those guys in Tzahal’s Intelligence Directorate are time-stamp sticklers,” says Zuzu. “But he doesn’t act or look like Aman material.”

      “The same could be said about you and Shin Bet, or me and the Institute,” says Cricket. “Our agencies don’t have a fixed type.”

      “True, but there are other things.”

      “Like?”

      “He never checks for bugs in his suite. He doesn’t use white-noise devices. He carries a regular smartphone, no encrypted or Aman-issued devices, much less a commlink,” says Zuzu. “For all there is to it, he seems a legit playboy. No work papers, no weapons other than his registered Beretta, no dark comms.”

      “And you know this because?” says Cricket, happy to have intel verification from an alternate source, curious to know about Zuzu’s own informants.

      “He uses the garage exit the most, when he uses that sports car of his,” says Zuzu, ignoring Cricket’s question. Well played, thinks Cricket.

      “Anything else?”

      “He spends most nights here, doesn’t sleep over at the blonde’s place often. She spends the night here once, twice a week, but they keep their own space. Hotel staff’s been told by management to keep an eye out for them, log it in the journals.”

      “The journals?”

      Zuzu gives him a dead-fish stare.

      “You know who owns this place, right?”

      Cricket nods. The professional in him admires Marina Petrovna’s intel methods, her network. It rivals Shin Bet’s, the Institute’s, Aman’s. Cricket’s not sure who comes out on top.

      “Do you have access to them, the journals?”

      “No. No one does except for Alyosha, the general manager. Believe me, I’ve tried. Procedures are tight. A team could make a break for one if someone wanted a journal bad enough, but it’d only yield a week’s worth of raw info. Not worth the effort, at least not that I know of. Is it worth the effort? This Bloom guy?”

      “No, he’s not,” says Cricket, parrying Zuzu’s stab. “You were saying, about his habits?”

      “Right. Like I said, he sleeps in most nights. Once a week he leaves way past midnight. He goes out for a few hours dressed in sweats and a hoodie, comes back before dawn. Doesn’t sleep in after that.”

      “Does he take the car?” asks Cricket.

      “Never.”

      “So, wherever he goes, it’s walking distance,” says Cricket.

      “I wouldn’t know,” says Zuzu.

      We both know, thinks Cricket, liking the mental sparing with Zuzu. For Bloom, the car plays the same role as the checkered suits do for him. It’s camouflage. Bloom can go wherever he wants without it. For all he knows, he keeps a Toyota or a Ford at a garage nearby, or a motorbike parked somewhere close. Hmm. That’s a thought. Cricket makes a mental note to check this out.

      “Anything else?”

      “Nope. Tell me, why is he a person of interest? Should we be worried?”

      We, thinks Cricket. This is not Zuzu asking, this is Shin Bet. This is horse-trading. Zuzu may be off the hotel’s clock, but he’s never off Shin Bet’s.

      “You know about her? The blonde?” asks Cricket.

      “We know she works for Marina, that’s why she’s in the journals. We don’t know what she does for her. She’s a smart girl, good at street-craft.”

      “Do you guys also know she’s General Hoshech’s granddaughter?”

      “This is about her, then,” says Zuzu.

      “I don’t know,” says Cricket. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

      Cricket walks to sift through his thoughts, a trait he shares with Joshua Kapplan. He walks the Tel Aviv beachfront. He walks the marina. He window-shops. He goes in a store, comes back out, walks away, comes back to get the camera he left behind. He spots the bald man retracing his steps. He shakes the yenta he’s seen twice in a three-block radius. Baldy and Yenta could be Aman, could be Shin Bet, could be the Institute for all Gabbai knows. He’s being tailed, and he doesn’t like it.

      He sits at Benny the Fisherman, a restaurant at Tel Aviv Port. The restaurant is famous for two things: the endless salads and appetizers, and the superb fresh fish. Cricket likes it because he can see the port far and wide from his window seat against the wall.

      He thinks. He ponders.

      Bloom’s made things easy for Marina’s people or anyone who’d like to keep a casual tab on him. He lives in a penthouse suite at one of Marina’s premier hotels, two blocks away from the Russian embassy, a regular drinking stop for midlevel Italians on the make, and home to three excellent sources.

      He seems casual in his comings and goings, except for his odd hours and the weekly night excursions. Cricket is sure he’s not the first to know about these. They fit Bloom’s cover in some way.

      No hushed conversations over secret or encrypted equipment. No weapons other than his registered gun. No sign that he’s anything other than the disgraced Magavnik, back to his spoiled playboy ways.

      Yeah, Bloom’s made it easy.

      Too easy.

      Cricket sits on a stool at the hotel’s lobby bar, nursing a ginger ale masquerading as a scotch and soda. Cricket ditched the checkered suit. Khakis, white short-sleeved linen shirt, bucket cap, rubber sandals; a regular Tel Aviv denizen having a drink, like the other guy, two stools to his right, like the couple at the other end of the bar.

      He doesn’t like this seat. It leaves his back exposed, unprotected by a wall or a corner, vulnerable to prying eyes from behind, or worse. He plays the odds. He has an unopposed beeline view from the elevator bank to the hotel’s front door. He has a one-in-five chance of spotting his mark. This is his fourth night here; so far zero for three.

      Not tonight.

      Tonight’s bingo.

      He watches Bloom come in.

      Bloom stops at the lobby restaurant’s host booth on his way to the elevator, says something to the head waiter. Once in the elevator, he stares at Cricket. He winks. The elevator’s doors close behind him. A waiter from the restaurant approaches Cricket with a fresh pot of chamomile tea and a pile of sugar cubes on a tray.

      “Compliments of Mr. Bloom, sir.”

      “You’re made, old chap” says the man sitting at the bar, two stools from him. A strong British accent behind the words in Hebrew.

      The man has straight lanky hair, a bushy blond beard. He looks like a hipster in flannel shorts and a surf-pattern shirt buttoned up to his neck, a trucker hat with a long visor, blue-tinted glasses. A vaporizer in his hand, pointing at Cricket.

      “It seems so,” says Cricket.

      The Brit hipster slides to the stool next to Cricket.

      “Don’t ask your friend Zuzu for a peek at the security footage. It’ll do you no good, even if you get your colleagues at the Institute to run face-recognition software on it. I’m wearing prosthetics, I shuffle when I walk to confuse gait analytics, I’m not on your usual databases. You won’t find out who I am, Gabbai. It’s enough that I know who you are.”

      “A ghost, then, like your boy Bloom,” says Cricket.

      “You could say that.”

      “The question is, are you a friendly spirit with unfinished business, or a demon here to lay waste to whatever’s on your path?”

      “This is a courtesy call, Gabbai,” says the Brit hipster. “Lay off my boy. You want no piece of this.”

      “You know I can’t do that. Your guy’s involved with General Hoshech’s granddaughter,” says Cricket. “Whatever you’re cooking is going to spill all over my table. I’ll end up cleaning up your mess. I’d rather not.”

      “It may be us cleaning up your mess, not the other way around.”

      “We’re a tidy operation. We don’t make a mess. If we do, we clean up after ourselves,” says Cricket.

      “Sometimes the spill is more than you can mop on your own.”

      “And if that were somehow true,” says Cricket, “how do I contact you or Bloom if the need arises?”

      “You call this number,” says the Brit. He gives Cricket the number. Cricket repeats it.

      “Meanwhile, lay off my boy,” continues the Brit. “This is your only warning.”

      “I don’t respond well to threats.”

      “Not a threat, Gabbai. A courtesy call.”

      He gets up, he leaves the hotel, leaving Cricket and his fresh pot of tea behind.
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      boom.

      It goes off.

      It swallows the car in a fireball, the man in it vaporized. Glass explodes. Metal parts fly all over, incandescent shrapnel.

      Watch how it hits those children playing in the park. Mothers walking, holding their little ones’ hands. A young mom pushing a stroller, the baby inside. Children playing on the playground. A pair of old men, their chess match has been going on for months. They won’t be able to finish it.

      When tallied, casualties will be seven dead, twelve injured beyond repair.

      Smell the burning flesh, mixed with the car’s gasoline.

      Click a rosary bead.

      Listen to them screaming. They’re screaming in pain, in fear. Hysterical screaming.

      Click a rosary bead.

      Hear them cry.

      Allāhu Akbar.

      The Prophet visited As-Sab bin Jaththama at a place called Waddan. As-Sab bin Jaththama asked if they should attack pagan warriors at night, hurting their women and children.

      The Prophet replied, “They are of Them.”

      So are these women. So are these children. They are of Them.

      This is where They are vulnerable. This is how We can win. They can’t protect Their women. They can’t protect Their children.

      They are weak.

      Those women, those children, those old people—they are of Them.

      How right Mahmud was.

      Click a rosary bead.

      He doesn’t stay to see the fire trucks, the first responders, the bomb squad.

      By the time the police cordon off the area, he’s long gone.

      The papers in his pocket say he’s Ezra Cohen, an Iraqi Jew living in Israel these past ten years.

      His DNA says he’s Fuad Baghdadi, a Palestinian Muslim who’d been living in Hebron under the Zionist Oppressor’s boot until a few months ago.

      Better not take any chances. Click a rosary bead.

      This bomb was his first baby.

      Semtex under the car’s gas tank. Remote detonator and fuse, cell phone–activated.

      An easy bomb to make, easier still to detonate. Hard to place.

      The mule used to park his car in his house’s covered garage. Both house and garage had beefed-up security. His workplace was impossible.

      Mahmud’s instructions were strict.

      “We must plant the bomb on the mule’s car. The bomb must go off in a public place.”

      “Why use a mule? Why not plant the bomb in the park and let it blow?”

      The cane hit him hard on the back.

      “Do not question me. Do as you are told. If you plant the bomb in the park, the sweepers will find it and all our efforts will be for nothing.”

      Another cane blow.

      “The mule is an important man. It sends a message. If we can hit such a man, we can hit anyone. It puts fear in their hearts.”

      Fear is something Fuad understands. It feels good to see them afraid of him. Click a rosary bead.

      He had to follow the man in the car. Different days, at different hours, under different disguises.

      The man in the car was a cautious man.

      There were seven routes from his office to his house. He took a different one each day, in a random order, sometimes repeating the same route on back-to-back days.

      Sometimes an armored van followed him. Other times it didn’t.

      The car was bulletproof, but nothing is Semtex-proof. Mahmud taught him that.

      Fuad doesn’t know who he was. He’s learned what need-to-know means. Mahmud knows. Fuad doesn’t need to know. Mahmud trusts Fuad. Fuad would rather die than let Mahmud down.

      So Fuad followed the man in the car.

      And the man in the car made a mistake.

      A block away from his home there’s a café. It serves excellent coffee, pastries. Its halva is famous, and the man in the car loved it. Once a week he’d stop to buy some. Never the same day, but it was once a week, a few minutes before closing time.

      That’s how mistakes are made.

      The man in the car thought he’d done everything that could be done not to have a predictable routine, but halva was halva and a man’s got to have what a man’s got to have.

      Fuad waited close by.

      He timed how long the man took buying his halva.

      He went in the café, observed the blind angles from the register.

      He rehearsed with other cars of a similar make: Approach. Roll under. Place the explosive. Roll away. Leave. It could be done.

      It was done.

      Then the wait began.

      One of the seven routes went next to the park.

      The man in the car didn’t use it the day after Fuad placed the explosive. Nor the day after.

      But he did the third day, and Fuad was waiting. Cell phone in one hand, rosary beads in the other.

      Click a rosary bead.

      Make the call.

      boom.

      Allāhu Akbar.

      They are of Them.

      Fuad Baghdadi is the snake in the grass. Ezra Cohen is the snake’s skin. The snake’s skin protects it. Camouflages it. Keeps it safe. So he must make it real.

      “You must live a fiction within a fiction, a legend within a legend,” Mahmud said.

      Ezra Cohen lives in a second-story studio apartment in Tel Aviv’s Hasan Arfa neighborhood. The type one must climb an outside staircase to reach. No neighbors on the ground floor, except for the occasional squatter. The place is old, rundown, in a part of town where the poor, the addicts, the downtrodden make a habit of not noticing one another.

      He wanders around the city. He observes Israeli life in a way he never could before, growing up on the other side of the fence.

      Middle-class shoppers bargain hunting. Commuters going from and to their work, their loved ones. Seedy restaurants, opulent bars, the smell of marijuana halfway down the block.

