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In memory of my father,
Mordechai Mishani
(10.4.1945–9.4.2013)




In Israel, weekends are Friday
and Saturday.




When half way through the journey of our life
I found that I was in a gloomy wood,
because the path which led aright was lost.
And ah, how hard it is to say just what
his wild and rough and stubborn woodland was,
the very thought of which renews my fear!
So bitter ’t is, that death is little worse;
but of the good to treat which there I found,
I’ll speak of what I else discovered there.


Dante Alighieri, Inferno




Prologue


At the beginning of December a Boeing 737 landed at Ben Gurion Airport with a young woman onboard, her hair short and her eyes large and brown. Police Superintendent Avraham Avraham watched her from his hiding place while she passed through the glass doors and entered the arrivals hall, rolling a cart with three suitcases before her. Until the last moment he hadn’t believed she would come, certain he’d be returning home alone. He looked at her from a distance for a moment longer before leaving his hiding place, and his eyes met her eyes, which had been searching for him among the crowd of greeters.


They had no great plans then for the future, except just living together for a few months. To discover each other again and only afterwards to think about what would come next. And they did indeed discover each other, slowly and cautiously, by casting the hidden glances of people used to watching. He learned that Marianka liked to shower early in the morning – and for a long time. When she eventually came out she would leave a small lake on the bathroom floor, with wet footprints leading to the bedroom. She found out that Avraham would sneak into the kitchen after dinner, when he thought she wasn’t watching, in order to continue eating alone behind the closed door. Once their belongings were scattered around the apartment, Avraham tried to store the suitcases on top of the wardrobe in the bedroom, but since there wasn’t enough space one case remained beside their bed for the entire winter.


Marianka asked to see his new office, and he took her there one Friday, in the morning, when the station was nearly empty. In contrast to his old room on the first floor, the office of the Head of the Investigations Division was spacious and looked out from the third floor on to Feichman Street, along which residential towers sprouted from the sand. He could look through the window at the grey morning skies or the cool evenings over the city where he was born. For the first time he was also able to light a cigarette in his office, but just then, of all times, he had given up smoking.


The winter was unpredictable, and once Avraham noticed how changes in the weather affected Marianka’s moods he began reading the forecast each morning with trepidation. When the temperature dropped and rain fell she was happy. When the sky was clear and the air mild, almost warm, she told him about the snow in Brussels and was unable to hide from him the longing in her face and voice. This was actually the only thing that overshadowed his joy. During times of inactivity he would stand at the window in his office and wait for the rain for her.


At the end of February, when the news announced that the winter’s last storm was approaching, they decided to take a day off to welcome it together. And they did just this, but a few hours after the start of the storm the murder occurred that changed their plans.




Part One: The Victim




1


She saw the gun that night as she went up to persuade Kobi to come to bed or at least not sit outside in the cold. It was one o’clock in the morning and the weapon was lying on the table in the small utility room on the roof, but she didn’t assign any importance to it because she was too hurt and exhausted and because she was afraid of so many other things. Besides, the gun wasn’t a reason to be afraid; quite the opposite in fact. It was a source of security for her.


A few days later she recalled that night and understood. Everything could have happened differently had she watched Kobi more closely during those hours.


*


In the morning, when they were still in bed, it would have been impossible to know that this was how their last anniversary together would end.


Daniella and Noy woke up before them, scattered eleven balloons across the bedroom floor and jumped on their bed. When the girls went to get dressed and just the two of them remained under the covers, Mali drew close to him. She touched him from behind and whispered in his ear, ‘Happy anniversary,’ surprised when she felt his shoulders and back respond to her hands. His neck was warm from sleep and his cheeks unshaven. The storm’s first rain could be heard through the window, and the girls had turned on the lights in the flat because the sky was dark. In the kitchen, a festive breakfast waited for them: orange juice the girls had squeezed themselves and croissants that they had bought the day before and warmed up. They were not allowed to boil water by themselves, so Mali made the coffee.


