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1PROLOGUE



During the rush of the long summer they spent together in Brussels, there was a moment when the feeling of happiness and calm that surrounded them cracked, and through this crack another possibility seeped towards him – towards the two of them, actually.


They were sitting on a shady bench on Parc de Bruxelles’s wide boulevard, near the Museum of Modern Art. Avraham was sitting and Marianka was lying with her head in his lap. It was six in the evening and the sky was blue and cloudless. She read and he stroked her short hair. He couldn’t read any more, since he had spent most of the day reading a detective novel by Boris Akunin in their apartment and at two cafés while waiting for her shift to end. As always, at the end of his reading he managed to prove to himself that the detective in the novel was mistaken.


Suddenly they heard a shriek behind them.


Avraham did not understand why the black woman had screamed, but he saw her advancing towards them. She was pounding her head with her left hand and scratching at her face, and he did nothing. Marianka rose and walked towards the woman, who was tall and wore a tattered dress, similar to a shroud. On her feet she had several pairs of thick wool socks and sandals. Marianka stopped in front of her and spoke. She held the woman’s elbow in order to stop her cutting her face. 2She said to Avraham in English, ‘Someone kidnapped her daughter. She’s looking for her and can’t find her in the park. I’ll take her to the police station.’


Avraham asked, ‘Do you want me to come?’


He remained on the bench with the backpack and Marianka’s open book lying face down. Watched them walking away. Marianka wrapped her arm around the woman’s waist and still held her arm with her other hand. They left the woman’s plastic bag next to him, in which he saw only other plastic bags. Countless plastic bags from Toys R Us.


When she returned, Marianka sat down on the bench a small distance from him and asked for a cigarette. He saw that she had been crying.


He asked, ‘Did they find her?’ Marianka didn’t answer. ‘Marianka, did they find her? Did someone kidnap her?’


‘She doesn’t have a daughter,’ Marianka told him. ‘The police officers know her. She’s been wandering through the park for three weeks already. The first few times they searched for her daughter, but then they found out she doesn’t have a daughter. At least, not in Brussels. She came from the Congo a few years ago. She scratches herself until she passes out.’


At home they ate a summer dinner that Avraham had put together before they’d gone out. Talked a little bit.


The next morning they were fine, but that evening it seemed to both of them that anything that could go wrong would.


And that’s exactly what happened.










3PART ONE4











51


Chills passed through Avraham’s body when he entered the interrogation room for the first time in three months. The air-conditioner had been running since morning and the room was cold. He remembered well the last time he had sat there, and the woman who had sat across from him then.


In the months that had passed, he imagined more than once the next interrogation he’d conduct in this room. He pictured his initial entrance into the room, steady and sure of himself, thought about the first questions he’d ask, in a stern voice. It wasn’t supposed to take place on his first day back, but maybe it was just as well that this was how it had happened. Like leaping off a cliff into a stormy sea, with no preparation.


The first details he saw when he sat down across from the suspect were the dark, narrow face, the small black eyes, and, afterwards, the thin arms, from which thick veins protruded. His palms were dirty, as were the nails. Average height, thin, unshaven. Maybe in his thirties. The suspect sat on the other side of the long table. He asked, ‘Who are you?’ but Avraham ignored his question. He organized the papers in front of him as if he were alone in the room. He hadn’t managed to delve into the material, only glanced at it briefly during the short conversation he’d had with the beat policeman who arrested the suspect during the early-morning hours.


6According to the report the beat policeman had written, the message about the suitcase was received at the call centre at 6.44. Even though it was likely to be a false alarm, and despite the lack of manpower, a unit was immediately sent to Lavon Street. The police officers on patrol weren’t able to locate the scene, so at their request the call centre contacted the woman who made the call, and she came down to the street in a robe and directed the police officers. Less than ten minutes later the bomb squad arrived, ordered the road closed to traffic and pedestrians, and began making preparations to neutralize the suspicious object. The initial inspection of the suitcase revealed a Supratec alarm clock, connected by electric wires to a bottle of 7Up, in which there was an unidentified liquid, and what looked like a detonation device. According to the bomb squad’s notes, the suitcase was blown up at 7.50.


A moment before he opened the door to the interrogation room Avraham sent a text message to Marianka: Going into an unplanned interrogation. I’ll call when I get out. She answered him straight away: The vacation’s over? Good luck!


Everything was ready.


The recording device was working.


He asked the suspect his name and the suspect said, ‘Amos Uzan. You a copper? You realize I’ve been waiting here five hours already?’


He didn’t bother responding. ‘Date of birth.’


‘Mine? July the tenth, 1980.’


‘Address?’


‘Twenty-six Hatzionut.’


‘In Holon?’


‘In Las Vegas.’


‘Profession?’


7‘Conductor of the Philharmonic.’ Amos Uzan smiled. ‘No profession. Write I’m not presently working.’


According to the beat officer’s report, Uzan was not a musician. He had been a chef at Café Riviera, afterwards owned a small business fixing motorcycles, and in the end a little kiosk in downtown Holon. In addition to the income from those businesses, it appeared he made some money from modest illegal activities – mainly as a drug mule and hash dealer. He was born in Bat Yam and raised without a father, with two older sisters, in a family social services knew well. Dropped out of high school. Mother was a hairdresser. His first criminal charge came at the age of fifteen. He was stopped with a friend in a stolen vehicle. Avraham looked at him, then returned his gaze to the papers. He said, ‘You’re suspected of placing, near a nursery on Lavon Street, in the early hours today, a—’ but Uzan cut him off: ‘What are you talking about? A guy leaves his house to take a morning walk and they arrest him. What do I have to do with a nursery?’