      Children play in parks, walk to school hand in hand with their parents as he and his sister, Amal, did in another life.

      Youngsters slouch, immersed in private worlds shining out from smartphones, noise canceled by ever-present earbuds. They walk. They skateboard. They ride their bicycles or buses.

      The hopeless laggards of prosperity. Most of them Ethiopian immigrants from the late nineties, some East European, a few Latin Americans. He sees them lounging, watching expensive cars sweep by. He can taste their resentment. It’s a similar flavor to his.

      He misses praying at the mosque. The chants, the communion. The calming safety of being one with his own people.

      But Ezra Cohen is a Jew, a non-practicing Jew, but a Jew. Ezra Cohen can’t go to a mosque, even if there’s one three blocks away from his studio apartment. He can’t own a praying mat, so he owns a yoga mat. He also joins a yoga studio, one which accepts cash payments and doesn’t ask for social media accounts or email addresses. He prays during yoga practice, or tries to.

      Idleness. Waiting idleness.

      He finds hashish to whittle away the hours of nothing.

      He buys groceries on credit from the same stalls in the shuk. Sometimes the groceries have messages.

      A line or two, no more, scribbled in neat green ink.

      He buys two newspapers: the leftist Haaretz, the rightist Jerusalem Word. They both carry the same news.

      Seven dead, twelve injured in a car bomb. The injured include a pair of old men and five children. The dead include a mother, her newborn son, and an alleged mobster. Each newspaper highlights sob stories on the victims, depending on slant and angle.

      They both speculate if this was an attack on the mobster with side casualties or a terrorist act aimed at the civilian population. They both worry how this might affect the American president’s coming trip. No group has claimed responsibility yet.

      They found Semtex traces. Semtex is a popular plastic explosive both with terrorist cells and organized crime. Black market sales of Eastern European military surplus.

      There’s no mention of the authorities looking for a six-foot-six Iraqi Jew or an Arab built like a tank. Not that he expected there to be.

      Reading about the death he brought to others, he feels elated.

      It was his fist hitting back at the Oppressor. It was now his boot, smashing the Oppressor’s face.

      Fuad Baghdadi is a lion. The explosion was his roar, his claws, his teeth, gnashing at the lambs.

      Yes. Fuad is powerful. He is mighty. He stands alone.

      He’s lonely.
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      Jasmine’s down. Last night she fought with Bloom, again. He just won’t let her in. A gap, a barrier. He kisses her with his eyes open, but he doesn’t see her. She can tell his head is somewhere else. His heart? She doesn’t know.

      Snap out of it. There’s work to do, she tells herself.

      Ezra-not-Ezra doesn’t exist. He can’t be traced. He can’t open a bank account or use a credit card.

      Jasmine doesn’t know his real name, nor does she care. He’s a Fist operative; she’s the cutout between him and Marina. Marina is the cutout between the Fist and everything else.

      She brings him cash. Supplies, sometimes. Like that time a few weeks ago when she delivered a Semtex charge and other goodies. Marina charges a fee. Jasmine gets a cut. So what if some children and old people die?

      Out-of-the-way make-out spots.

      Back alleys.

      Department-store fitting rooms.

      Bus stations.

      All perfect dead drops.

      Today’s is a seedy motel room in Tel Aviv’s Hasan Arfa area near Yitzhak Saadeh Street, a warren of tin shacks and garages overrun by drug users and prostitutes. Hasan Arfa is Algazi territory. People here make a living of not noticing other people’s business.

      The room smells of stale air, cigarette smoke, hashish, trash. There’s an old mattress on the floor, no sheets. Yellowed curtains cover a grime-stained window. The wallpaper’s peeling off the walls—what little remains, anyway.

      Ezra-not-Ezra is there. He’s sitting on the mattress, against the wall, his long legs curled in front of him, smoking. The cigarette looks like a toy between his hairy fingers. His boulder shoulders slouched, his eyes in a sort of melancholic reverie.

      She stands next to him, throws down a wad of cash strapped together in a rubber band.

      “This should see you through the week,” she says.

      He looks up, his reverie broken. He stares at her with longing. Not the lustful ogling she’s used to. He’s a young killer, alone, grappling with what he’s done. He’s vulnerable. Lonelier than she is, at least. He’s available.

      She takes off her shirt, pulls up her leather skirt, straddles him.

      His eyes pop up in surprise. His body reacts immediately.

      She takes off his shirt. She runs her hands over him. His big ripped frame. The muscles under his hair-covered olive skin. His shivering. His goosebumps. She can smell his need.

      His hands, his mouth are inexperienced, clumsy, ardent, urgent.

      “Slow down,” she says. “Is this your first time?”

      “No,” he says. He gulps. His eyes swerve left.

      Liar, she thinks.

      His body, not Bloom’s. His sounds, his smells. So not Bloom’s. That’s why she wants him, why she needs him. She needs to know she can still do this, that she doesn’t care for Bloom as much as she knows she does.

      She takes him.

      They dress in silence when they’re done.

      “Let’s not make this a thing,” she says after.

      “Let’s not,” he says, as if he has any say on it.

      But she fears he’ll be back. And she knows she won’t have him again. The whole ride back she feels dirty. Soiled. Used. Unsatisfied.

      Those on the bus around her can smell the scent of dirty sex on her, from her.

      So could Bloom, she fears.

      When she gets to her apartment, she sees him on the couch, drink in hand, cheering for the Israeli finalist in the Judo World Tournament on the TV.

      “Hey, Jazz,” he calls out.

      “Hey, baby,” she calls back. She rushes to her bedroom.

      “Where are you going?” he says. “Where’s my kiss?”

      She ignores him. Turns on the shower and thanks her luck the water always comes out piping hot from the start.

      Her bathroom fills up fast with steam. She feels the water burning against her skin.

      “What’s the rush, Jazz?” he says. He’s standing outside her shower, puzzled.

      “Sorry,” she says. “I had to wash away the bus smell. There was this woman sitting next to me. She smelled of garlic and hummus and whatnot. I just had to have a shower. Go back. Finish watching the match and I’ll catch up with you as soon as I’m done.”

      He opens the shower door.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” he says. He enters the shower, kisses her forehead.

      “Stop. Get out, please,” she says. She takes a step back. The water falls between them.

      “I’m, uh, I’m not up for it,” she says.

      He looks her over. She feels his piercing amber eyes scanning her.

      “Whatever you say, Jazz,” he says.

      He walks out from the shower.

      Minutes later, she hears him walk out the front door.

      She rages, throws down shampoo, conditioner, assorted toiletries from the ledge to the floor.
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      They’re making their way northwest. Bloom’s Aston Martin rumbles, barrels along the highway. Jasmine’s dirty-blonde hair flies loose in the wind, the car’s top down. “Terminal Shalosh,” a song by Israeli singer-songwriter Dudu Aharon, blasts from the speakers.

      “Why Tiberias?” Bloom asks, his voice almost lost in the background noise.

      “Why, indeed,” says Jasmine, laughing.

      She’s playing coy. He’s playing along.

      “I want you to meet someone,” says Jasmine.

      Bloom nods. Pushes the accelerator. The car roars.

      Tiberias, Israel’s premier city by the Sea of Galilee. The Sea of Galilee is no sea; it’s a freshwater lake, the Kinneret. Tiberias is no city by the sea. Tiberias is a has-been fishing town. It’s a touristy always-about-to-be town. Mizrahi and Sephardic Jews catering to Christians flocking to its shores in pilgrimages to bathe in the same waters Jesus did.

      Tiberias is far from the teeming Haifa shore, the busy Tel Aviv streets, the chock-full Jerusalem alleys, the sexy Eilat beaches, the spectacular desert sunrises at Mitzpe Ramon. Tiberias is Marina Petrovna’s city.

      “You’re due for a paid vacation. Spend some time at Livia’s, our Tiberias hotel. Bring this boy of yours,” she said.

      Marina didn’t say, I’ll be there. She didn’t say, I want to meet him, ask him to join us. She didn’t need to. Jasmine knows the rules.

      Bloom’s over twenty-one. He knows I’m connected. He guesses I’m Organizatsiya. He speculates drugs at the bar. He shrugs cash payments to city officials. He doesn’t know about the guns, the killing, the enforcing. Ezra-not-Ezra and the Fist verboten. You keep your secrets, hamood, I keep mine.

      Bloom lets go of the steering wheel with his right hand. His fingers like spider feet along her bare knee and thigh.

      A tight press on her thigh takes her mind to Ezra-not-Ezra. Stop. Stop now, she tells herself. Do not fuck this up.

      One bedroom, a sitting area, a glass table for eight, a small kitchen, a private dunking pool, a rooftop Jacuzzi overlooking the Kinneret.

      A fruit basket and a champagne bottle. A card: “Enjoy with my compliments. M. P.”

      They spend the day at the shore. Bloom does some kiteboarding, some stand-up paddleboarding, some distance swimming. Jasmine lies topless on a towel, basking in the sun. When she’s hot, she waddles into the water, comes right back out.

      Bloom watches her.

      Bloom looks around.

      High-altitude drones. Power-lens cameras atop palm trees. Fishline-thin wire along the property, coiled around digital white-noise antennae.

      Lunch in the hotel’s restaurant by the swimming pool: Peruvian ceviche, Hawaiian big-eyed ahi glazed with a soy-miso blend, rosé to wash it down. No check.

      “On the house?” says Bloom.

      “Enjoy it, hamood. We’re being pampered.”

      “I could get used to this pampering,” he says.

      Afternoon at Livia’s world-famous spa. A stunning bathhouse overlooking idyllic wildflower fields flanked by the Kinneret. Vitality pool, dry sauna, steam room, thermal hot spring, rainforest mist treatment, sensory pool, and a two-hour couples massage in a candlelit casita, capped by sundown cocktails.

      Mellow, softened, relaxed, ready for dinner: Scallop, shiso, soy sauce, cucumber, and avocado purée. Cold plum soup. Watermelon salad, tomato, raspberry, and hibiscus. Wagyu yakitori with roasted pineapple. Lavender rice pudding. Tawny port, fifteen years.

      Overfed, overpampered, overtired, Bloom yawns, ready for bed.

      “Madam asks that you join her for another drink at her table,” says the maître d’, his head angled to the left, signaling another table at the back.

      A tall brunette in a tight-fitting dress; long legs on the skinny side; botoxed forehead; short, straight hair hanging down to her shoulders. A red wine carafe half-full, two empty wineglasses, another one full.

      “Your boss?” he asks Jasmine.

      “The one and only,” she says.

      “Let’s go, then,” he says.

      The brunette gets up, kisses both of Jasmine’s cheeks, stretches out her hand to Bloom. Slender, smooth, strong.

      “Marina,” she says, flashing straight white teeth, too perfect to be her own.

      “Ian Bloom,” he says, liking her. “Thank you. Thank you for everything.”

      They sit. Drink a glass of wine. Bloom feels Marina’s deep-blue, almost-purple eyes boring into him, studying him, measuring him.

      He’s weak, tired, sleepy. My compliments on tactics and strategy, he thinks.

      “Don’t mention it,” Marina says. “Jasmine deserves it. From what I hear, you deserve it too.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” he chuckles.

      “So,” she says.

      “So,” he says.

      She laughs out loud.

      She says, “You’re like the peasant and the bull. Aren’t you?”

      “I don’t understand,” he says.

      “Before the Revolution, a Romanov duke was riding on his horse. He found a peasant sitting by the road, a big bull grazing next to him. The duke wanted to poke fun at the peasant and chide him for laziness, so he asked the peasant what time it was. The peasant grabbed the bull’s balls and said ‘It’s 10:32.’

      “The duke checked his pocket watch, and true enough, it was 10:32. The duke was perplexed. He asked, ‘How did you know the time by grabbing the bull’s balls?’

      “The peasant eyed the duke and said, ‘If I teach you, will you let me live the rest of my life in comfort and without work?’

      “The duke thought it over and agreed.

      “The peasant asked the duke to sit next to him. Then he asked the duke to hold the bull’s balls in one hand. ‘Softly, Your Highness. You never want to squeeze a bull’s balls,’ he said.

      “So now the duke had the bull’s balls in his hand and said, ‘I still don’t know how to tell the time by this.’

      “The peasant said, ‘True enough, Your Highness. Now, lift the balls, just so, and peer underneath.’

      “The duke did. Behind the bull’s balls, he could see the village tower, and the village tower’s clock.”