When they sat down at the table she saw that Kobi was tense, but she didn’t say anything about the interview in front of the girls. She offered to iron his dark pants and white shirt, but he said that he’d do it himself before leaving, at noon. She didn’t say anything else, not even when they were again alone in the bedroom, so that, if he didn’t get the job, the disappointment wouldn’t be too great, but when they said goodbye she kissed him on the lips and whispered in his ear, ‘Good luck today.’


*


She took the girls to school and then had meetings until eleven.


In most cases only the husbands showed up, and even when the wives came they almost never said a word, but Mali tried to speak to them as well, like she always did, explaining to them too the differences between kinds of mortgages and the various payment possibilities. One of the men, whose wife’s hair was covered with a kerchief, her face silent and pretty, stared right at her. He had a beard and his jacket, which he didn’t remove, gave off a smell of mothballs and old, damp fabric. His wife rocked a blue buggy back and forth so that their baby wouldn’t wake up. When he burst out crying she undid two buttons on her black dress and breastfed him in front of the two of them without shame.


Between eleven and twelve she didn’t have any meetings, so she asked the branch manager for permission and went to buy Kobi a gift, even though they had agreed not to buy each other anything. She debated walking into town, but because of the storm she instead drove to the shopping centre. The streets were flooded and most of the traffic lights were out. And perhaps because of the unrelenting rain she decided to buy him an umbrella, to replace the one he had lost a few days earlier, and not a punching bag or a new button-down shirt for his interviews. At Zara the umbrellas were too expensive, but at For Men on the third floor she saw a black one with an elegant, wood-effect handle. The young salesgirl, whose fingernails were long and sharp and painted with shiny black nail polish, agreed to drop the price. She was so young, maybe still at school. Her hair was black and she wore black lipstick and had a piercing in her nose. When Mali entered she was reading a book, which she set face down on the counter.


After paying, Mali stared at her, maybe for too long, and when the salesgirl asked her, ‘Is something wrong?’ Mali just said, ‘No, I’m sorry. Did you remove the sticker with the price?’


*


Kobi’s interview was supposed to start at two, exactly when she finished her last meeting.


She imagined him sitting across from the interviewer, trying to mask his emotions. As always, he probably had no idea what to do with his hands. He’d spread them out on his knees and then rest them on the table, next to the pages of his CV, and then again under the table, in order to hide that his fingers were trembling. She didn’t call him before the interview, nor from the car on her way to pick up the girls. And since his car wasn’t in the car park under their building she was sure he hadn’t yet returned, but in the lift that took Mali and the girls to the seventh floor she could smell his aftershave. And the door wasn’t locked like it was supposed to be.


She went into the bedroom and heard the water running in the bathroom. Their dog, Harry, was lying on the floor in a puddle of urine and didn’t lift his head. And Kobi’s keys had been tossed there next to him, along with the small satchel he took with him to meetings.


That wasn’t a good sign.


It was only three o’clock and Mali had been sure he wouldn’t be home.


The girls turned on the television in the living room and Mali cleaned up and made them something to eat. The water was still running by the time the pasta was cooked, so she knocked on the door and asked Kobi if he wanted to join them and from the shower he answered no. They started because the girls were hungry, and while they were eating they heard him leave the bathroom and close the door to the bedroom.


Mali went in. ‘Is everything OK?’ she asked, certain he was awake, even though he was lying on the bed with his eyes closed.


She was familiar with these mood swings of his and without even giving it much thought had been preparing herself since this morning. Had he been asked why he had changed jobs so many times in recent years, and instead of telling the truth had he evaded the question? She had pleaded with him to explain that it was her fault, but knew that he wouldn’t.


Kobi didn’t open his eyes, even though she stood there for a minute or two. The big picture from her second pregnancy hung above the bed, a bitter reminder, or like a memorial to the two of them.


Mali asked, ‘You don’t want to tell me how it went?’


*


That afternoon a barrage of hail slammed against the windows, after which silence fell. Mali helped Noy with her maths homework while Daniella continued watching TV.


At five Kobi came out of the bedroom with his sports bag for boxing, said he was taking her car and asked where her keys were. She asked him what had happened to his car and if he hadn’t gone to his boxing class yesterday, but she didn’t get an answer. When she reminded him they were going out that evening he didn’t say a word either, and when she asked, ‘Why’d you shower before boxing?’ he looked at her as if she had said something awful.