‘That will soon be clear.’


‘So why did you arrest me, then? Do you even have any evidence?’


From the hurried glance at the file, and from the short briefing with the beat officer, it appeared that they didn’t have any evidence. Uzan had been arrested thanks to the resourcefulness of the policewoman, who before the fake bomb was blown up gathered detailed testimony from the woman who had left the message. She was sixty-four years old, retired. Woke up early that morning in order to begin cleaning for Rosh Hashanah. Opened the shutters in the living room and hung the rugs on the windowsill to air them. She planned to beat them only after 8eight. Her husband was still asleep. When she was spreading out the rugs she’d seen a man enter the courtyard of the building at 6 Lavon. Actually she didn’t see him entering but rather crouching among the bushes in the courtyard, as if he were searching for something. At first she thought he was a tenant who had dropped something from above. Afterwards, she’d seen him hide the suitcase behind the bushes, next to the path leading to the nursery. Why did the thing look peculiar to her? Because the dustbins stood just a few metres away, and if he were a tenant in the building, he would have thrown away the suitcase there. And why hide it carefully like that behind the bushes and not place it on the pavement? The building where the witness resided was located at the end of the street, but the sight line from her window was pretty decent. In her field of view there were some treetops and an electricity pole, but they didn’t obstruct it. She estimated that she watched the suspect for more than a minute, and said that he didn’t leave immediately but instead remained, looking around. Despite the distance, the witness feared that he would see her and she retreated back into the living room. When she stuck her head out again, the suspect had already fled in the other direction, towards Aharonovitch Street. Walking slowly, not running. It seemed to her that he limped. Her description was sketchy, as expected. The suspect was short, with a thin build and, as far as she could remember, wore sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt that was brown, or some other dark colour. She couldn’t see the features of his face.


A few minutes after collecting the testimony, the beat police officer identified the suspect in a crowd that had gathered at the end of the cordoned-off street, his build and clothing matching the description provided by the witness. The suspect had observed the blowing up of the bomb and looked nervous. 9When the beat officer asked for his identification, he took off at a fast run. He managed to get about thirty metres before one of the police officers in the area grabbed him. Uzan wasn’t carrying identification and denied that he was trying to flee. He denied all ties to the suitcase and claimed that he was there because he had gone down to buy bread and milk. He refused at first to provide his identification number but was persuaded to do so. A check at the Criminal Record Database made it clear that he had a few previous convictions, most of them drug offences.


Avraham said to him, ‘We’ll reveal the evidence when we decide to. In the meantime, tell me what you did this morning on Lavon Street,’ and Uzan replied, ‘What anybody does. I went out to get some fresh air.’


‘You told the police officer that you went to buy milk and bread. I see that you’ve changed your story.’


‘What’d I say? I didn’t change my story. I went out to get some fresh air and to buy milk, too.’


‘You went to Lavon to shop at a convenience store? That’s quite a way from where you live.’


‘Yeah, so?’


‘Why?’


‘Why do I have to answer you? I can buy stuff wherever I want, no?’


‘You don’t have to answer. I’m writing that you’re not willing to explain what you did on Lavon Street.’


Unlike in the previous interrogation, a suspect sat before him who knew police interrogation rooms well. When he was asked questions whose answers were liable to trip him up he didn’t respond immediately but instead paused until he found the right answer. He said, ‘I went there because I owe money at the shop in my neighbourhood. Does that explain it?’


10‘And why did you stop to watch the bomb squad?’


‘Do you know how many people were standing there? There was a suspicious object. I stopped to see what it was.’


‘And you fled when the officer asked you to identify yourself.’


‘I didn’t flee – I’ve already explained that to her. I decided to go then and I didn’t hear her call me. Suddenly two police officers jump on me and tell me I’m fleeing.’


‘So you didn’t flee?’


‘Does it look like I fled? Believe me, if I had fled, no cop would have caught me.’


Something in Uzan’s answer puzzled Avraham. He opened the arrest report and immediately understood what it was. He looked up and observed the room, as if measuring its size. Two fluorescent lights were lit on the ceiling. In the picture in the police database, Uzan’s face was smooth, but since the photograph had been taken he had grown a tiny moustache, Charlie Chaplin-ish, which, in contrast to his nails, looked quite well groomed. ‘And where are the milk and the bread?’ asked Avraham, and Uzan said, ‘What?’


‘Where are the milk and the bread you bought?’


‘I didn’t manage to buy anything. The road was closed off.’


Avraham smiled. ‘I see. So you must be quite hungry. And what exactly is your connection with the nursery?’ he asked, and Uzan groaned. ‘I don’t have nothing to do with no nursery. Thank God I don’t have kids.’


‘So why did you place a suitcase bomb there?’


‘You’re totally crazy. I’m telling you, I didn’t place any suitcase bomb. You all got sunstroke?’