      Jasmine and Bloom laugh loud, bellyaching laughs.

      Marina doesn’t.

      “The epilogue of this story is that the peasant never had to work another day in his life. The duke kept his promise. But the peasant’s life lasted a few minutes more, and then was over. The duke’s guards hacked him to pieces. The peasant learned there are things more dangerous than squeezing a bull’s balls.”

      Bloom gets the message: the day at Livia’s is the carrot, but there’s a stick behind it.

      “I’d like us to work together. A partnership. I know you don’t need a job, probably you don’t want one either, from what I’ve read on you, but Desert Orchid has potential for my organization and me.”

      “There’s the trust—”

      “Don’t answer me now. I know about your trust and I know there’s ways you can regain control, if you want to. Think about it. Enjoy the rest of the weekend.”

      Back home from Tiberias, Bloom leaves his hotel penthouse suite in the wee hours of the morning before the sun comes out.

      He’s dressed in workout sweats, a hoodie over his head. He goes for a jog. He runs. Runs. Runs. Runs straight, runs in circles, doubles back, goes this way and that. He reaches a door on a dark back street. He looks one way, the other. He’s alone.

      Behind the door there’s a table, a desktop commlink station on it.

      “Lone Indian to Tribe Chief: I’ve been offered a seat at Marina’s table.”

      “Tribe Chief to Lone Indian: Let’s hope dinner is worth it. Stay put.”

      “Lone Indian to Tribe Chief: Copy. Out.”

      Bloom feels the Breguet’s crack lines under his fingertips. “Let’s hope it is.”
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      The Elder BenTov is an Orthodox rabbi. Ezekiel BenTov is anything but a Haredi president.

      He continues officiating Shabbat services at the old Beit-Ha-Kadosh synagogue. His faithful flock continue to pray with him, listen to him speak on Friday nights and Saturday mornings. So do those less faithful, the curious, the members of secular Israel who are drawn to him, the floating tourists.

      “Isaiah told us what God demands from us: Learn to do right. Seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless. Plead the case of the widow. Nothing more,” he says.

      “The world is made up of good and evil. For the balance between good and evil intended by God to be restored, we must be involved in repairing the world,” he says, and many listen.

      He spends little time at Beit HaNassi, the presidential residence. Instead, twice a week, every week, he goes out to the small settlements and villages. Jewish, Arab, Christian, Armenian, Druze—he visits them all.

      “Israel is all of us. Israel is greater than the sum of us all. Israel doesn’t belong to us, we belong to her.”

      This is all dismissed as antics by Yuval Maimon and those like him. A president flexing some muscle. A ceremonial figure raising his voice.

      “President BenTov is a placeholder,” Maimon says in an interview with the Jerusalem Word.

      Then comes the estrangement.

      President BenTov regrets Deputy Defense Minister Maimon’s position regarding Haredi males serving in the Israel Defense Forces.

      Our Torah has laws on when, how, and why the Jewish nation must go to war. Keeping those laws is a biblical commandment many of our brethren have ignored for far too long.

      It divides our people.

      It hurts our State.

      Furthermore, Haredi soldiers serving in the military would benefit our country in many ways.

      Our army depends on its soldiers’ smarts, analysis capabilities, and decision-making abilities. Nothing furthers the mind like studying our Talmud.

      Also, as Tanach and Talmud scholars, our Haredi brothers are knowledgeable on the historical geography of our homeland. Hebron, Bethlehem, and Shechem have a unique religious significance as the burial grounds of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah. Who better than Haredi soldiers for keeping the sanctity and security of these holiest of places?

      President BenTov appeals to the Knesset members, and more forcefully, to the coalition government, to ignore Minister Maimon’s position, heed the Supreme Court’s ruling, draft and pass legislation compelling mandatory service in our Defense Forces by Haredi males.

      The Haredi aren’t happy.

      Maimon is furious.

      The tide is shifting. The wave is gathering force.

      When the State was young and new, Ben-Gurion needed support from Haredi Jews. He was a socialist. He was an atheist. After the Old Man’s first Yom Kippur as prime minister, the newspapers said he’d spent the day fasting at home. The same day his office released a statement: “The prime minister did not spend the day fasting at home, or anywhere else.”

      Yet he was a Jew, and Israel was to be a Jewish state.

      How could you have a Jewish state when the guardians of the Jewish faith were against it? By bribing them, of course.

      So he bribed them. He gave them an exemption from service in the army for their women and for some of their men, those who were full-time Torah students.

      But bribes can only go so far.

      Back then, these were a handful. Decades later the universal laws of unintended consequences and demographics kicked in. Now Haredi are a significant portion of Israel’s population, and growing.

      The secular Jews view this exemption as unfair.

      The Supreme Court does too. Years ago it ruled the exemption to be unconstitutional and unfair. It ordered the Knesset to enact legislation compelling Haredi males to serve in the army like everyone else.

      The Haredi have kept the pressure up ever since. Through Maimon and politicians like him. Through their political parties and their six or eight Knesset members needed to form a government. Through their demonstrations and campaign contributions. Through all this, they’ve kept out of the IDF.

      Until now.

      There’s a piece of legislation that has been in a deep coma, more dead than alive, for several years. It orders Haredi men to report for army duty. It imposes jail time for them if they don’t. Worse, it fines yeshivot that fail to meet conscription targets. It hits them in their pockets, and well, gelt is gelt. Yeshivot may study Yahweh and his laws, but Mammon is always close by.

      And BenTov is championing it.

      BenTov, decorated combat soldier, Orthodox rabbi, Elder, president.

      BenTov, fucking traitor.

      Phones ring nonstop. Letters, emails flood Maimon’s office. Meeting, after meeting, after meeting. The message is clear: Stop this. Stop. This. Now.

      . . . or else.

      Or else, lose our support.

      Or else, our donations go elsewhere.

      Or else, our votes will be cast for someone else.

      Or else, you’re finished.

      Unlike Maimon and other Knesset ministers, BenTov has a seven-year mandate.

      He can’t stand for reelection. He doesn’t have to run for office or face the constituents’ wrath.

      BenTov is playing the presidency to the bone, to the marrow.

      And he’s such a goody-two-shoes that he’s unmovable from office. The son of a bitch has never even run a stoplight.

      Yet, there are ways, and Maimon starts mustering the votes for them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SEVENTY-THREE

          

          
            WARLORD

          

        

      

    

    
      “Maimon has to go,” says Cricket.

      He says this from behind his desk, without looking up or inviting Joshua Kaplan to a chair. Not that there is an empty one, anyway.

      Cricket’s office at Beit HaNassi is an extension of the man who spends every waking hour there, and some sleeping time in between. From here he weaves the loom sourced from his cousin’s friends’ threads.

      Kaplan’s father was a scholar. He taught his son the deep secrets of a librarian’s lore: Books can be arranged by subject, by author, by publisher. They can be in chronological order, alphabetical order, languages, topics, fields, areas, places of publication, even the foolish practice of placing them by size or color.

      Kaplan’s father neglected to instruct his son in the Cricket Gabbai method.

      The dictum “A place for everything, and everything in its place” has less pull here than gravity on the moon. Maps hang on the walls, paintings lean against a dead plant’s pot.

      Books everywhere. Papers strewn around.

      Ranks, lines, shelves cramped with bound books in gray, brown, blue, green, tan, black, and crimson leather. Some titles written in Hebrew. Many more in English, French, German, Yiddish, Arabic, Cyrillic, Japanese—or Chinese? Kaplan can’t be sure.

      History: Jewish, of course. American, Roman, Greek, English, French, Russian. Politics. Strategy. Intelligence.

      No pictures, plants, ornaments other than two old maps of Israel before and after the Six-Day War and a small black-and-white copy of Hoshech’s Israeli flag flying from the Crescent atop the Dome.

      The man even has two magnifying glasses on his desk. He’s doubled the room’s lamps so there’s no shadows anywhere.

      He’s reading his fourth newspaper, sucking on a sugar cube between his lips. He wears a mustard checkered three-piece suit, suspenders, a white shirt, bottlecap glasses.

      His cheeks are flush red, not their usual pink.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why does Maimon have to go?” asks Kaplan.

      “Oh. He’s a piece of shit, that’s why. He’s more crooked than a stick in water. You know that. But more than anything, he’s in our way. He must go,” says Cricket.

      He throws the newspaper to the floor. It lands next to a report on the American president and her interest in peace in the Middle East. The newspaper’s front-page story is an article on a new law initiative sponsored by Maimon and his party limiting the president’s role in policy.

      “It’s a gag law,” says Kaplan, glancing at it.

      “Ezekiel BenTov won’t be gagged. Not on my watch, he won’t.”

      Akiva Hoshech may be Ezekiel BenTov’s general, but Shlomo “Cricket” Gabbai is his true warlord.

      Look at things as they are, not as you’d like them to be. Anger, fear, impatience—they’re bad counselors. Judge people by what they do, never by what they say, much less for what they say they’ll do. Depend on no one but yourself. Lose the battle, sacrifice the soldier, cede the field; whatever it takes, but win the war.

      And Cricket will win this war.
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      Jackals are at the door.

      They’ve been there all day.

      The story broke out in the morning. Most newspapers and news sites carry a version of the same headline:

      deputy defense minister in on shady land deal with the organizatsiya

      A paper trail.

      Bank accounts in Andorra.

      Police records of known Organizatsiya figures.

      The byline: Joshua Kaplan.

      BenTov’s half Jew. BenTov’s crypto-goy. The same story he had Yoni Cohen kill, now on steroids.

      The Esh deal made him a fortune. It keeps on making him a fortune. Esh leased the land at a dirt-cheap price. Deputy Defense Minister Maimon pushed the right buttons, pulled the adequate levers, got the clearances. Esh set up a weapons-assembly facility.

      Maimon is paid a secret fee every month.

      Maimon has secret points in Esh.

      Those points are no longer a secret. Neither is the fee. Nor the original kickback.

      There’s more to Esh that’s not in the news, but Maimon knows it’ll come up if the wrong people keep on digging.

      And they’ll keep on digging.

      Corruption in Israeli politics is par for the course. Selling defense secrets? That’s where the shit hits the fan. The kind of shit that splatters the walls, floor, ceiling, windows. The kind of shit that can’t be washed away.

      When Joshua Kaplan was a nobody reporter at the Jerusalem Word, it only took a call from Maimon to Yoni Cohen, another from Cohen to Hiram Yaacobi, and that was that.

      When Joshua Kaplan is President BenTov’s unofficial mouthpiece, there’s no silencing him. Three newspapers carry the story under his byline. Two more print additional information supplied by anonymous sources. Maimon can guess who those anonymous sources are.

      Maimon can live to fight another day, but only if he can stop them from taking a closer look at Esh.

      Maimon falls on his sword.

      Official press release from the office of Yuval Maimon, Knesset Member, Deputy Defense Minister:

      Minister Maimon acknowledges he may have erred in his judgment and ethical commitments toward the State and his constituents.

      At the time, helping out, investing in, and consulting for a defense contractor didn’t seem like a bad idea or a conflict of interest. He realizes now it was both.

      He offers his most sincere apologies.

      Minister Maimon has resigned his cabinet post and his seat in the Knesset to better focus on his legal defense, his religious studies, and to spend more time with his family and friends in this time of moral realignment.

      He appreciates the respect for his loved ones’ privacy in this time of turmoil for them.

      Days later, students begin leaving his yeshiva. Neighbors in Sha’ar Zahav cross to the opposite sidewalk. Speaking invitations are withdrawn.

      Yuval Maimon is a has-been.
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      Ha-Kotel Ha-Maʿaravi. The Wailing Wall. The Wall of Lamentations. The Western Wall.

      If Jerusalem is Israel’s heart, the Wall is its soul.

      It is all that remains of the Second Temple destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE. Jews have prayed here since the times of King David.

      Maimon prays here every week on Monday in the morning for Shahrit service, when the Torah should be read.

      He presses his hands on the Wall, feels the cool golden stone under his skin, smells the lavender in the air. He prays in an inaudible voice, barely moving his lips, whispering to the gold-white stones laid here by King David’s priests and workers.

      He used to draw a sizable crowd. Dozens, sometimes hundreds, would pray around him, with him, honoring him, calling on him to read from the Torah scrolls with them.

      Not anymore.

      Now they keep their distance. Now they eye him with wariness, or worse, pity.