She was tense all afternoon and evening and checked at least twice that she had locked the door behind him, looking out through the blinds in the living room to see if he had returned.


When she placed the wrapped umbrella on their bed for him to find, she again saw herself in the large photograph and wasn’t sure if she’d tell him about the pregnancy tonight, although she had planned to. She had hesitated before agreeing to that photograph, but Kobi urged her to, saying that if they didn’t take the picture she’d regret it, because this was going to be the last time she’d be pregnant. Over the years she learned not to hate the giant picture, in black and white, which showed her long, dark body with the swollen belly Kobi loved to caress, even in public, and which she too had touched sometimes during the pregnancy, when she was alone. She hadn’t liked the idea that guests would see her like this – perhaps she’d been embarrassed her father would see – but Kobi was actually quite excited about it. In the picture she could be seen from the side, her body turning a bit towards him, standing behind her, so that the difference in height between them wouldn’t be so apparent. The two of them naked, and his arms simultaneously hiding and exposing her breasts. After what happened in Eilat she would have taken the picture down, but Kobi wanted to keep it up to remind the two of them of better days, and there were moments when she thought he was right, because when she looked at the giant photograph it brought her back to herself.


The rain started up again before dinner and its drumming on the windows and the roof intensified her restlessness. But the girls were quiet, as if they had noticed that she was struggling. Most of the time they kept themselves busy in the living room and their bedrooms. Only at six thirty did Daniella say that she was hungry, and Noy reminded Mali that she had promised they’d try on costumes for the festival of Purim.


She took down the dressing-up box from the wardrobe and Noy tried on the Elsa dress from Frozen that they bought her last year, but it was too small now. Daniella refused to try it on and said she wasn’t going to dress up this year. Mali insisted she try it on because the dress had cost a fortune and this year she was hoping she would only have to buy one costume instead of two, but when she held it up in front of Daniella’s small body she met her own eyes in the mirror and immediately averted her gaze.


There was no reason for all this to come back now, apart from, perhaps, her fear of Kobi’s mood. And the pregnancy.


His boxing classes lasted between an hour and an hour and a half, so she thought he’d be back for dinner. At a quarter past seven she called to ask him to buy some pitta bread and hummus on his way home, but his phone was turned off. She tried him a few more times and in the end they ate without him and the girls went to bed at eight thirty. When the neighbour’s daughter came up to babysit Mali told her that they had changed their minds about going out because she wasn’t feeling well. She called Kobi again, and this time his phone was on but he didn’t answer. And when she went up to the roof to see if it might be possible to hang out the washing, heavy rain clouds loomed and the wind shook the water tanks, so she decided not to for now and phoned her sister Gila. When Gila asked her if they weren’t going out to celebrate, she explained that they hadn’t managed to find a babysitter.


And Kobi returned around eleven, without an explanation or apology.


*


Just a year ago, on the day of their tenth anniversary, everything had been so different.


They left Daniella and Noy with her parents for the first time since Eilat and went to spend two nights at a B&B in the Golan Heights. Kobi had begun working for a company that provided security at building sites near the border and his mood was excellent. They planned to hike, like they used to before the girls were born, to spend a whole day walking along one of the rivers and another day at the Hula Nature Reserve, but the weather was awful so they barely left the B&B. Instead they watched DVDs and made love for the first time in several long weeks. They talked for hours in front of the fireplace. In the evening they went out on the deck wrapped in blankets, and Kobi spoke enthusiastically about taking a trip to his father’s farm in Australia that summer and maybe even buying a flat now that they finally had two salaries again. When they called the girls to say goodnight it seemed to Mali that they were on their way to becoming a normal couple.


But all that had been last winter, and since then life had once more changed for the worse.


Kobi had been fired because his supervisor at the security company, who was ten years younger than him, had it in for him. He’d been sure he’d find other work, but after a few weeks she felt him sinking, avoiding her and the girls and his friends and barely leaving the house. Then he began going to boxing classes two or three times a week. He would return with his face beaten and bruises on his arms and stomach and would immediately shower and go to sleep. The sign of distress she recognized from back when they first met reappeared as well: when it seemed to him that no one was paying any attention he’d stretch his neck back and inhale deeply, as if he was unable to breathe.