The excitement was gone. As well as the fear that had accompanied Avraham into the room. He was in the right 11place. He was back to himself, to his role, to the thing he did better than anything else. If Uzan knew that there was a fake bomb in the suitcase, he hadn’t fallen into a trap. Avraham suggested he get himself a cup of water from the watercooler at the other end of the room, next to the door, and Uzan said, ‘I’m not thirsty.’


‘You’d better drink. We’re going to spend a few more hours here and it’s important that you drink, otherwise you’ll get dehydrated. Go and get a drink.’


He waited.


Uzan got up from his chair and went to the watercooler. On his way he passed Avraham, and after pouring cold water into a clear plastic cup for himself, he passed him again on his way back. His steps were light and springy. According to the testimony of the neighbour, the suspect who had placed the suitcase next to the nursery had left the place walking slowly, and with a limp, she thought. The police officer who had made the arrest reported that Uzan took off at a fast run when she’d asked him to identify himself. And he wasn’t limping now, either.


Avraham had no more than a few hours before he would have to decide whether or not to bring Uzan before the court to extend his detention, and it was already clear to him this wouldn’t happen.


The time was 2.30. Uzan had nothing more to say, and by evening, or tomorrow morning at the latest, he would be free to go home. And Avraham still didn’t know if he’d be releasing an innocent man who had gone out early in the morning to breathe some fresh air and buy a litre of milk and a loaf of bread, and been arrested due to a beat officer’s incorrect gut feeling, or if he’d be releasing the man who that morning had placed on the path leading to a nursery an old suitcase in which 12there was a demolition charge that clearly wasn’t intended to go off. He said, ‘We have testimony that whoever placed the suitcase wore a hood, and you’re wearing a sweatshirt with a hood. It’s strange that a man would wear a sweatshirt with a hood in this heat, don’t you think?’


And Uzan erupted, shouting, ‘Tell me, who are you, anyway? What do you care what I’m wearing? I was chilly this morning. And what about you? What kind of policeman dresses like that?’


Instead of a uniform Avraham wore white trousers that ended above his ankles and a new peach-coloured shirt. But that was because, officially, he was still a policeman on leave.


He’d returned to Israel a few days before this, at the beginning of September.


He had a few more days’ holiday remaining, until after Rosh Hashanah, and he devoted them to preparing the apartment for Marianka’s arrival. In the early-morning hours, a bit after sunrise, he went to the beach in Tel Aviv, dipped his feet into the water and smoked his first cigarette, facing the soft waves. The water was warm. When he was in Brussels the sea had aroused in him an incomprehensible longing. Outside, a late-summer heat wave prevailed, unbearable, but inside him was a lightness he didn’t recognize. He wore thin, airy shirts in colours he hadn’t imagined he’d ever wear. Marianka said that he looked terrific in them. They planned to organize the apartment together after her arrival, to purchase appliances that were lacking, to repaint the walls and add livelier colours, maybe even renovate the bathroom and kitchen, but he wanted to make an early start on a few changes. Mainly he threw away old items. Blackened pots and cracked plates from the kitchen, faded linen, worn-out towels. He stuffed clothes 13he’d never wear again into plastic bags and cleared shelves in the wardrobe.


When he entered the police station that morning David Ezra rose from his spot behind the duty officer’s desk and hugged him. ‘That’s it? You’re finally back?’ he asked, and Avraham said, ‘Not yet. I just came for a meeting with the new commander. Have you met him yet? What’s he like?’


Ezra winked for a reason Avraham didn’t understand and said, ‘Decide for yourself.’


He went from room to room, knocked on half-open doors, answered predictable questions about his holiday and Marianka. He was happy to see most people, and they were happy to see him. When he turned on the light in his office he was surprised to see again just how small the room was. But its compactness was pleasant and reassuring, and the fact that it had no window gave him a sense of security. The walls were empty and close to him. Three years now he’d wanted to hang a picture on one of them but didn’t know which, and now he had a reproduction of a colourful painting loaded with details that had made an impression on him when he’d taken refuge with Marianka in the Museum of Modern Art on one rainy summer day.


The computer was off and he switched it on.


There was dust on everything. A grey layer on the desk and on the shelves and on the black desk lamp. How does dust get into a room without a window? In the bin were bits of a brown envelope and a few crumpled pieces of paper he didn’t remember throwing away.


At exactly twelve o’clock Avraham reported to the entrance of the office on the third floor and was asked to wait until the commander, Benny Saban, finished a telephone call. In the 14meantime, he sent a text to Marianka: About to meet with the new commander. I’ll tell you how it goes. Xo. The secretary also spoke on the telephone, not about work.


Saban came out of his office at twelve fifteen and invited Avraham to come inside. He shook his hand and said, ‘I can’t make head or tail of the mess they left me with here.’ He signalled for Avraham to sit and offered him coffee. ‘Half the area is sick, like we’re in the middle of winter, and the other half is on holiday. I’m working with zero manpower, and since this morning I’ve had an armed robbery at the Union Bank, a bomb next to a nursery, and someone who tried to set himself on fire on the roof of the National Insurance building. I have citizens who have waited since five to lodge complaints, and detainees I have no idea what to do with. I have no investigating officers, and if I don’t get someone in front of them by this evening, the suspects go home.’


Avraham said he’d already had coffee.