      Now he prays alone.

      Visitors to the Wall wedge small slips of paper with prayers or petitions written on them into the cracks between the stones.

      Maimon observes one such visitor try to push a small white paper into the stuffed full crack next to him.

      The paper falls to the ground.

      The visitor is obstinate. He’ll leave his prayer in the Wall, no matter what. He removes some slips; they fall on the ground. He stuffs his in the crack and waits to see how it holds. Satisfied, he walks away, the slips he threw on the ground forgotten.

      Another man peels off from the group celebrating a Bar Mitzvah a few paces away. He’s done putting his tefillin and tallit away in their traditional cloth pouch.

      He’s dressed like Maimon, in business pants and a white shirt, tzitzit hanging from his waist, a small knitted skullcap pinned to his white head.

      He hugs the Wall next to Maimon. He kisses it. He closes his pale gray eyes. He mumbles something. He takes a silver slip of paper out from his tallit cloth pouch, wedges it in the Wall between the stones.

      “Follow me,” he says to Maimon in a marked Russian accent.

      The silver paper slip’s the signal.

      Maimon follows. More like Maimon chases. He has a hard time keeping up, limping on his crutches.

      They move back away from the Wall along the plaza’s south wall to the entrance for the Western Wall Tunnels.

      They wait in different lines. Each buys his ticket with cash. No tour, thanks.

      They go in. They walk. They wander.

      They move through underground passages, mikvehs, and ancient water trenches, streets from the Second Temple era, a quarry used to excavate stones for the Wall.

      “This way,” says the man, veering away from the main passage. The farther they go, the darker it gets, the harder it is for Maimon to keep up.

      “Keep away from the light,” the man says from time to time. The man moves in darkness. He follows. He chases as best he can.

      “Don’t look left,” the man says. “There’s a face-recognition camera there.”

      How the man knows this, he doesn’t say.

      “Keep your head down,” the man says. “Another camera up ahead.”

      He’s lost, disoriented. The man stops cold. The man looks around. He pushes Maimon back against a wall with no warning. Maimon stumbles back.

      During the Middle Ages, Jews used underground synagogues. After the Crusader conquest, some were turned into mosques. Some demolished.

      To reach those hidden chambers, one had to know how to move around in the underground maze. Where the trapdoors and false walls and concealed staircases were.

      The white-haired man knows.

      He pushes a rock, a release is heard, a wall becomes a door.

      There’s no electric light here. It smells of dampness and stale air. Maimon hears a rat shriek somewhere.

      The white-haired man hands him a miner’s flashlight to strap around his head.

      “Keep on walking. When you hear a cough, turn off the flashlight. When you hear another cough, switch it on and off three times, then leave it off. They’ll come for you.”

      Maimon is uncertain. Maimon demurs.

      The man says in his Russian accent, “Cold feet, Maimon?”

      Maimon steels himself.

      “Of course not,” he says.

      He limps.

      Darkness swallows him. The corridor is narrow, stones rough to the touch, unlike those polished by the hands of time and men in the other parts of the tunnels and the Wall.

      There’s a dry cough.

      He turns off the flashlight. He waits.

      “Don’t move.”

      The voice comes from behind. So does the gun to his nape.

      A hand in the dark frisks him, the gun still on his nape. Cold sweat runs down his back, wets his undershirt.

      The hand checks the small of his back, under his arms, his waistband, his groin, his ankles.

      “Clean,” says the voice in Arabic.

      “Bring him,” says another voice.

      “Come. You may turn on the flashlight.”

      They walk. The narrow corridor opens onto a vast chamber. Maimon recognizes the layout. It could be a hidden synagogue or a hidden mosque. He can’t know which way the old, long wood pews are facing.

      On one of them, against the farthest wall, sits a man next to three gas lamps.

      Maimon gets closer. A smell of rotting fish hits him hard.

      The man is small, gaunt, old. His beard is an old, long, gray bush. His skin is old olive, liver spots on his thin hands; a varicose vein shows close to his neck. His eyebrows are old, gray. His eyes are not. They’re big, black, dead, like tinted windows of a town car. There’s distaste in them. Disgust, almost.

      The feeling is mutual, but the enemy of his enemy is his friend.

      “You know who I am,” says the old man.

      “And you know who I am,” says Maimon. “Who’s he?” he says, pointing back with his thumb.

      “He’s not here,” says the old man.

      Maimon looks around. They’re alone.

      “Our mutual friends arranged this meeting,” says the old man. “They said you needed a service. Yes?”

      Does he? Maimon asks himself. Should he? He rethinks his thoughts, his plan, his reasons, and the outcome.

      “I want you to kill someone for me.”

      “Mm,” says the old man. “Yes. Yes. That’s what we do.”

      “I want BenTov killed,” says Maimon.

      The killer lets out a long whistle. The killer laughs out loud, without mirth. Just a cackle.

      “You get far less credit than you deserve, Maimon,” says the killer.

      Maimon’s ears redden. He tries to keep down his temper. He clenches his jaw. He clenches his fist.

      The killer cackles again.

      “I like it. It might even work.”
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      Building permits. Connection to waste, water, gas, and power grids. Supplies. Labor. All are ingredients for a tasty clout pie.

      If a developer wants to put up a new building in Jerusalem, he better have the patience of Job, or cut Marina a slice of pie. A big slice.

      Marina’s slice includes points in the profits, units of the new condos, hiring the right crews for each job.

      For certain jobs, the crew needs a special permit. It wouldn’t do if Ahmed-Go-Lucky, while working on the power grid, decides this is as good a time as any to blast the Jewish infidels back to the Dark Ages by crossing the green and blue wires.

      So Ahmed and Igor and Karla are vetted by the police.

      They clear the process. They get the permit. They’re on the crew. They put food on their table, and a few crumbs on Marina’s.

      Sometimes Igor needs a little push, some grease to ease his going through the pipeline. Expunging an arrest for assault and battery, maybe? No problem. Marina knows a girl who knows a guy who sleeps with a girl who’s married to the right guy.

      Anyone can buy and sell muscle. Marina’s edge is slipping through the system’s porous cracks.

      Like now.

      The laminated card Jasmine brought him yesterday allows Ezra Cohen to work on the renovation of this mansion in Talbiya, the upscale Jerusalem neighborhood.

      He’s not a skilled construction worker. He’s never laid a brick in his life. He’s not a plumber. He’s not an electrician. He’s not even Ezra Cohen.

      But he does know his green wires from the blue.
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      There’s an abyss between them.

      They are in the same bed, it’s three in the morning, the breath of a pillow between them, yet . . . an abyss.

      Ian’s been withdrawn, aloof. Something’s broken, something Jasmine can’t name or place. She thinks. She bites on her right index knuckle. The night stretches long before her.

      There are dark corners inside Bloom, dark corners where she’s not allowed. From the start she sensed he held back. He kept tight knots and tighter strings behind his casual smile, his laid-back charm.

      She didn’t mind. She has her own secrets. They’re dark and gritty, her secrets. She accepted his dark corners.

      But the darkness is creeping out from the corners. It’s filling everything. It’s taking over. And the thing about darkness is that it’s impossible to contain. It has nothing to offer, except itself.

      She longs for him.

      She wants to bridge the abyss, feel close to him.

      Some nights, like this one, they sleep together in his Tel Aviv hotel suite by the sea, but they haven’t had sex in weeks. She blames herself; she still feels guilty about that time with Ezra-not-Ezra.

      So she tries.

      She touches his bitter face, feels his rough beard bristles against the back of her hand. Runs her fingers down the worn leather cord with the dangling asimon.

      She kisses his mouth. A long, deep, tongue twister. The familiar taste of salt in his mouth.

      He stirs. He wakes, almost. Not quite.

      He says, “Oh, Orit, baby.”

      She slaps his face.

      “What the fuck?” he says, pushing her away. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he says again, his face a mask of fury and pain.

      “Orit? Orit? Who the fuck is Orit?” she says.

      She doesn’t wait for an answer. She leaps out of bed. Grabs her discarded clothes from the floor. Rushes out from his suite, crams in the empty elevator.

      All these months feeling bad about Ezra-not-Ezra, feeling dirty, cheap. All these months he’s been two-timing her with some Orit.

      She looks up from her strewn dress, shoes, and purse on the floor. The elevator’s back-panel mirror pushes her inner mess out.
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      A dark-gray Lincoln town car idles next to his Aston Martin in the hotel parking lot. Bloom knows the car. He walks slowly, his hands behind his back, close to his gun.

      The black-tinted window rolls down.

      Inside is a woman with short, straight brown hair hanging to her shoulders. The woman looks at him with dark-blue, almost-purple eyes. Her smile is like a shark’s: straight white teeth, sharp, dead.

      The car door opens.

      “Hop in,” says Marina.

      Bloom looks around. Bloom peers inside. Igor at the front seat in his ill-fitting polyester suit. Marina, wearing a white linen pantsuit and a black silk blouse, alone in the back. Bloom looks around again.

      “If I wanted you dead or hurt, you’d be dead or hurt,” says Marina. “This isn’t a setup. Hop in. I want to chat with you.”

      Bloom gets in.

      “Give Igor the gun you have behind your back, please.”

      Bloom shrugs. He squeezes out the magazine, hands Igor the gun. Igor grunts. The car moves out.

      “I heard you and my girl fell out.”

      Bloom nods.

      “She’s hurt bad.”

      Bloom nods again.

      Bloom says, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt her. Things are what they are.”

      “Are you still game or not?”

      “Game?”

      “Game. Like we said in Tiberias?”

      “I have no direct access to Desert Orchid. My stock is in a blind trust. But I have some ideas. I could front a shipping and rail company. Charter ships, planes, trains; move stuff around. It’d be a better front for you than a public company.”

      Marina sits back. Bloom can see she’s running the idea in her head. The car is driving in circles around his block. He checks for Marina’s surveillance. He spots the old Mazda by the stoplight. He spots the panel van across the street. He spots the couple making out on the park bench.

      “Who bankrolls the company?” says Marina.

      “I put in the seed money, for appearances. I can’t fund the whole thing, but I can go through the motions of raising capital. You can use one of your overseas investment vehicles to buy in. Clean money only. You end up owning most of the company. It does legit business. It fronts as a freight hub for your other products.”

      “You’ve thought this through.”

      “I have.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you want to do this? You don’t need the money, nor want it, as far as I can see.”

      “I’m in it for the kicks.”

      “I don’t understand kicks. Money, lust, power, fear—those things I understand. I can do business for those. Kicks? No, Mr. Bloom. Kicks don’t do for me. I don’t think they do for you either. So, what is it?”

      “I want something from you,” says Bloom.

      “It must be an expensive something. Would it have something to do with the Paine clan, back in Old Dominion, maybe?”

      “You’ve done your homework,” says Bloom.

      “It pays off, homework.”

      “It’ll take me a couple of months to set everything up. I’ll tell you what the something is then, before we pull the trigger. If you’re interested, we’re in business. If you’re not, we’re not. Deal?”

      “Deal. Igor, Mr. Bloom is getting off here,” she says.

      Igor stops the car. Hands back Bloom’s gun.

      Bloom opens the door, gets out.

      “One more thing,” says Marina before closing the door. “Stay away from Jasmine. If you hurt her again, I’ll have you killed. If we’re working together, it’ll be smooth and painless; if we’re not, it’ll be rough, long, and painful. Either way, get near her again, and I’ll have you killed. Are we clear?”

      “Clear as rain,” he says. Closes the door, watches the car drive away.

      Old Mazda, check. Panel van, check. Couple making out on the park bench, missing.
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      Semtex, what a beautiful invention. Stable. Almost undetectable. Easy to carry. Easy to conceal. Easy to place. Deadly.

      The right amount, the right place, an adequate detonator: boom.

      Scarce. Controlled. Expensive.

      The Fist has sources. The Fist has financing. Wealthy sheiks whitewashing their conscience or, like now, a crooked Israeli politician trying to make a comeback.

      Fuad doesn’t know. Fuad doesn’t care. Fuad’s only concern is placing this and getting out from this small tight, dark space.

      He has trouble breathing. The smell of damp concrete and earth is all around him. His heart is booming. He’s sweating. His mouth is dry. He’s nauseous. His hands are not shaking, they can’t shake, they mustn’t shake.

      He clicks the beads. They’re not working. He says the prayers. They’re not working. The light is dimming. The walls are closing in. The ceiling’s caving in.