She thought he’d go to bed without a word when he returned from boxing that night too, but he surprised her.


He turned on the television in the living room and sat down on the sofa. Mali said, ‘We were supposed to go out tonight,’ and sat down next to him. A reality show of the sort that Kobi despised was on, but he insisted they didn’t turn it off.


‘Kobi, are you OK? You haven’t talked to me since you came back from the interview.’


Without taking his eyes from the screen, he said to her, ‘I’m sorry. I can’t talk right now.’


‘You can’t tell me how it went?’


He didn’t want to. He only said, ‘I didn’t get the job,’ and when she asked, ‘How do you know? They told you on the spot?’ he nodded. And she didn’t even know where the interview had taken place or with which company. After he was fired he decided not to interview for any more security positions and she had supported him. But in recent weeks he had stopped looking at all, so she had been so happy when he said he had an interview that she didn’t even ask him where it was. And perhaps she really didn’t look at him enough that night, because if she had she would have seen in his face more than despair.


Harry lay at his feet, his body still reeking of urine. ‘I didn’t wash him because I was afraid he’d get cold on the roof,’ she said while Kobi continued staring at the screen.


‘When are you going to take him to the vet? You can’t let him keep suffering like this.’


‘Maybe tomorrow.’


‘The girls can’t look at him, you know? They don’t go near him. Like he’s already dead.’


Was there some other way to reach him that Mali hadn’t found? She could have told him about the pregnancy as she had planned, but she didn’t want to talk about it like this.


‘I spoke to Aviva today. She said her brother might have something for you. Do you remember him? He’s started importing electric bikes.’


Kobi said, ‘I’m not looking for work any more,’ and Mali fell silent.


Did the late news on TV start then? She remembered that night’s news very well. Homes and streets were flooded and there were power cuts across the country. Kobi got up from the sofa and sat down on the leather stool near the screen, as if her presence next to him was disturbing, and she too got up and left the room. When she returned he was watching a news programme on a different channel. On the TV screen two medical personnel assisted by a policeman could be seen rolling a stretcher with a body under a sheet.


‘Where is it?’ she asked him.


He inhaled as if it was difficult to breathe, because he hadn’t noticed her coming back in. The body was put inside an ambulance, next to which stood two policemen wrapped in raincoats.


‘Was that here? In Holon?’ she asked, and he said, ‘Yes, on the other side of town.’


‘And did they say who it is?’


The report was nearing its end and she didn’t manage to hear if the murderer had been caught or if the means of death was known, but she could tell that a woman lay under the white sheet. ‘Can you turn that off? It scares me and I want us to talk,’ she said quietly, and despite everything touched him on the shoulder. She didn’t give up that night, because in moments like this one couldn’t give up. She went to their bedroom and returned with the umbrella, which was still lying on the bed. She said to him, ‘Didn’t you see what I bought you?’


But the umbrella didn’t make him happy. Perhaps even the reverse. When he removed the wrapping paper he looked at it uneasily. ‘To replace the one you lost,’ she said. ‘And it wasn’t as expensive as it looks.’


He put the umbrella on the floor without thanking her, and it was this of all things that sent her over the edge. ‘Are you seriously set on celebrating our anniversary like this?’ she asked, and when he got up she almost screamed at him, ‘Kobi, do you hear me at all? Do you hear that I’m talking to you? It’s Mali from class. The war started.’ He turned to her and his eyes flamed and it was then that she understood that something terrible had happened.


*


The two of them were around sixteen years old when they met. And the year was 1991. January. Ten years before they got married.


This was their first conversation, or at least the first they remembered, and sometimes – when they fought mainly – she would use it to pull him out of his silence.


Mali’s father woke her at two in the morning and told her that George Bush was bombing Baghdad. She got dressed quickly and called Kobi. ‘Kobi? It’s Mali from class. The war started,’ and he answered her in a sleepy voice and with the foreign accent he still had back then, ‘Now? In the middle of the night?’