Saban interested him. The man had a child’s round, soft face, and smooth brown hair that fell across his forehead in a childish fringe. His desk was in order, free of files and papers, except for a thin pile of pages upon which were printed large letters in short lines, ready to be read. He hadn’t managed to bring any personal items into the office, and nothing had changed in it. On the walls hung ribbons and certificates of excellence that had been awarded to the area. Avraham asked, ‘Can I help?’ and Saban laughed. ‘Can you fill five positions for me by this evening?’ The secretary entered the room without knocking and set a glass plate in front of him upon which were a large mug of hot water and two pretzels, and he sat down and asked Avraham again if he wanted coffee. ‘Maybe she will interrogate them,’ he said, after she’d left.


15Avraham had heard about Saban’s appointment to district commander while he was in Brussels, in a phone conversation with Eliyahu Ma’alul. He hadn’t met him before and didn’t know a thing about him, only that over the last three years he had been a district commander up north, and before that deputy chief of the Planning Division. He wasn’t an investigator or a field agent, and had made his way up the organization mainly through a series of administrative positions. The palms of his hands were small and smooth, and the sleeves of his shirt were neatly ironed. From time to time he leaned back in his chair, bent forward again with a sudden movement, and placed his hands on the desk. Picked up a pen and drew sharp lines on the pages in front of him. There was an involuntary twitch in his eyes. For a moment he fixed them on Avraham, and then he began blinking as if something was blinding him, lowered his gaze to the desk, and covered his eyes with an incidental movement of his small palm. He said, ‘At any rate, to the matter in hand. I know that your holiday isn’t over, but it was important to me to invite you to an early introductory meeting and to hear that you’re coming back and that everything’s okay. There were rumours you might not be returning.’


Avraham responded that he’d had no plan not to return, and Saban said, ‘Good, good to hear. That makes me happy. I heard positive things about you and we need quality manpower. I read about your previous case, and the report that Ilana Lis wrote as well, and I don’t think there was any problem with the way in which the investigation was conducted. You have full support from me. The guilty parties were caught and we’re moving on. Clean slate.’


Saban blinked again. And tried to smile.


16Avraham didn’t know a thing about the report that Ilana Lis had written about his last investigation. At whose request had she written it? And who had seen it? And why hadn’t she told him?


They had spoken a few times on the phone while he was on vacation and Ilana hadn’t mentioned the report. He said to Saban, ‘Thank you. I don’t know what you read, or where, but the investigation you’re talking about is behind me.’


‘Excellent, excellent. Good to hear. And, by the way, since you’re already here, I would be happy if you stayed for the welcoming toast in my honour this afternoon. Can you? I’m going to talk about what I see as the objectives of the district’s policework.’


Avraham promised that he would try his best to stay, and Saban said to him, ‘You know what? Take the pages with you – if the worst comes to the worst you can read them at home. I’ll print another copy. This is my vision for our shared work in the coming years.’ From Saban’s damp, combed hair it looked to Avraham as if he had had his hair cut that morning, before coming to the station. Were these signs of nervousness also caused by the speech he was going to give this afternoon? He thanked him, folded the pages of the speech, and stuck them into his shirt pocket.


Saban asked, ‘So when are we meeting officially? When are you actually returning?’ And Avraham said, ‘After Rosh Hashanah. But I could interrogate one of the prisoners today, if you have no one else. I have no problem staying here a few more hours.’


Saban hesitated, and this hurt him. He said, ‘But … you’re still on holiday. And I thought it would be good if you returned to matters, you know, slowly. Maybe you’ll join a team that’s already started work. It’s a shame to waste your holiday.’


17Avraham was struck by the desire to enter the interrogation room now, at this moment, precisely because of Saban’s hesitation. He said again, ‘I can stay. Tell me which is most pressing,’ and Saban answered, ‘I’m not sure. Maybe the suspect in the fake-bomb case. He’s been waiting almost five hours, and we have nothing other than his previous.’


‘Fine. Give me a few minutes to study the material and I’ll go in. Do you know anything about the file?’


Saban still wasn’t sure that this was the right thing to do. He said, ‘Not much. It’s probably a dispute between criminals, or neighbours. The question is, why a fake bomb, and why next to a nursery? A fake bomb is a warning, no? So another question is, who did they want to warn and what’s the meaning of the warning, and, in particular, how do we prevent the next crime before it’s carried out? But most important – is this connected to the nursery? This suspect, or someone else, places a fake bomb, in the light of day, when parents are bringing their children to the nursery – this disturbs me. And I’m disturbed by the thought that next time it might be a real bomb.’


He was supposed to call Marianka and tell her about the meeting with Saban, and afterwards he told himself that he’d call when he left the interrogation room, but in the hours to come he was in such a race against time that he forgot, and even when he remembered he simply put off calling.


The first hour of interrogation with Uzan didn’t get him any further, maybe the opposite. There was a contradiction between the neighbour’s testimony about the limping and Uzan’s limber gait, and there were his denials, which became more and more emphatic. It wasn’t possible to locate fingerprints on the suitcase, and the forensics team didn’t find anything 18at the scene that could tie Uzan to it. Or in the apartment where Uzan lived with his mother. The beat policeman brought in the neighbour so she could view the suspect, and suddenly she was less certain of her testimony. ‘Yes, it could be him, but how can I say with certainty? Do you know from what kind of distance I saw him?’ Avraham enquired about the matter of the limping, which, of all things, she had no doubt about. The man who had placed the suitcase had fled towards Aharonovitch Street with a slow limp. At three thirty he moved Uzan to the holding cell and shut himself up in his office to think, as he always did at the start of an investigation.