      He coughs.

      Tears stream down his cheeks.

      He must do this fast.

      The crew doesn’t know about this tunnel.

      They don’t know about the hole under the mansion’s wine cellar, the snaking corridor behind the house’s furnace, under the avenue, along the gas pipe, just below the power cables.

      They don’t trust him. They don’t like him. They’ll notice he’s missing.

      He’s at the tunnel’s end, just under the target. He takes out the compass, tries to get his bearings right.

      The compass doesn’t work. The magnetic force from the power cables is screwing up the needle.

      Where’s the gas main? Where’s the house? Where’s the poured concrete and steel shield protecting the foundation?

      He tests the detonator. The cell-phone signal is weak, intermittent. The detonator fails once. He tests the signal again, and it lights the detonator twice. He tests it once more, and it fails. Tests twice, it works.

      It must do. He has to get out. He’s running out of air. He’s getting dizzy. The damp smell fills his nose.

      He looks around. He closes his eyes.

      “Allah, guide my hands,” he says.

      He places the Semtex as best he can, inserts the detonator.

      He runs.

      He slips.

      He falls, scrapes his forehead, bites some dust.

      He gets up, keeps on running, his left hand clicking beads with each step.

      He’s in the wine cellar. He can hear voices up the stairs.

      “Where’s that lazy Iraqi?” says the crew’s leader.

      “Who knows? The other day I caught him down in the cellar. He was acting all suspicious. I think he was trying to steal a bottle or two,” says the other voice. It belongs to the chief electrician. “How did we get stuck with this motherfucker?”

      “Marina,” says the crew leader.

      The chief electrician grunts. He knows the facts of life. “Talk to Alyosha,” he says. “See if you can get rid of him.”

      “Have you tried talking to Alyosha?” says the crew leader.

      “Wet his mouth,” says the chief electrician. “If worse comes to worst, we keep the Iraqi on shit duty.”

      “He is on shit duty,” says the crew leader. “That’s why I’m looking for him. The latrines are full.”

      They both laugh.

      Fuad hears the laughter and voices dim out. They’re walking away.

      He takes another minute.

      He’s breathing normal. He’s under control. He can go now.

      He’s placed the bomb.
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      Jasmine is tired, burnt-out. She’s tired of him. Of this. Of his insistent, nonstop efforts.

      She tells this to herself as she walks up the fire-escape stairs to his second-story apartment, carrying his cash, a grocery bag with a couple of soup cans, and a sealed envelope from Marina.

      She tells this to herself as she’s done half a dozen times. The kid’s relentless. Ezra-not-Ezra’s fixed on her. It was a mistake sleeping with him that time, but she so wanted to get back at Bloom. Fucking two-timing Bloom.

      It was a mistake not telling Marina, not asking for an assignment change. The money was good, but it was more than that. She couldn’t disappoint her boss. She couldn’t own up to messing this up.

      He opens the door.

      A potent smell of hashish greets her. Where he gets it from, she doesn’t know. It’s not from her.

      He’s bare-chested, barefoot, half-stoned.

      Every time she sees him, his size catches her off-guard. He’s massive, all muscle under all hair. Much brawn, little other than that.

      He grabs the grocery bag. Peers inside.

      “More tomato soup?”

      He sighs, rolls his eyes.

      “Where’s my money?”

      “Don’t smoke it all at once,” she says, throwing at him the bank notes rolled tight with a rubber band.

      He drops the bag to catch the money. He misses. The roll hits his forehead. A soup can falls out, bangs hard on his left foot.

      “Bitch,” he says. He hops on his right foot, his face a mask of rage.

      Her laugh is bitter.

      His eyes grow large.

      He shoves her, pushes her against the wall.

      She pushes back, or tries to. His bulk is too much for her.

      She punches him in the ribs. Now it’s his turn to mock her.

      He grabs both her wrists, pulls her toward him. His foul breath against her face, the smell of his dirty beard and old hashish fills her nostrils.

      “Is this what you want?” he yells.

      His spittle on her face.

      He forces his mouth on hers. No, she thinks. She tries to fight back. She bites his lower lip hard, feels the bitter, copper taste of blood in her mouth. She keeps biting until he shoves her back.

      She draws her gun, aims at his chest.

      “I hate you. I hate this hatred I feel for you. I hate that I can’t help myself with you or about you. I want to stop. I can’t stop, and I hate it,” he screams at her. “But it’ll stop soon.”

      “It stops now,” she says, lowering her gun.

      “Tomorrow. It stops tomorrow. Tomorrow, I’ll kill him. Then I’ll be gone,” he says.

      “Who is it this time?” she asks.

      “BenTov,” he says. “BenTov, the American, all of them.”

      “BenTov?” she yells, startled.

      Her body tenses.

      She tries raising her gun again.

      She can’t.

      He blitzes her. He holds her tight. His rock-hard arms a vise around her. His green eyes focused on her, full of fear, realizing he’s spilled the beans.

      He holds her down.

      “Let me go,” she yells.

      He grabs a sock from the floor, rams it in her mouth. He pulls her up, holds her arms from behind with one hand, bangs her head against the wall with the other.

      She stomps one of her stilettos on his foot, hears it crack. He still doesn’t let go. He bangs her head against the wall again. And again. And again.

      She feels warm blood dripping from her forehead. She feels her nose crack.

      Black stars explode in her head with each blow.

      Her legs collapse under her.

      A last bang against the wall.

      Over and out.
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      Is she dead?

      He doesn’t know. He doesn’t care. It doesn’t matter. He must get away, run, hide. Get to Jerusalem.

      His foot hurts. He can feel it broken, bleeding, swelling inside his boot.

      He can’t run. The streets are full. Everyone looks the other way. A bleeding brute is par for the course in the Hasan Arfa neighborhood.

      The pain.

      That worthless, whoring bitch.

      How could he be so stupid? How could he let it slip like that?

      Mahmud will be cross when he finds out. If he finds out. He won’t find out. There’s no need for him to find out, at least not before tomorrow.

      After tomorrow he won’t care. He’ll be happy. He’ll be proud. He’ll call him son.

      Tomorrow he’ll press a button and blow up the world as it is now.

      Yes. Yes.

      Tomorrow the Zionist Oppressors will tremble in dread. They will taste fear in their mouth. They will know there’s no one safe from Allah and His wrath, His messengers. His Fist.

      Tomorrow he will fulfill his destiny.

      He pats down his gray mackintosh. He has the white envelope the bitch brought for him. New identity papers. New passport. Money. Her gun and phone too.

      Ezra Cohen will burn today instead of tomorrow, but tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow, he will burn the Oppressors’ president and the American president. They will know the fear he’s known since before and since forever.

      It hurts. His fucking foot hurts.

      He shoves his hands inside his pockets.

      Fuck. It’s not there. He left the hashish in the apartment. He also left his rosary beads, the wooden ones Mahmud sent him at the Sand Castle, the ones that have sustained him ever since.

      He pulls on his face.

      He can replace the hash, not the beads. Well, not those beads, anyway. He’s heading for Jerusalem. Rosary beads are for sale in every corner stall, but those beads were the link between Mahmud and him, between the boy who walked inside the Sand Castle and the giant who walked out from there.

      Aaaarrg. That bitch. That fucking Jewish cunt.

      His foot.

      He shivers. He’s sweating. He feels the fever rising, his teeth clattering.

      He must get to Jerusalem. He must find shelter. He must find hash and a rosary.

      He limps to the bus station.
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      The room comes into focus. Almost into focus. It spins. It darkens. It fogs. It clears. It darkens and fogs and clears again and again and again.

      The room is dark. There’s some light pouring in through the window, but it’s night outside. She can’t tell how long she’s been out.

      She feels like one of those Funko Pop! dolls, her head twice her body’s size. Crusted blood pastes her left eye shut. More crusted blood on her forehead, her cheeks, chin, lips.

      Both her fists are swollen, two of her fingernails broken. Her face is a mess. Cuts. Bruises. She spits out the sock in her mouth. Two teeth come out.

      She sits on the floor against the bloodied white-plastered wall. It feels cold against her naked skin. The spinning’s bad, real bad.

      Grampa.

      She must get up.

      She tries to get up.

      Everything spins fast. She loses her balance, falls back on her ass. She bumps the back of her head against the wall. Her sight darkens. Stars pop out from the walls.

      She must get up.

      She must warn Grampa.

      She must save Grampa.

      Tomorrow morning Ezra-not-Ezra will blow up Grampa. She must stop him.

      She pushes herself up using the wall on her back as a prop.

      The cold turkey sandwich and hard-boiled egg she had earlier comes up. The vomit burns her throat, sours her swollen mouth. It further fouls the room’s air.

      She keeps on retching.

      There’s yellow bile, mucus, light-red blood dangling from her nose.

      “Oh, fuck,” she moans.

      She tries to stand. The heel on her left stiletto boot is broken. She falls again. Nausea. Empty retching.

      She crawls to where her handbag is. Her gun is gone. So is her phone.

      She lies back down, faceup on the floor to slow the spinning down.

      Tears come unbidden. Hot tears, rolling down her swollen, cut, beat-up, never-pretty-again face. Rage. Shame. Frustration. Fear. She wants to die.

      Grampa. She must save Grampa.

      “Get up,” she tells herself. “Get up. You can do this. You’re an Eagle. You’re Marina’s hammer. You are Akiva Hoshech’s granddaughter, and by God, you’re getting up, getting out of here and warning him. After you can eat a bullet if you want to, but only after you’ve saved Grampa.”

      She tries.

      She fails again.

      These fucking stiletto boots, the broken heel.

      She gets rid of them.

      Tries again.

      The cold floor under her feet helps sober her up, steady her down. The plastered walls are rough under her hands.

      She opens Ezra-not-Ezra’s door.

      Tel Aviv’s night air hits her in the face.

      Breathe, she thinks. Breathe, she does.

      One step at a time. Use the handrail. You can’t drive like this. Find a taxi. Get to Grampa. Warn Grampa. Save Grampa.

      Yes, save Grampa.
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      It’s twenty past eleven.

      She showed up minutes ago.

      Banging on the door. She couldn’t open it on her own.

      Her swollen face a pulp of blood and bruises. There’s crusted blood pasting her left eye shut. More crusted blood on her forehead, her cheeks, chin, lips. Both her fists are swollen, two of her fingernails are broken. Black mascara crying lines run down her cheeks. Broken nose. Disheveled hair. Barefoot. Lower lip cracked, dry blood on it. Some wet blood too.

      She’s screaming. She’s crying.

      He tries tending to the cuts on her face. She shoves him back. The effort is too much for her. She falls, off-balance.

      He kneels next to her.

      She throws up a spatter of yellow bile.

      He tries again. He gets his hands on her face.

      “Sweetheart, hold on. Let me see. Let me help. Who did this to you?”

      She grabs him by his nightclothes.

      “Please, Grampa, please,” she says. “Don’t go.”

      “Are you crazy? I must go. I have to be there. What’s wrong? What happened to you?”

      “Promise me,” she says.

      Since Pope Benedict XVI’s visit to Israel in 2009, all visiting world leaders are invited by the Israeli president to plant an olive tree in the peace garden at Beit HaNassi, the presidential residence. In a few hours, the new American president will be there with BenTov, and Jasmine, or what’s left of her, is begging him not to go.

      “Why? Why don’t you want me to go?” he stammers.

      “I can’t tell you,” she cries. “Just, please, do it for me. Please. Don’t go.”

      She bites her lower lip. Blood trickles out again.

      He hugs her. He feels her melt inside his arms.

      “Sh. Sh. Sh,” he says.

      He strokes her back.

      He strokes her hair.

      She’s trembling.

      He kisses the top of her head like he used to when she’d wake up crying after one of her many nightmares. Back then it used to smell of lavender and honey. Today it smells of ash, blood, fever.

      He feels her calm down a bit, listens to her breathing. He looks at the clock on the kitchen wall.

      “Okay. Okay. Settle down,” he says. “I won’t go.”

      Spent, she collapses in his arms.

      “I love you, Grampa,” she murmurs, close to sleep or unconsciousness, he’s not sure.

      “I love you too,” he whispers.

      He half-carries her to bed.

      She’s mumbling. He can’t make out what she’s saying. He puts her to bed, pulls the covers on top of her.

      He feels her hand come to life. It grips his wrist. It digs steel nails in his skin.