During the last few years she had sometimes tried to picture herself and him at that age without looking at old photos, but couldn’t. Kobi was skinnier then and his body was soft, like the body of a boy. His chest and back were so smooth that she could caress him for hours. Mali knew nothing about him other than that he had come from a city called Perth without his parents and lived with his mother’s relatives in Holon. He was an excellent basketball player and was exempted from English, because he spoke it much better than the teacher and corrected her mistakes, to the amusement of the other students, until she asked that he not come to class. There were rumours that his mother had killed herself in Australia but afterwards Mali learned that this was entirely untrue. Most of the boys in their class feared this boy who came from Australia, with jeans and Nikes and clear blue eyes that no one else had back then, so they made up stories about him. On the first day of school, when he introduced himself in class, he said that he had immigrated to Israel in order to volunteer to serve in an elite unit.


And it was completely by chance that they had met each other. A matter of fate or luck, like so many things that would happen afterwards.


She didn’t think he could be interested in her, because no one else was then. Her body was too long and thin, she didn’t get great marks, and she wasn’t outgoing or daring either. She had been the school champion in sprinting and long-distance running for the last three years, but this wasn’t something that drew the attention of the boys. But her last name was Ben-Asher, and Bengtson, Kobi, was the next name on the class contact list, and so she was supposed to call him in the event of a war breaking out. Three hours after the phone call, at five thirty in the morning, she and her father came by in the old Subaru pickup to give him a ride to the hospital. He was waiting for them downstairs, a Discman in his hand and white headphones on.


She was embarrassed by the truck, whose upholstery gave off the smell of sewage pipes, and maybe by her father too, who didn’t speak English but nevertheless tried to talk with Kobi on the way.


‘What will you do there?’ her father asked, and Mali explained to him that they’d spray water on to those injured by the chemical weapons that Saddam Hussein would launch in the direction of Tel Aviv. And before he dropped them off across from the hospital he asked Kobi to keep her safe.


That was their first meeting, and who would have guessed then that years later they all would stand together under the chuppah?


A week later Kobi came to their house, and she was beside herself with excitement and embarrassment. Her father was late returning from synagogue, and while they were waiting for him her mother also tried speaking with Kobi in broken English. Gila was already fleeing from dinner on Friday nights, and this was a relief, because Mali had no doubt that if they were to meet, Kobi would fall in love with her twin sister, who had left school a year earlier and was already making money at work. Afterwards a siren went off, which of course happened when they were finally alone in her room, and they were forced to close themselves up with everyone else in the sealed room, which was her parents’ cramped bedroom. She was filled with shame because her father’s underwear was lying all over the floor.


The first time they slept together was also on a Friday night, a few months later.


Her parents took a trip with her younger siblings to relatives in Tiberias, and she invited Kobi to sleep over, even though her father didn’t allow it. Mali didn’t make a sound while they were doing it because she knew that Gila was listening to them through the wall, and she was indeed waiting for her by the door when Mali came out to wash her legs, still stunned by what had happened.


*


Mali continued waiting for him in their bedroom but Kobi didn’t come. Since Eilat he never left her to fall asleep alone, not even when they fought. She lay in their bed and for a moment was able to see the boy with the headphones who waited for her and her father in the dark, his hands in his pockets. And perhaps that was why, at one in the morning, she tried one last time.


She went up to the roof and found him sitting on the white plastic chair in total darkness. This was her chance to tell him about the pregnancy, but she didn’t. Something smothered and wild about his look and him sitting there in the cold frightened her. She caressed his head and his chest over the black polo shirt he was wearing. She whispered to him, ‘Don’t leave me alone in bed, Kobi. Please,’ and also gave him every sign that if he came to bed they’d have sex. There was a deep cut on his neck that night, but that wasn’t unusual; he always returned from boxing with injuries.


When she passed through the utility room on the way downstairs she saw the gun, which hadn’t been there earlier when she’d gone to check the weather. She tried to fall asleep, placing her hands on her stomach, but then the face of the girl who sold her the umbrella at the shopping centre suddenly appeared in her head, and was immediately replaced by the covered body they had seen on TV. She opened her eyes in panic. The next image was the one that she had tried so hard to forget: the heavy hand coming towards her out of the darkness and crushing her throat.