He still hadn’t visited the scene, and he knew it was vital to do this soon. And he couldn’t remember whether or not there were traffic lights on Lavon Street. If there were lights and drivers stopped at them, perhaps he’d find additional witnesses who had seen the suspect when he placed the suitcase, or when he had fled afterwards. He checked if someone had questioned the owner of the nursery and the residents of the neighbouring buildings about their ties to Uzan, and it turned out that no one had. In fact, he understood, the investigation hadn’t yet begun. It was necessary to search additional places to which Uzan was tied, to try to find evidence of the improvised bomb’s design, to interrogate Uzan’s mother, who was in hospital, but it was not possible to do all this by evening, and not by himself. And he also shouldn’t get stuck on the suspect. It was necessary to consider all the possibilities, not only because of the doubt raised by the limp. He recalled Ilana Lis and her routine warning: ‘We shouldn’t come to any conclusions in advance, because then we won’t examine certain details, while looking too closely at others.’ It was possible that the man who placed the suitcase next to the nursery wasn’t now sitting in the holding 19cell at the police station but was somewhere else instead. And perhaps he was planning his next attack, just as Saban feared.


Suddenly Avraham knew that he wouldn’t be sorry he had taken on this case.


He looked for something in the drawers and on the shelves. On the floor of the equipment room he found a ream of printer paper, and on the way to his office had already ripped open the packaging and removed a sheet. He wrote a few lines on it:




Nursery.


Precise distance from the nursery. When does it open?


Owner of the nursery – acquaintance of Amos Uzan?


List of parents. Previous crimes.


A threat – maybe for one of the kids’ parents?


Scene.


6.30 a.m. (exactly?) More people were passing on the street.


More neighbours who saw?


Traffic lights. Camera?


The suitcase – maybe something unique? that’s possible to trace?


Did he get out of a car?


If there was a car, was someone waiting in the car to pick him up?


Neighbours’ dispute?


List of tenants.


Criminals in the area.


If we’re talking about a warning – what’s the message? And to whom? What’s the meaning?


What will the next crime be?


Is there a convenience store on the street?





20At 4.30 p.m. Uzan was brought back to the interrogation room, but for no purpose really. Avraham had nothing more to ask, and Uzan stroked his moustache and smiled at him with his small eyes and said, ‘I ate, I drank, I napped. We had an interesting chat. But hasn’t the time come for you to admit you arrested a man for nothing and to let him go?’


Avraham asked, ‘What’s your hurry? You don’t want to have dinner here, too?’


But at five thirty, running late, he went out to the courtyard for the toast in honor of Saban’s appointment – and Rosh Hashanah – and when he returned he signed the release forms. ‘I promise you that we’ll see each other again,’ he said to Uzan, and Uzan replied, ‘You’re just wasting your time, but gladly.’


In the evening, at home, after a quick cold shower, Avraham made coffee for himself and drank it, black, on the balcony in his vest and underwear. The investigation file was open and he again read the beat officer’s report from the scene that morning. Afterwards he recalled Saban’s speech, which was folded up in the pocket of his shirt that he’d taken off and hung in the bathroom. Most of the police officers thought the speech was ridiculous, but in Avraham’s eyes there was something in it that inspired hope.


He longed to tell Marianka about his day, but now, of all times, her phone was off. He couldn’t remember if she was on a shift, one of her last with the Brussels Police Department before leaving and joining him.


There was something mysterious, inexplicable, in the difference between Benny Saban’s determination and focus when he addressed his new subordinates for the first time and his 21nervousness and lack of confidence in their meeting in his office earlier in the day.


Saban had stood in the courtyard on the improvised platform and read from a sheet of paper. Despite the heat, he didn’t sweat.


At the start of his speech he spoke about the summer.


‘We had a long and difficult and violent summer,’ he said. ‘In June, Tel Aviv’s southern neighbourhoods ignited. Refugee infiltrators without work or shelter … residents’ increasing complaints and cases of sexual assault and burglary … organized acts of revenge … Molotov cocktails … arson of homes and refugee centres. At staff meetings there was a sense that at any moment the fire could start burning up here as well, but we knew how to contain it and prevent it spreading.’


Avraham had been so removed from all of this, on a holiday that seemed like it would never end. He kept himself updated over the Internet, and from time to time with phone calls from Brussels to Eliyahu Ma’alul and Ilana.


His summer had been joyful.


‘Afterwards came the protests. Every Saturday evening hundreds of policemen were sent into the streets of Tel Aviv to maintain order and prevent violence during the legal and illegal protest marches. In one of the marches the barriers were breached and windows were smashed at downtown bank branches. At another demonstration one of the protesters set himself on fire and went up in flames. Every officer who could work additional hours did so.’


Later in the speech Saban reviewed the crime rates in the area. ‘The data shows that you had an excellent year,’ he said. ‘You met the objectives that were placed before you, and even exceeded them. You lowered by five per cent the number of 22house burglaries and property crimes. You recorded a decline of more than ten per cent in vehicular burglary and theft. Thanks to your dedication there was a decline of seven per cent in violent crimes in the area and a decline of eight per cent in car accidents.’ Someone in the audience applauded, and Saban said, ‘Yes, you definitely deserve applause.’ Some joined in the clapping.