      “Promise me,” she says, urgency, fear, something else in her eyes.

      “I promise,” he says.

      That seems to do it. She softens her grip. She passes out, still holding his wrist.

      He sits on the floor by the bed.

      His first impulse is to call or text Cricket. He has his phone out. He stops.

      There’s something very wrong here. Explanations will have to be made. Jasmine will have to make them. His Jasmine. His baby.

      He puts the phone away.

      He thinks.

      He waits until he hears her breathing soften, the rhythm, the faint snore.

      He pries his wrist free from her now-sleeping hand. He stands, strokes her hair, takes stock.

      He makes a call.

      “You know who this is?” he says. “Good. Can you come over? Yes, now. I’ll leave the door unlocked. Come in when you’re here. Thank you.”

      Cricket arrives at Hoshech’s apartment twenty minutes later. He listens to what Hoshech has to say. The shit has hit the fan, full throttle.
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      Someone shakes her, wakes her up. She has a hard time focusing. Disoriented. She comes to with a start, a gasp, a cry.

      It all comes back to her.

      She looks around. Her old bedroom at her grandpa’s apartment. The weight of her childhood’s seed-filled gravity blanket heavy over her. A familiar hand stroking her hair, but not Hoshech’s.

      A hand with a cracked Breguet wristwatch.

      The rest doesn’t add up.

      He’s wearing a green army uniform. On his shoulders there’s the three peaked chevrons of a senior specialist and a folded black beret with a Special Forces insignia, a short-handled sickle, wrapped in an olive branch, topped by a parachute. He’s wearing dark-red paratrooper boots.

      The deep amber eyes are concerned, but not for her.

      She wants to lift her hands. She can’t. They bound her wrists and ankles.

      There are three other men and two women, all wearing green uniforms, black berets, dark-red boots.

      Her grandfather is not one of them.

      “What have you done with him?” she asks.

      “General Hoshech is on his way to Beit HaNassi,” answers a man in his early fifties. He wears round tortoiseshell glasses, has short curly hair, a trimmed goatee without a mustache, and long sideburns.

      His voice is low, a whisper almost.

      “No,” she screams. She wants to get up. She can’t, the restraints hold her down. “No. He can’t. He promised me he wouldn’t.”

      “Oh, he meant to keep his promise,” says the man in the tortoiseshell glasses. “But we figured that if you don’t want him at the presidential residence, that’s the best place for him to be at.”

      “Please. You can’t. Please. Bring him back.”

      “Him?” says the man in the tortoiseshell glasses. “What about everyone else? What about President BenTov or the American president? What about them?”

      “All of them. Bring them back. Ian, please. Who are these people? Please tell them. Please.”

      Bloom looks at her as if he doesn’t know her.

      “Warrant Officer Bloom can’t help you,” says the man in the tortoiseshell glasses. “He works for me.”

      “Warrant officer? No. He’s a Magav corporal. He’s off the service.”

      She realizes it’s she who doesn’t know him. Remarkable how we think we know all there is to know about someone else just because we see them often or because we share some strong emotional tie.

      She looks at the digital clock on her night table. The tree-planting ceremony is less than an hour away.

      “Ian. Ian, please. Time is running out. Please.”

      “Running out for what, Jazz?” he says, unconcerned, winding his watch.

      She bites her lips.

      “The bomb,” she yells. “There’s a bomb. He’s going to blow it up. Beit HaNassi, the American president, BenTov, Grampa, everyone.”

      “This bomb,” says the man in the tortoiseshell glasses. “Tell us about it.”

      So she does.

      She tells about Marina’s business with the Fist. How she supplies them with weapons, vehicles, explosives, fake papers. How she launders their money and keeps a cut.

      No, she doesn’t know the banks or accounts. No, she doesn’t know who supplies Marina.

      She tells them about Yuval Maimon. How he’s been in business with Marina for years. The Esh thing? Right. That was a Marina operation. The land deal is not the half of it. Esh sees designs and specifications on heavy artillery and radar equipment. It sells those designs and specifications to the Chinese. Marina is Esh’s owner, Maimon gets a cut from every deal.

      The man in the tortoiseshell glasses takes notes in a leather-bound journal. He asks questions. He’s not in a hurry.

      “Sir?”

      “Yes, Bloom?”

      “The bomb, sir. She’s supposed to tell us about the bomb,” says Bloom, pointing at the digital clock on her nightstand.

      “Oh, yes. About this bomb, Miss Hoshech.”

      “We got a permit for a man named Ezra Cohen to work as an electrician on a mansion in Talbiya.”

      “What about Mr. Cohen? Is he part of Marina’s Organizatsiya?”

      “No. No. No. There is no Ezra Cohen.”

      Jasmine squirms.

      Jasmine writhes against the bindings on her wrists and ankles.

      Jasmine says, “Ezra Cohen is some Arab, someone from the Fist. I don’t know his real name. We made him up a few months ago.”

      Aloni and Bloom exchange a look.

      “Where is this mansion? What about it?”

      “The mansion is in Talbiya, close to the presidential residence. I don’t know which one. I just know they did some renovations. Marina pushed hard to have Ezra-not-Ezra assigned to the electrician crew as part of her cut for greasing the permits. There were complaints from the crew. They asked Alyosha, Marina’s guy with the union, to have him removed. They didn’t until Marina said they could.”

      Jasmine stares at the clock. Half an hour between the ceremony and now.

      “Please, we’re running out of time. Grampa’s running out of time.”

      The man in the tortoiseshell glasses glances at the nightstand clock. He grunts. He unplugs it from the wall.

      He consults his notes.

      “It doesn’t add up. So you got a Fist member a work permit. So what?”

      “Semtex, you stupid fuck,” yells Jasmine. “We sold the Fist thirty pounds of Semtex and a cache of cell-phone detonators.”

      The man in the tortoiseshell glasses asks the detonators’ specs. Jasmine doesn’t know them. She just knows they’re Russian army surplus, a generation old.

      The man in the tortoiseshell glasses makes a note.

      The man in the tortoiseshell glasses grunts.

      The man in the tortoiseshell glasses asks, “Anything else we should know? A description or anything on this Cohen?”

      She gives them his description: young, early twenties, huge, over six feet tall, strong, gigantic hands, cropped black hair, olive skin, unkempt bushy beard.

      There’s nothing more. She’s dry.

      The man in the tortoiseshell glasses looks at Bloom.

      “You know what to do. Find that wolf, hunt it for me, bring it down. Do not fail again, Bloom.”

      “I won’t, sir,” says Bloom, his fingertips over his cracked watch.

      Bloom opens the door to leave.

      Bloom says, “You can come in, now.”

      Cricket comes in. For once, this man is not wearing a suit. Jeans and a T-shirt.

      Hoshech comes in behind him, dressed in blue gym sweats.

      Hoshech looks at her. He’s patting her head. A girl in uniform is undoing the binds on her wrists, her ankles.

      “We have a deal, Aloni,” says Cricket.

      “We have a deal, Gabbai. General, I’m sorry it came to this.”

      “So am I, Colonel. So am I,” says Hoshech.

      He’s done patting her head. As soon as she’s free, she leaps from her bed. She wants to hug him. He steps back, puts a hand between them.

      “Don’t,” he says.

      “I can’t,” he says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            EIGHTY-FIVE

          

          
            BENTOV’S REFUSAL

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s out of the question,” says BenTov. “I’ve already spoken with the prime minister, and he and I agree. There’s no way we are calling off the tree-planting ceremony unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

      “A terrorist is planning on killing you and President Addams on cable TV for the world to see. I’d say this qualifies as necessary, don’t you, Mr. President?” says Aloni.

      “If terrorists can scare us into hiding, they’ve already won, Colonel,” says BenTov. “We can’t lose face with the Americans and we can’t reschedule. President Addams will only be here for a day. This is the first time an American president makes Israel her first overseas stop. The world is watching us, and I refuse to let it see us cower under the bed. So does the prime minister.”

      “Of course the prime minister agrees,” says Cricket from his corner. “He wants you gone just as much as them. Maybe more. If they don’t blow you and the American up, nobody will know about it, he doesn’t have to give any explanations, his agenda is hunky-dory. He wins. If they blow you up, he’ll deny knowing anything, he’ll have more ammunition against the Arabs, a firmer commitment from the Americans, the world’s sympathy, and he’ll have gotten rid of you. You’ve been a thorn in his side for months now. He wins all around. You can always count on that son of a bitch to come on top.”

      “Cricket,” says BenTov.

      “Yes, yes, I’ll shut my mouth.”

      “Sir, I can’t let you run that risk,” says Aloni.

      “Oh, Aloni, stop pretending. You want him there. You need him there,” says Cricket, still in his chair in the corner.

      “Cricket,” says BenTov.

      “Yes, yes, I’ll shut my mouth, but not before I say this. Colonel Aloni wants you there as bait. Plain, simple bait. If you and President Addams don’t show, these terrorists will abort. End of story, Aloni goes back to planning, hunting, scheming. Right, Aloni? Right? Of course right.”

      “I don’t want that, Gabbai. I don’t want to endanger President BenTov or President Addams,” says Aloni.

      “It’s out of your hands, anyway,” says BenTov. “I won’t back down. You have orders straight from the prime minister not to inform the Americans, so they won’t back down either. I’m sorry you and your men are in this position, Colonel. I am. But we have to play the game with the cards we have, not the cards we wish we had.”

      BenTov gets up from his chair, signals the meeting is over.

      Then he stops.

      “About General Hoshech and his granddaughter,” he says.

      “Yes, sir?” asks Aloni.

      “Do you have all you need from her?”

      “No. Not by far. She has inside information on Marina Petrovna’s operation that we’ll need further down the road. We’ve never had such a top-level source inside the Organizatsiya.”

      “I’m sorry I’m making your job so hard today, Colonel. I truly am. Cricket?”

      Cricket fusses. Cricket huffs, and puffs, and sighs. Cricket produces a piece of paper from his leather binder.

      Cricket says, “This is a presidential pardon for Jasmine Hoshech. President BenTov signed it minutes before you gentlemen arrived. All pertinent authorities have received or are being served copies.”
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      The doorbell rings.

      He must be dreaming.

      It rings again.

      It must be a nightmare. Who would ring their door in the middle of the night?

      He feels his wife’s elbow on the ribs.

      “Ascaf, someone’s at the door,” she says, and goes back to sleep.

      Translation: This is an edict from the Almighty, Ascaf. You better get up, go down the stairs and make that ringing stop before I’m really awake or else the ten plagues suffered by the Egyptians will seem like a day at a spa, at least for you, they will.

      So he does.

      He’s halfway down the stairs.

      It rings again. It rings with urgency, without pause. There’s knocking, banging even. Whoever’s at the door must have an emergency. It may be the next-door neighbors. They have small children. Any sort of misfortune can happen when you have small children.

      He’s at the door.

      “Ascaf, who’s there,” says his wife from the bedroom. He’s late. He can expect all ten plagues tomorrow morning.

      When he opens the door, it’s not the next-door neighbor. It’s not anyone he knows.

      Two girls, early twenties, clad in army green, dark-red paratrooper boots, black berets, Special Forces insignia: a short-handled sickle, wrapped in an olive branch, topped by a parachute.

      “Ascaf Gorali?” says the one with long red hair and a single bar on her shoulder.

      “Yes,” he yawns.

      “We need access to your files, and we need them right away,” says the one with short black hair, a nose piercing, and chevrons on her shoulder.

      “My files? What files? I don’t understand.”

      “Mr. Gorali, you and your firm do business with Marina Petrovna’s Organizatsiya. You did some renovation work on a house in Talbiya a few weeks ago. You hired a man named Ezra Cohen as part of your crew. This Cohen is a high-profile target for us. We want to know which house he worked on. We want the plans for that house. We want it all right now. Right. Fucking. Now,” says the redhead, pointing her gun at him.
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      He rides a motorcycle to Talbiya, faster than a car in Jerusalem’s crowded streets. Back in HQ, Meir Raphael is riding hard on the team.

      Back in the war of ’73, while racing to capture the Suez Canal, Ariel Sharon used to say, “Advance. Attack. The logistics will follow, because they must.” This is one of Din Unit’s guiding principles. Logistics will follow, because they must.

      And so Bloom advances, betting on logistics following him. Raphael will make sure they do. God help us if he can’t, thinks Bloom.

      His commlink lights up.