2


Avraham identified the body straightaway, but didn’t say so since he thought it best that as few people as possible knew, and also because of the silence. There were two patrolmen and some medical personnel standing in the kitchen awaiting instructions. One female officer stood by the entrance. And everyone who walked or spoke did so on the tips of their toes or in a whisper, as if not to wake the woman who lay on the rug in the living room.


When Avraham entered, one of the patrolmen pointed at the body, but he had already noticed her. She lay on her back, and only her right eye was open. On the rug under her were images of colourful birds. And perhaps he didn’t tell anyone during those first hours that he knew who she was because of the shock he felt in the presence of her body. Ever since he had been appointed head of the district’s investigations branch, Avraham knew that his first murder case would come, and yet when it began he wasn’t certain he was ready.


*


The evening prior to this it had been announced on the news that the storm would start in the morning, and when Avraham woke up heavy rain could already be heard. He called the station and informed the investigations coordinator, Lital Levy, that he was taking a day off. Anyway that day he was supposed to be participating in a wholly unnecessary training session on cybercrime at National Police Headquarters. He made black coffee and brought the mugs to bed and they stayed under the blanket all morning, watching four episodes of The Bridge on his laptop.


Avraham’s eyes slid closed.


His father entered the room, placed his hand on his forehead and declared that Avraham could stay in bed instead of going to school. When he heard the door slam, warm pleasure spread through his body because he understood that he was staying home alone. Should he get up right away? Grab another moment under the covers? They wouldn’t be returning until the evening and he would have time to wander around the apartment like it was all his, make himself a giant breakfast . . . Marianka shook him gently when she heard from his breathing that he was asleep, and every time he opened his eyes the detectives on the screen discovered another body. He asked, ‘What, they already have another murder?’ and Marianka stroked his forehead. He had no chance of figuring out who the murderer was before that strange Danish detective Saga Norén did, not that he really cared.


*


That afternoon they took the car and drove to Tel Aviv. Avraham wrapped himself up in his ugly blue army parka that he last wore during the district’s organized trip to Mt Hermon in winter 2007, and Marianka wore the wool jacket she had brought with her from Brussels. They parked in an almost empty lot by the beach and took advantage of a lull in the rain to sit on a wet bench facing the sea, which crashed on the rocks in front of them. No one else was on the promenade, other than an Arab couple with a baby. And Avraham’s phone didn’t ring once.


Most of the police in the district were busy clearing the roads, which were clogged up with rain, or evacuating flooded buildings or dealing with traffic accidents. This was what he too had done on days like this during his first years of service. Now he was head of investigations, thanks to solving an assault case that had occurred not far from their current spot on the promenade and to saving those two boys from death. There wasn’t a chance he’d be required to stand at some junction in the pouring rain, directing traffic in place of a light that had failed.


When the rain started up again they took cover in the dolphinarium and afterwards had rice-and-bean soup in the market. And Marianka didn’t speak longingly of the winters in her home town in Slovenia or in Brussels. When Avraham’s phone rang for the first time, a little after four thirty, he didn’t answer, and only when it rang for the third time did he realize it could be urgent. And maybe because he hadn’t expected that this was what he’d hear, he didn’t remember afterwards the exact words Lital Levy had used to inform him of what had happened. Did she tell him there had been a murder? Or only that a woman’s body had been found in her home? She definitely didn’t mention her name on the phone because, if she had, Avraham would have remembered it and wouldn’t have been dumbfounded when he saw her face.


‘Who’s there?’ he asked, and Levy said, ‘No one. Just the patrolmen who closed off the scene. And Forensics are on their way, but everything’s jammed up and it’ll take them some time. Can you go?’


‘It’ll take me half an hour. If Ma’alul or Sharpstein come back, send one of them as well.’


Only when they’d finished the call did he remember that she hadn’t given him the address, and he called her back, but the line was already busy.