The applause died down when Saban lowered his voice and said, ‘But there were also objectives that the area did not meet. This year there was a rise in youth crime. An increase in fraud and vice offences. When I analyse the statistics of your area – excuse me, I’m still getting used to this, of our area – I see an area where law-abiding citizens are able to sleep more soundly in their homes, but when they leave home there is a greater chance that they will encounter prostitution or drug dealing.’ Saban passed his eyes over the faces of the police officers, who listened to him in silence despite the burning heat. He raised his voice: ‘My vision, and I know that for some of you this will sound unrealistic, is that the law-abiding citizens in our area will not encounter violence. I want a law-abiding citizen from Bat Yam or Holon or Rishon LeZion to leave his house in the morning, get into his car, drop his children off at nursery or school, stop to get himself a cup of coffee for the road or fill up with fuel, continue driving to his workplace, and on this daily route not experience any type of violence or anxiety. My goal is to create as many areas free of violence as possible in the area. Areas of tranquillity and personal security. Whoever chooses to live a life of crime in criminal areas will continue doing so, and there, too, we will intervene when required. But in my opinion our client is the honest man, the law-abiding, the nonviolent man and woman who want to live their lives without 23encountering violence and without experiencing the fear of violence, or the possibility of violence. Our duty is to serve them.’


At the end of his speech there was applause, but more than a few mocking smiles as well. Saban descended from the platform, and when he met Avraham next to the refreshment table he placed a hand on his shoulder and whispered to him, ‘Great that you came, Avraham. How was I?’ Afterwards Avraham finally saw Eliyahu Ma’alul, who said to him, ‘What’s this, Avi, did you lose weight? I barely recognized you.’


Avraham tried not to fall asleep before speaking with Marianka, but his eyes closed. He called her a few times, but her phone was off and he gave up.


Inside him, sleep scrambled fragments of sentences from Saban’s speech and caused them to come out of Amos Uzan’s mouth in the interrogation room. Uzan looked at him with his black eyes and said, in English, ‘My goal is to create in Las Vegas as many areas free of violence as possible.’ He woke up in the chair on the balcony, frightened and sticky with sweat. It was after three o’clock. He took off the vest and went to the bathroom to rub himself down. It seemed to him that were he to look outside, he’d be able to see the man with the suitcase, limping in the darkness, but there was no one on the street.
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Only in the evening, when he put them to bed, did Chaim Sara realize that what happened in the morning had frightened the children more than they let on. Ezer lay on his back in the top bunk and didn’t move, eyes open, looking at the ceiling and waiting for sleep to come. In recent nights it had become clear to Chaim that this was how his older son fell asleep, and the position disturbed him. Shalom, the smaller one, was more fidgety than on previous nights; he turned over in the bottom bunk, struggled with the blanket, the pillow; his short legs bumped into the wooden board of the bed frame. Chaim thought that the heat was bothering him.


He had put them to bed for a few days now, and they hadn’t asked a thing about Jenny until tonight. They had been satisfied with the few words he had said on the first night. And didn’t cry. He sat next to them on a low, blue plastic chair, and waited silently for their sleep to come. The room wasn’t entirely dark. The shutters were open because of the heat and humidity, and lights from other apartments in the adjacent building reflected off the walls and the floor. There was no air-conditioning in the room.


But then Shalom turned over on his side, turned his back to him, and asked, ‘Why isn’t Mummy putting us to bed?’


Chaim saw no sign of longing in the question, and didn’t connect it to what had happened in the morning. He said, ‘In 25a few more days she’ll put you to bed,’ and the boy didn’t turn over again. A few minutes later he fell asleep. Chaim was certain that Ezer was asleep as well, but when he stood up Ezer opened his eyes. ‘Why aren’t you asleep yet?’ he asked him, but Ezer didn’t answer. He hadn’t said a word that afternoon, either. Sat for hours in front of the television with a cautious, wary look in his eyes.


Chaim sat down on the blue chair and continued to wait. Suddenly, from above, Ezer’s voice drifted down. ‘I know who lost the suitcase next to Shalom’s nursery,’ Chaim heard him say; and because he wasn’t sure that he understood, he asked his son, ‘What suitcase?’ and Ezer said, ‘The suitcase someone lost. The one they closed Shalom’s nursery for.’


This is what he told them that morning.


He had to say something when they got to Lavon Street and saw that it was closed to traffic. At the corner of Lavon and Aharonovitch streets people had gathered, and Chaim saw some parents of children from the nursery, among them the young father with the glasses who carried a toddler in his arms. A patrol had closed off the street, and police prevented pedestrians crossing from both sides. But some time passed until he found an explanation. He froze and didn’t know where to turn. He was so panic-stricken at the sight of the police that he forgot the boys were with him. The first thing that came to his mind was that he had to go back to the apartment. For a moment it seemed to him that he had forgotten his keys, but when he touched the sides of his trousers he felt them in his pocket. He held the boys’ hands tightly and said, ‘Let’s go back,’ but a young woman standing next to them said, ‘No point in going back, they’ll open it soon,’ giving them no alternative but to stay.


26Across the street he saw the teacher speaking with two policemen.