      “Witch Doctor to Lone Indian: We have data on the firecrackers. If purchase order is correct, firecrackers have a two-click wick. Repeat: two-click wick.”

      “Lone Indian to Witch Doctor: Copy. What if the wick is longer?”

      “We’re fucked,” replies Raphael over Bloom’s commlink.

      “Any news on where the campground is?” says Bloom.

      “Negative. We’re on it.”

      We’re fucked, thinks Bloom.

      I should’ve shot him when I had him, he thinks, even though he knows he couldn’t shoot him. Besides, he never really had him.

      So he must find the baker’s son in a two-kilometer radius around an unknown, renovated Talbiya house close to the presidential palace.

      Fuck.
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      Fuad watches the sunrise. From this Aroma coffee shop at the top of the hill, he can see Talbiya wake up.

      A father holds his daughters’ hands, one on each side, as they cross the street together on their way to school. The mailman gets off his mini truck, walks the block, sticks letters in mailboxes.

      Two old ladies, one of them with the purple headscarf worn by most Orthodox Jewesses, sip their coffee at the table next to his. They’re gossiping about some other lady’s son, the gay doctor.

      Fuad observes.

      His broken foot throbs with burning pain. He scored some hash, but the effects are wearing out.

      He waits inside the coffee shop.

      He watches the newscast on TV.

      He fidgets with the cell phone in his right hand. A burner. An old flip model from Motorola, nothing smart, nothing with a GPS, nothing that can be traced or pinpointed.

      He’ll discard it afterward, but still.

      He plays with the lid. He opens it, closes it, opens it again. The bomb’s number is on speed dial. Keep number nine pressed long enough on the keypad, activate the call, blow them up.

      Itchy fingers.

      The news anchor announces the US president’s motorcade is rolling in at the presidential residence.

      Images cut to President BenTov approaching President Addams’s limo. He opens the car door and offers the American his hand to help her out.

      Her husband gets out from the car behind her.

      They all shake hands, picture-perfect.

      Fuad’s had enough. It’s time. Let them burn.

      He opens the phone’s lid, presses nine, keeps it pressed down.
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      After President BenTov’s refusal, Aloni had Shin Bet, Israel’s internal security service, do a kill switch on the area’s cell-phone towers during the ceremony. It bought them time.

      There’d be a shitstorm about it later.

      Denying cell-phone service to the wealthiest of the Israeli wealthy for two hours is never a good PR strategy. Much better than having both the country’s and the American presidents blown up live on global TV, but still.

      The American president arrived at the presidential residence twenty minutes ago.

      Nothing’s blown up yet.

      But Bloom’s nowhere close to bagging the elephant.

      Galia and Tali did an excellent job getting to the contractor and sending the address and files. Otherwise, it would’ve been like looking for a needle in a haystack.

      He reaches the house in Talbiya as the sun blazes over Jerusalem, shining on its limestone buildings, coloring the city gold. The house is behind the presidential residence.

      It looks empty. It doesn’t show any work’s been done to it. There’s a construction site next to it. It makes more sense to look for the baker’s son there first.

      He does.

      He searches in his trained, methodical way.

      He wastes precious minutes.

      He finds the toolshed’s locks shot and broken. The baker’s son was here. He took something. There’s no time to determine what, but Bloom has an idea.

      The baker’s son is still bent on completing his mission.

      “Lone Indian to Witch Doctor,” he says in his commlink. “I’m at the house. Daughter raided a construction site next door. I believe Daughter’s got more candy and is bent on completing her project. I need back up. stat. I’m going in now.”

      “Witch Doctor to Lone Indian: bring Daughter down. Repeat: bring Daughter down.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            NINETY

          

          
            EMPTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The house is empty.

      The furniture is covered in plastic, as are the marble and hardwood floors. He looks again at the house plans.

      Bloom searches for the baker’s son.

      He hopes he’s on time.
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      He’s back in the tunnel. Fuad feels the ceiling caving in, the walls encroaching, the dark swallowing him. The smell of damp concrete and old earth in his nose, on his skin.

      He can barely walk. His foot a rock of pain.

      Dazed, he must go on, he must keep on, he must keep on keeping on.

      The cell-phone detonation failed. There’s no signal. He can’t make the call that’ll blow them up.

      He tried, oh, how he tried.

      At first, he thought it was something wrong with the Motorola. The call wouldn’t go through. The meter showed no signal.

      He looked around. The Jewesses at the next table didn’t have a cell phone out, so engrossed with Rafi’s recent boyfriend, hoping he’d go back to liking girls.

      At the counter a teen was looking at her phone, holding it up, trying to get a data signal to post her latest coffee on social media. No juice.

      Other people had the same complaint.

      No phones = no signal = no bomb.

      He failed.

      He couldn’t fail.

      He’d have to blow it manually.

      So he’s here, back in the tunnel.

      He must do this.

      He must keep on.

      It’s Allah’s will.

      He wants him to do this.

      Fuad must find the Semtex, make it go, even if he goes with it.

      “Let those believers who sell their life in this world for the hereafter fight in the Cause of Allah. Who so fights in the Cause of Allah and is slain, We shall bestow on him a great reward,” he mumbles from the Qur’an.

      He thinks of his seventy-two houri.

      The Qur’an describes them as virgins with full-grown, swelling, pear-shaped breasts. Beautiful, pure. To him, they’re all her.

      His foot stumbles on a jutting rock. It brings him back from Paradise to the tunnel, back to the almost unbearable pain. At the end of this tunnel is the bomb, and Paradise, and Allah, and his seventy-two virgins, pure, yielding, and submissive.

      He wants to click his rosary beads. He can’t. His hands are full. In his left, the Maglite flashlight. In his right, a gun. In his pocket, with the new plastic-bead rosary, a blasting cap from the site next door and the cap’s fuse.

      The clock is ticking.

      He doesn’t know how much longer the American and the Oppressor will be together, the cameras, the trees, and their stupid ceremony.

      They want peace.

      They want peace?

      They can’t have peace.

      Only the dead know peace.

      “When the forbidden months are past, fight and slay the Pagans wherever ye find them. Seize them, beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem of war,” he mumbles the Qur’an’s words in his head, in silent lips.

      He moves. He drags his foot. He carries his pain.

      “Stop,” says a voice far behind him.

      He turns off the flashlight. Darkness swallows him. It seeps away what little courage he had. His heart is pumping, drumming. A bitter, metallic taste in his mouth.

      “Stop,” the voice says again. Closer, getting closer still.

      He dares not move.

      He dares not stay.

      He dares not.

      He turns around, kneels, tries with little success to mimic a shooting position learned long ago at an Ashbal camp. His foot is throbbing. He aims at the darkness before him.

      “It’s over, Baghdadi. You don’t have to do this. Let it go,” says a voice deep from the darkness.

      He answers with a shot.

      The noise booms around him. It echoes. It ricochets. It swallows him.

      The bullet? He’s sure the bullet missed. He can’t hear the man groan or scream in pain. He can’t hear anything except the gunshot’s echo in his head, throbbing in his temples, his throat, his foot.

      He keeps on heading down the tunnel.

      He remembers it is long. He should be halfway by now. He doesn’t know. He’s not sure. He can’t be.

      His dragging foot is heavy. Its noise carries back to his pursuer. It sends bolts of pain at every step.

      He pockets the Maglite. He’ll need it at the end to place the blasting cap and detonator on the Semtex. Now he needs his beads more than anything, anything, except for a little hash or morphine or something for his broken foot’s pain. Maybe.

      He stops to listen for steps behind him. There’s nothing there.

      He fires another shot, more against the surrounding dark than the man behind him. Again, the noise booms all around him. It echoes. It ricochets. It permeates his bones.

      “Allāhu Akbar,” he mutters.

      He keeps on keeping on.

      The end must be near.

      It must.

      It must.

      “Allah the Merciful, grant me strength,” he says, louder than he wanted to.

      He moves.

      Bloom knows the baker’s son is here. He can see the flashlight’s glimmer, bobbing up and down, far ahead in the tunnel.

      “Stop,” says Bloom.

      The flashlight dies out.

      Good, he thinks.

      He pulls down his night-vision goggles. The green glow of the narrow tunnel’s contour fills his vision. It gives him a tactical advantage.

      “Stop,” Bloom calls out again. “It’s over, Baghdadi. You don’t have to do this. Let it go.”

      The baker’s son fires a shot. It hits the wall farther ahead, but the noise gives him an idea of how far he is.

      He must catch up to him in time.

      His steps must be slow, light. He must not give away his position. He must advance.

      Bloom stops to listen.

      There’s a faint dragging sound. A step, a drag. A step. A drag. He’s wounded. He’s limping. Jasmine didn’t say she’d wounded him, and seeing her, they all assumed she was the only one injured in their fight. It seems not. Jasmine is a fighter. He should’ve known better.

      Bloom follows. He can’t see him yet, but he’s sure he’s close, and closing.

      A bright flash ahead blinds him. The sound echoes everywhere. The air fills with the smell of gunpowder andcordite.

      The bullet hits the wall next to Bloom, it ricochets, it grazes his right shoulder.

      He bites down on the pain. His skin is burning, bleeding.

      “Allah the Merciful, grant me strength,” Bloom hears the baker’s son say farther down the tunnel.

      Still blinded by the gun flash, still hurting from the flesh wound, he hunkers down. He waits for his vision to clear and his senses to sharpen.

      He’s close.

      He won’t fail.

      He can’t fail.

      He’s close.

      He won’t fail.

      He can’t fail.

      Fuad can smell the dampness.

      His hands feel the change in the wall’s texture.

      And the first smudges of Semtex.

      He clicks a bead.

      He feels his breath wind down, his heartbeat slowing.

      He forgets the pain in his foot.

      He follows the Semtex to the center, and he gets to work.

      Bloom sees him.

      The baker’s son is tracing something with his hands on the wall.

      Bloom tries aiming his gun. He has trouble steading his arm. The bullet graze burns. He kneels in firing position, tries to leverage his right on his left arm atop his knee.

      His gun’s oil smell mixes with the dampness.

      His breathing is even, shallow, under control.

      Bloom has the baker’s son in sight. He’s stopped ahead, looking for something in his pockets.

      He slides his finger to the trigger.

      bling.

      The light ahead blinds him. The baker’s son lit the flashlight. Its 525 lumens amplified 20,000 times feel like staring close range into the sun.

      Bloom fires anyway.

      The bullet hits the wall.

      He fires again, and again. He’s firing blind, his eyes closed, wishing he could get rid of the night-vision goggles and keep on firing.

      Bloom misses every time.

      Baghdadi fires back, but he’s a small target, crouched down in the darkness, and Baghdadi is no marksman.

      They both empty their magazines. No hit.

      He holsters his gun, throws down the goggles, runs forward with a knife in his hand. He hopes he can stop the baker’s son before it’s too late.

      Fuad throws down Jasmine’s gun.

      He hears the soldier running to him, behind him, catching up.

      There’s no time to waste.

      The blasting cap is in position. He jerks the detonator’s cylinders in the cap, their cables hanging down to the switch on the floor.

      He turns in time to hit the soldier rushing at him. A one-two combination to the ribs. Hears one of them crack.

      The soldier has a knife.

      Fuad recognizes him. It’s the same man who was playing chess with his father months ago.

      The soldier makes a knife thrust at him. He tries to dodge. The knife’s point cuts through Fuad’s shirt, it opens the skin on his chest.

      The soldier is a skillful fighter. He’s small, he’s fast, he’s lithe. He has good footwork. Fuad’s foot can’t hold him up for long.

      Fuad must use his size and strength or else he’s lost.

      He hammer-hacks him down, his hard hands on the soldier’s right shoulder, where he’s bleeding.

      The blow makes the soldier drop the knife, and what little chance he had against Fuad. In these close quarters, there’s nowhere he can run, nowhere he can escape to. There’s Fuad, and his fists, and his rage.

      He feels the soldier’s fists on his ribcage, on his kidney, a thumb-stab at his solar plexus. The soldier’s not tall enough to punch his face, but he tries anyway.

      Fuad answers the punches.

      One-two, one-two to the ribs. Two crosses to the face, one of them lands square on the soldier’s cheek, makes a cut under his eye. He keeps pummeling the bleeding shoulder.

      The soldier tries a knee to his groin, he blocks it with his own knee, the one with the broken foot. It’s a mistake.

      The soldier elbows his foot, sweeps the other leg’s ankle, shoves him back.