*


Marianka suggested that he drop her off near the scene and that from there she’d get a cab, but he insisted on taking her home. They drove quickly and in silence. When they reached downtown everything still looked real and unreal at the same time, like it always does during a storm. Trees had fallen on the pavements and the streets were dotted with pools of water in which the evening lights flickered, as if Holon had transformed into Amsterdam or Venice. Avraham suddenly recalled that the first Maigret novel he had read took place from beginning to end in a rainstorm and that the clothes and shoes of the large French inspector were completely soaked throughout. Had that been a murder case? And would he know how to investigate a person’s death? He couldn’t remember how that case ended, but he did remember that he read the book when he was nineteen and in the army, one Saturday, when he was at the base taking an interrogation course. On Sokolov Street people walked bent forward as they struggled with the wind, and he drove peering out through a steamed-up windscreen, as if he was cutting through a cloud of fog. For a moment it seemed to him that he was still lying in bed, watching himself in a television series.


What already disturbed him even then was that the murder had occurred in one of the calmest neighbourhoods of Holon, where there were burglaries and stolen vehicles but almost no violent crime. And worse still was that Lital Levy hadn’t mentioned anyone who had been arrested at the time of the incident or even any suspect who had escaped.


Two empty patrol cars and an ambulance were parked in front of 38 Krauze Street, and curious onlookers were gathered on the pavement behind police tape. Renovations were under way in the building on the corner, and in front of it stood a skip. The entrance to the building was closed, and Avraham stood waiting to be let in but eventually simply pushed on the doorknob and the door opened. He had time to prepare himself for what he was going to see since there was no lift and the flat was on the top floor.


The woman lying on the rug was named Leah Yeger. Her right eye, the open one, was green, but there was nothing to be learned by looking at it.


Avraham searched the pocket of his coat for his notepad, because he needed to write down his first impressions, but the notepad wasn’t there; just a receipt for two cups of black coffee and a pretzel he had bought at a snack kiosk back on Mount Hermon in 2007. That wasn’t a problem – he had a good memory and he didn’t miss a thing. He asked that everyone leave the apartment except for one patrolman and the paramedic who had determined the time of death. His shoes were covered in plastic bags and there were gloves on his hands. And no one was allowed to approach the living room until the forensics team arrived.


In the meantime Avraham saw everything. He saw the hand marks on her neck and also the red ends of her ears and the swollen tongue lolling sideways out from her mouth. She lay on the rug, among blue, red and yellow birds, some of which held their beaks open as if they were trying to call for help. His eyes slipped away from the body and were drawn to the half-full mug of coffee and the tray of biscuits on the table in the kitchen. And to the car keys in a bowl on the sideboard. The television was on with no sound.


He took off his coat and placed it folded up on the floor by the entrance.


There was no doubt that the living room was the scene of the murder: a framed drawing of two women sitting in a yellow field had fallen off the wall, apparently during a struggle, and next to it, on the rug, was a broken lamp. The patrolman who remained in the flat, an officer whose face Avraham recognized but whose name he didn’t know, said, ‘Luckily, there wasn’t a fire,’ and Avraham suddenly remembered that he hadn’t asked him who found Yeger. And only then did he discover that her daughter was still in the bedroom.


‘She’s here now? By herself?’ he asked.


‘Not by herself. There’s an officer and a paramedic with her.’


Once, at times like this, he would have gone down to the street and smoked a cigarette to buy some time to think and perhaps call Ilana Lis. But at the beginning of winter he had quit smoking, because Marianka had begged him to and because his fortieth birthday was approaching. Only occasionally did he still try lighting the pipe Marianka had bought him in Brussels, but now the pipe was at the office. And he could not call Ilana Lis. So he returned to the kitchen and found a sheet of paper and a pen and nevertheless wrote down a few words the paramedic said about what was already clear to Avraham because he could see it for himself: Yeger apparently died from strangulation. After a struggle. The temperature of her body indicated that until approximately two or three hours earlier she had still been alive.


Her hands were closed. When they opened them at the Institute for Pathology he hoped they’d find something between her fingers, other than the slit marks left by her fingernails in her palms when she clutched them, and perhaps a few slices of skin that she had peeled off her own neck when she tried to free herself from the hands choking her. This was, then, his biggest hope.