And suddenly there was a commotion.


They pounced on a young man, and one of them pinned him down on the pavement, sticking a knee in his back and bending his arms behind him. Someone in the crowd said, afterwards, ‘That could be him,’ but this didn’t reassure Chaim. He held the children’s hands and said to them, ‘We’ll go to Ezer’s school first.’ So they wouldn’t run into the teacher, they crossed to the other side of Aharonovitch Street and walked down it, turned right onto Ha-Aliyah Ha-Shniyah Street, and continued on to Arlozorov Street. Chaim walked quickly and the boys straggled along behind him. He didn’t think his racing ahead would upset them. Shalom asked, over and over, ‘I’m not going to nursery today?’ Only when they stopped in front of the gate to the school did he explain to them that someone had lost a suitcase near the nursery and the police were searching for its owner in order to return it. They’ll find it soon and the nursery will open again. The fear dissipated, and he didn’t think about it during the day, and in the afternoon they didn’t talk about it at all; but if Ezer was still thinking about it, then the children were more frightened than he had sensed.


When Chaim rose from the blue chair his face was at the height of Ezer’s bed. He asked him, ‘Who lost the suitcase?’ and Ezer said, ‘I can’t tell.’ He continued lying on his back, without moving, and staring at the ceiling when he answered.


‘How do you know who lost it?’ Chaim asked, and Ezer hesitated before saying quietly, ‘My first dad told me.’


Chaim shook. In recent weeks Ezer spoke more than a little 27about the first dad, and each time he mentioned him Chaim got the chills.


‘What did he tell you?’


‘That it’s a secret.’


He debated whether to continue the conversation or let it go. Shalom moved in his bed and he didn’t want him to wake up. He whispered, ‘How does he know?’ But Ezer didn’t answer. His eyes were closed.


Chaim thought about the conversation in the boys’ room while he washed the dishes he had left in the sink after dinner and prepared the kitchen for his catering work. What disturbed him was that Ezer needed the first dad because Chaim wasn’t enough for him, as Jenny had said a few times. Because he didn’t speak enough. Perhaps because he’s too old. Because something in him isn’t strong enough. He knew he didn’t talk to the children enough, particularly Ezer, and that this was one of the things he’d need to change. And he’d need to be stronger. Not show fear or weakness. Give them the feeling that he was protecting them. This was exactly what he had tried to do at Shalom’s nursery a week earlier, without much success.


The window in the kitchen was open and voices from the street came his way.


Cars passed and an ambulance’s siren could be heard in the room. The fear came and went, unexpected.


It will continue like this for a long time, he thought.


The matter of the suitcase next to the nursery was unfortunate, but if a suspect is arrested, perhaps the investigation will end.


And he knew that they’d manage fine without Jenny, 28though there were problems for which a solution still hadn’t been found. The nights in particular. He gathered up the dirty clothes in the bathroom and wiped the wet floor with a rag. The socks didn’t stink, and he folded them and put them on the small shoes by the door.


Songs played on the radio until ten, and after the news the phone-in programme began.


Jenny usually slept at this time, or sat in the living room and watched movies on television and ignored his existence. Now he was all alone but nevertheless didn’t turn up the volume on the radio, so as not to wake the kids. He finely diced onions and red peppers and dumped them into a bowl, and to this he added ten cans of tuna and mixed in a few tablespoons of mayonnaise and a bit of mustard. Afterwards he squeezed a whole lemon over the bowl and sprinkled salt and pepper. On the radio a woman from Beersheba told how she had overcome cancer. After the doctors had given up she turned to a rabbi who blessed her, and only the rabbi had helped. The host said, ‘So you actually don’t need help, I don’t understand why you called,’ and the woman said, ‘I called to help others and to wish the people of Israel a happy new year.’ The host refused to permit her to give the rabbi’s telephone number on air and went to the next caller, who had lost his son in a car accident. Chaim cut tomatoes into thin slices and cucumbers into strips and put them on two plates. In the meantime he boiled eggs in the pot on the stove and mashed five into the bowl of tuna, and after this he prepared egg salad in a second bowl. The next caller was a man who refused to reveal his name or where he was phoning from. His wife had left him when he had been diagnosed with diabetes, cheated on him with a friend from work. Chaim couldn’t listen to his 29terrible story and turned off the radio. He worked for a few minutes in silence.


The first dad wouldn’t let go of him.


What exactly had Ezer meant when he said that he spoke with him?


If he didn’t shy away from conversations he could have called the radio show and asked for advice, but that was out of the question. He knew that children can’t thrive in silence, and yet he managed to provide more than a little for his children even without using many words. Shalom had been attached to him since he was born; and Ezer too, until a few months ago, had loved to be in his company and sought it out. Only recently had he grown distant from him and closed up, because of her.


Chaim recalled his father as he followed the quick movements of his own fingers. His father wasn’t very verbal either. He was a tailor by profession, but he didn’t always manage to make a living from his work and traded fabric or did some sewing in a factory. He remembered him smoking all the time. Always with a cigarette. The swift movement of his fingers when he sewed. What else did he remember? That on Friday evenings he went to synagogue, and also on Shabbat morning and on holidays. That he was tall and thin, very impressive in his clothes. He wore suits for the holidays. When the children woke up he was always awake and dressed and shaved. That he chewed his food slowly. Always finished dinner after his wife and kids. On pleasant nights he sat in the courtyard, smoking and listening to the radio. He died when Chaim was at school, in the Jewish calendar month of Nisan. For some reason they didn’t send anyone to inform Chaim and take him out of class. They told him at home, when he 30got back. He was eight years old, and it was a few nights later that they found him for the first time in the courtyard, walking and talking in his sleep.