      Fuad falls back, ripples of pain shoot from his foot, up through his whole body.

      The soldier’s knees on his chest pin him down. The soldier rains punches on his face. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Fuad throws him off.

      The soldier scrambles to reach the blasting cap behind them. Fuad holds his legs and holds him back before he reaches it.

      The soldier finds Jasmine’s gun on the floor. He hits Fuad’s forehead with the pistol’s butt.

      Fuad loosens his grip on the soldier’s legs. He scrambles closer to the blasting cap and the cables running down to the detonator switch on the floor, now close to him.

      Too close.

      Fuad’s had enough. If he’s to go, it’s time to go.

      He makes a hard pull.

      He jumps over the soldier.

      He reaches the detonator switch.

      “Allāhu Akbar,” Fuad yells.

      Or tries to yell. He can’t. Not anymore.

      Fuad feels the blade cut across his throat.

      He doesn’t know if he pulled the switch or not. His last, dying thought is not Mahmud’s pride-filled face, nor Abdo’s disappointed eyes.

      It’s his seventy-two virgins waiting for him across the void, in Paradise, all of them dead.
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      On a quiet street in the heart of the Neve Tzedek neighborhood, there’s a luxury villa. It is the only house in Israel designed by Santiago Calatrava. The house sits in the middle of a gated garden and is built on three levels.

      Floor-to-ceiling windows everywhere. The structure surrounds a large courtyard. Light floods in. The three large guest bedrooms are seldom used, if ever. The master bedroom is on the top floor. Its bathroom is the size of a small apartment.

      Every single glass of every window is bullet- and rocket-proof.

      The fence around the garden has the same sensors as the fence surrounding the West Bank. In fact, the same company designed and installed it.

      The basement is a safe room built like a bomb shelter. It can house eight people and is equipped to coordinate a small-scale assault on a medium-grade bunker. It’s also stocked with enough air, water, and food for six months.

      Marina Petrovna takes no chances.

      In the game she chose to play, mistakes are expensive. Lack of caution, more so. Rival gangs, dissatisfied customers, or overambitious underlings are threats to watch out for.

      And yet, formidable as these preparations are, they’re not built to hold back the fury of the Shin Bet. When Israel’s security agency wants to bring in a target, it does. Come what may.

      The squad tasked with apprehending Marina Petrovna is like those used for raiding a Hamas strongpoint.

      So are their tactics.

      They cordon off a three-block radius.

      They go door to door, removing neighbors, tradesmen, storekeepers, assorted innocent bystanders.

      The canvas brings in a small catch of Organizatsiya sentries posted about the streets, their radios and cell phones confiscated, along with their small arms and weapons.

      They place small-charge explosives on the wall’s outer gate. Two Black Hawk helicopters provide air support and recon.

      A third bird carries troops. The troops will rappel down once the main gate is breached and the land troops advance.

      They blast the gate.

      The main force runs in. They cross the garden in no time.

      The airborne troops go down, station themselves on the house’s roof, take battle positions. Snipers are ready to take out anyone trying to escape.

      Taking out the main door or any of the windows is a hopeless task. It’s easier to blast a hole through the wall. The sappers make quick work of it.

      Shin Bet is inside Marina’s house.

      When Israel’s security agency wants to bring in a target, it does. Come what may.

      But not this time.

      The house is empty, and Marina is gone.

      Yuval Maimon is not so lucky.

      He has no people inside the system to tip him off. He doesn’t have an escape hatch behind his safe room leading to the Tel Aviv sewers and freedom. He doesn’t even have a safe room.

      He’s a man of habit, and habit demands he be at Café Rimon for breakfast. Not the main Café Rimon on Ben Yehuda Street. He prefers the one in Mamilla Mall, on the outskirts of the Old City, a fifteen-minute walk from the Western Wall where he said his morning prayers.

      It’s also where he waits for news of his contract.

      He watches the TV screen.

      President Addams’s limousine drives up to Beit HaNassi. BenTov walks to it, helps her out, greets her husband.

      They all wave for the cameras.

      They all walk inside.

      Maimon doesn’t know when the bomb’s going to go, but he knows it’ll go today. That was the agreement. That was the contract.

      The news anchor drones on and on about how close the US and Israel are, how President Addams made a point of making this her first overseas trip after her inauguration. She’s trying to mend the strain left behind by her predecessor and Israel’s current prime minister.

      Maimon wants to check his email on his phone.

      He can’t.

      He has no signal.

      The other patrons have a similar problem. Probably a magnetic cloud or something.

      Then he spots the uniformed police filling the outdoors corridor that makes up Mamilla Mall. They line up outside the restaurant. They’re here in strength.

      Two plainclothes officers walk in. They head straight to his table.

      “Yuval Maimon, you’re under arrest for complicity in a terrorist act and the sale of state secrets,” says the more senior of them.

      He doesn’t make a show. He doesn’t resist. On come the handcuffs. The junior officer searches him. It’s a slow undressing without taking his clothes off.

      They remove his cell phone, his wallet, an address book, and his dignity before marching him down the pedestrian street, up the stairs, and to the police van waiting for him.

      Thus ends Yuval Maimon.
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      The faucet still drips.

      Still drizzles. Still trickles.

      Abdo wets his cracked lips. Tastes the water. The usual metallic, chlorine flavor in his mouth.

      His hand over the bristles on his cheeks. He’ll shave at night or tomorrow or the week after. What does it matter?

      He skips the tie, as he’s done for weeks now.

      He looks out the window. He finds the day is gray, cold. He finds Bloom, outside his home, waiting for him.

      There’s a light rain. The kind that doesn’t bother you much, it makes you underestimate it. This rain will leave you soaked walking in it two blocks down if you’re not careful.

      Bloom has no umbrella. No raincoat. He’s dressed in a long-sleeved Magav uniform, even though they both know Abdo knows he’s not Magav.

      He looks like he’s been here a while. He also looks like he’s taken a beating. His right arm is in a sling, bandages on his shoulder show under his uniform. His face is a mess of cuts and bruises.

      They walk together in silence under Abdo’s umbrella.

      Bloom’s movements are awkward, pained.

      Abdo recognizes the shallow breathing of a man with a broken rib.

      It’d take a big and strong man to do that kind of damage on another.

      There’s more.

      There’s . . . what? Sadness?

      “You are here to bring me sad news, friend,” says Abdo.

      Bloom tries to say something, the words stick in his throat. He clears it. He tries again.

      He says, “I’m sorry.”

      “My son? Fuadi?”

      Bloom nods.

      “To Allah we belong and to Him we shall return,” says Abdo without conviction.

      They walk together in silence, the rain falling around them.

      Abdo drops the umbrella. His strength leaves him. Bloom props him up, hugs him. Abdo’s body spasms with grief.

      “It’s going to be all right,” says Bloom.

      Abdo knows it won’t be. It can never again be all right. Why aren’t there better words to answer grief, regret, despair?

      Islam expects grief to be dignified.

      It bans loud wailing, shrieking, beating the chest or cheeks, tearing hair or clothes, scratching one’s face, saying things that can make a Muslim lose faith.

      Abdo does all this, holding on to his son’s killer in the rain.

      His son is dead.

      So are his wife and daughter.

      He’s alone, and when he dies, as he must die someday, the Baghdadi name will die with him. He wipes away his snot and tears.

      “When can I have his body for burial?”

      “There’ll be no body, and no official record of his death, but he’s dead. I thought you should know he was. I owed you that much.”

      Abdo wants to sit on the curb, but Bloom won’t let him. He props him up against the wall.

      Abdo wails more. He shrieks. He beats his chest again and again.

      “The Fist has long fingers. The Fist can hold you or smash you. My son is dead. My Fuad. My Fuadi. He’s dead.”
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      He goes back to the kibbutz, of all places.

      When Bloom first came here, he used to hate it. Now it’s the only thing resembling a home.

      He’s on R-and-R leave, this time for real. His shoulder is healing. His ribs are mending. He can move. He can breathe, almost.

      Other wounds run deeper than those covering his face and body.

      He hopes the mountain sun and the engine oil will heal and mend what got broken inside him. He’s not sure they will.

      Shmulik, the kibbutz’s mechanic workshop boss, was happy to see him.

      “At least there’ll be someone other than me working to bring these old beasts back to life,” he said when Bloom asked for his old job back.

      Bloom suspects there’s more to that, but not much.

      He stops to wind the Breguet outside the mailroom. The glass is still cracked. He runs his fingertips over it. There’s more death remembered in his gesture than there used to be.

      He brings out the letter Lucian Paine warned him to expect.

      It’s a summons.

      A court back in the States wants him to appear before it in his trust’s prolonged litigation. The vultures keep circling. The Paines are trying.

      “Let the motherfuckers try,” he says.

      “Let them try,” says a voice next to him.

      He looks up from the paper to find Orit next to him.

      “Hi,” he says.

      “Hi,” she says back.

      “I didn’t know you were home,” he says.

      “I’m not. This isn’t home anymore. I’m here only for the day. I came to pick up some stuff from my mom’s house. Books, mostly.”

      “I see.”

      “There’s, um, some footage I’d like to talk to you about,” she says.

      “Footage?”

      “There’s a person of interest to the intel guys in my base. They installed a surveillance system surrounding his house. It surprised the spooks to see a Magav corporal walk around in the rain with said person of interest. They brought it to my attention, as base commander.”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “There was supposed to be an inquiry about this. Why was a Magav corporal walking around with a person of interest? Who was this corporal? His description didn’t match those on leave that day. His wounds didn’t match any of those in sick bay. We were going to send the footage back to the Kirya for further analysis, but it got deleted, somehow. We’re still looking into it.”

      “Deleted?”

      “Deleted. Lost. The spooks are spooked. This is a big glitch in the system.”

      “I’m sure it is. This corporal of yours, maybe he had something important to talk about with this person of interest. Pay a debt, maybe?”

      “Do you think he paid his debt? I wouldn’t want my boys in hock with a person of interest.”

      “Well, that’d depend on what was owed. Some debts are just too big to be paid in full,” says Bloom, all the time rubbing his fingers over his cracked watch.

      Thick silence between them. Shuffling feet.

      Bloom reaches inside his shirt, takes off the leather cord with the asimon from around his neck.

      “Here,” he says. “This is another debt I should pay back.”

      “Not lonely anymore?”

      “Always lonely. Still not brave enough, still undeserving,” he says.

      Orit takes it from him, puts it in her pocket. Tears well in both their eyes but stop short of rolling down their cheeks.

      Orit nods at the letter in his hand.

      “What’s that?”

      “The vultures, back in the States. They want me to appear in court. If I don’t, I may lose the lawsuit.”

      “After all this time, they won’t let you be?”

      “They’re a relentless lot,” he says.

      “So? When are you going back?”

      “I’m not sure I will,” he says. “I may let them win.”

      “You’re going to let them have all that money? Just like that?” she asks.

      “I might. I just might.”
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      The muezzin calls the faithful to prayer. The mosque is full. He makes his way to a corner in the back, close to the back exit.

      He unrolls his threadbare mat. It belonged to his father, to his father’s father, to his father’s grandfather before that.

      It has only left Palestine twice in over a century: once when he went to Medina; a second time when he went to Mecca. Never before. Never since.

      It has powder burns.

      The rapture of prayer takes those around him, blessed be Allah.

      The world around them disappears. There is only Allah. There’s a new boy. The scouts have told him about him.

      He watches him.

      The boy presses his head hard into the ground. There are three round, scab-like, calloused marks on his forehead: zabiba, the mark of devotion.

      Ismail’s black, tinted-glass eyes have seen this before. It looks promising.

      The boy needs guidance.

      
        
        the end
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      This is a work of fiction. None of the characters are real, nor are they based on real people. The Israel Defense Forces, the Israel Border Police, the Israeli security and intelligence services, the Israeli parliament, and the office of the Israeli president depicted in the story are fictionalizations of all these institutions. The cities where the action happens are real, but that’s as far as it goes. The neighborhoods, places, and bases exist only in my imagination. I had valuable input from some friends on the military and clandestine services. The story has many variations, inaccuracies, mistakes, and outright lies on how the military and clandestine services work; they’re all mine. The political tensions and divisions between Left and Right in Israel are, unfortunately, very real, as they are everywhere else right now. Let’s hope BenTov’s message of tikkun olam helps us all recognize the best in the Other and take steps to repair the world.
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