And though he hadn’t yet expressed it to himself in words, he did already feel that something was off about the scene. Too clean, perhaps? As if someone had straightened up the scene after the murder? Or maybe before? And he also felt that something else, other than her handbag and keys, had been taken from the flat.


*


At around six he called Ma’alul to verify when he’d arrive, and when Eliyahu said that they were delayed on their way back from the training session in Jerusalem because of an accident involving two buses, he no longer had any choice and so went into the bedroom to conduct the first round of questioning with the daughter himself. She sat on the bed and Avraham brought a chair into the room and sat across from her, very close, because the room was small. The paramedic was asked to leave but the female patrol officer, who called the daughter Orit, remained and held her hand throughout their conversation.


He began by saying, ‘I offer my condolences,’ and then he introduced himself and added, ‘Please tell me how this happened,’ regretting his flawed phrasing, even though she understood what he meant.


‘She was supposed to pick up my daughter from nursery,’ she said. ‘This is her usual day because I don’t have anything set up for her in the afternoon.’


‘When did she pick your daughter up?’


‘Nursery ends at three thirty. But she didn’t get her. She didn’t go.’


Her eyes, like the eyes of her mother, were green. The next day he discovered she was only thirty-three, and was divorced, but at the time of the interview he’d have put her at about forty.


‘How did you know she didn’t go?’ Avraham asked, and she said, ‘They called to say that my daughter was still there. I called my mother’s mobile and tried her at home, but she didn’t answer. I thought maybe that she was stuck in the rain.’


‘And when did you speak with your mother before then?’


‘At around one.’


‘And she didn’t say she wasn’t going to pick your daughter up? Do you know if she was here in the flat when you spoke?’


Orit nodded. And then added, ‘I think so.’


‘Was anyone with her when she spoke with you?’


‘Who could have been with her?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘No. I don’t think anyone was.’


‘And did she sound OK? Like she normally does?’


‘Yes. If I’d thought something wasn’t OK, I would have . . .’


She stopped and Avraham didn’t go on right away so that she wouldn’t burst into tears.


‘So when did you come to check what had happened?’ he asked after a while.


‘I went to the nursery and afterwards came here because I had to go back to work and I wanted to leave my daughter here. We heard the TV from outside.’


‘Do you work in the area?’


‘In a clothes shop in town.’


‘And where is the nursery located?’


‘Not very far away.’


He explained to her that he was asking these questions because he was trying to figure out the exact sequence of events.


‘I arrived at four fifteen. And that’s when I called the police.’


‘And do you recall if the door was open or closed?’


‘Closed. But I have a key.’


Now she did burst into tears, because in her imagination she saw the moment when the door opened. And it was actually because of this that this time Avraham didn’t wait for her to stop crying and immediately asked her, ‘When you opened the door, did you happen to notice if it was locked?’


She hesitated before saying to him, ‘I don’t remember anything. I think I turned the key.’


‘And you’re certain there was no one in the flat other than your mother?’


She collapsed against the officer sitting next to her and didn’t answer his question. He should have just continued the investigation later, at the station, but instead of restraining himself he asked, ‘Where is your daughter now?’


‘She saw everything. She asked me, “Why is Grandma on the floor?” but she understood. I pushed her out and shut the door, but not before she’d seen.’


The time was 19.10 and there were now two television crews on the pavement outside the building. And Avraham was still the only detective at the scene. All the rooms other than the living room were undisturbed and there were no signs of burglary or a search. Despite this he asked Orit if there was a safe in the flat or if her mother kept large amounts of cash on her, and the daughter said not that she knew of. But her handbag could not be found anywhere: not in the bedroom and not in one of the cupboards in the kitchen, where she generally kept it when at home. As Avraham had assumed, because they weren’t in the lock or in the bowl in the living room, next to the keys to the car, the keys to the flat had been taken. Before this, during the conversation in the bedroom, he had already written a note to himself: Murderer locked the door behind him? He extended the walk-through and asked her more questions, some of which he had already asked, only because he didn’t want to leave her alone. And suddenly he remembered that Leah Yeger had a son as well, so he asked, ‘You’re not an only child, correct?’ and she nodded and asked him, ‘Has anyone informed my brother?’
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