When Ezer was born it was clear that he’d be named after him.


He finished his work in the kitchen at eleven and called his mother from the phone in his bedroom. He asked her how she was feeling and she said that her legs were swollen. ‘Did you stand today?’ he asked, and she said, ‘No, I sat.’


He asked her to rest more. Not to stand at all if she didn’t need to. She asked him how his leg was and he said much better. Afterwards he asked, ‘Did someone come to visit you?’ and she said, ‘Yes, Adina came.’


‘What did she want?’


‘To see how I’m doing.’


They were quiet for a moment, but there was no awkwardness in their silence. His conversations with her didn’t demand any effort from him. Usually she spoke and he listened. She waited in bed for a call from him and only afterwards turned off the television and the light and tried to fall asleep. Her nights were sleepless too, and sometimes she couldn’t manage to sleep a wink until morning arrived. She asked, ‘How are the children?’ and Chaim said, ‘Went to sleep.’


‘Have you told them that she’s gone away yet?’


‘Not really. I’m waiting a little longer.’


‘What are you waiting for? Tell them, so they’ll get used to it.’


He ignored what she said.


‘And how about at home? Maybe I’ll ask Adina to come and help you?’


31He said there was no need, and after another silence she asked, ‘And have you spoken to Shalom’s teacher again?’


There were things he didn’t tell her, in order not to worry her, but he had told her about the incident with the teacher and she supported him and understood his outburst. He didn’t say a thing about the suitcase near the nursery, because he knew if he told her, she wouldn’t be able to sleep. He said, ‘I didn’t have a chance. We got there late.’


‘Did you ask him how it was?’


‘It was better,’ he lied, and she said, ‘You see? It’s because you did some shouting. Everything only comes by shouting.’


He didn’t want to talk about the incident at the nursery and asked her, ‘Home’s okay?’ and she said, ‘Hot. You won’t come to finish the courtyard before the holiday?’


For a moment anger stirred in him over her asking him this. He said, simply, ‘On the holiday. Stop worrying,’ and she said, ‘Sleep well,’ and put down the phone.


Next to the bed sat a few books that he planned to look over before reading them aloud to the boys, without making mistakes. To read them quickly, and naturally. At the start of the year the teacher had asked if they read to Shalom and given Jenny the names of some books, and the saleswoman at the shop recommended another two. He saw an insult in the teacher’s question, an expression of disdain for his son and, indirectly, for himself as well, and it’s possible that this question may have contributed to his outburst. He didn’t see why he had to read to Shalom. Chaim’s own father had never read books to him.


One of the books that he bought called out to him especially. It was a story about a boy who walks on the walls at night. According to the story, after they put him to sleep the 32boy got out of bed, walked on the walls of the room, and entered the paintings that were hanging there. The paintings came to life and the boy spoke with the painted characters. In the illustration on the book’s cover the boy walks on the wall with a straight back and his hands extended in front of him, as if he’s walking in his sleep. His hair is red and his face clear. He doesn’t resemble either of Chaim’s children.


On the nights that passed without Jenny, Chaim was almost convinced he hadn’t woken up.


He went to bed late and got up at four in the morning, in order not to oversleep. And as he’d done in his youth, he stretched sewing thread at knee height across the frame of the bedroom door, so that he would know in the morning if he had left his room. Locking the door wasn’t a possibility, because of the children. Since he had met Jenny his nights were calmer. She slept lightly and woke when he rose from their bed. Sometimes that happened to him every night, but for many months it didn’t happen at all, mainly when he was less tense, when his catering business was doing all right. She took him to the couch in the living room. She turned on the television, because that helped him wake up. In his sleep, she told him once, he actually talks a lot. ‘What do I say?’ he asked her, and she said, ‘I don’t understand much of it. But you talk a blue streak.’


A few of her clothes still lay folded on the shelves in the bedroom. Most of them were no longer there; nor were the two large suitcases.


After midnight, following a last visit to the children’s room, he got ready for bed and turned out the light in his room, closed the shutters in their room, and left the window open only a crack because suddenly a wind was blowing. On Shalom’s forehead a scab had formed over the deep scratch. Ezer was no 33longer on his back, in the frozen position in which he fell asleep. He lay on his stomach, his cheeks sunk into the pillow. He looked like a child again. The two of them resembled Jenny more than they resembled him, but something of him, which couldn’t exactly be described, was in their faces.


Ever since they were born Chaim asked himself what the boys would remember of him. Would they remember him like he remembered his father? He hoped that nothing would happen to him before Ezer reached the age when a father is etched into a son’s memory, perhaps because his own father died when he was a boy, and perhaps because he was already over fifty years old when Ezer was born. He wanted him to remember a man of strength, but without fearing him. And until a few months ago he was sure that this was how he would be burned into his son’s memory.


You did not have a ‘first dad’, I am the only dad you’ve ever had, he wanted to whisper in his ear, but did not.
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