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Yogev Ben-Ari has been sent to St Petersburg by the Mossad – ostensibly to set up business links. His life is solitary, ordered and lonely, until he meets Anna. Neither is quite what they seem to be, but there is no doubt about the love they feel for each other.


 


This encounter is definitely not part of the Mossad plan and they hatch a dark scheme to drive the two apart. Ben-Ari has no time to discover the truth about Anna’s real identity before the Mossad resolves the issue for him. But still Ben-Ari doesn’t give up, determined to learn the truth about their love.


 


Amid the shadowy manipulations of the secret services, Mishka Ben-David depicts the world of a Mossad agent who chooses, against all odds, to fight for his right to be with the woman he loves.














 


 


Duet in Beirut


 


Duet in Beirut is a spy thriller that will raise your blood pressure and set your heart to pounding as Mr Ben-David ratchets up the pace and suspense of his narrative. The sense of utter realism is so overwhelming that the book should carry the iconic warning of ‘don’t try this at home.’ … Duet in Beirut is on a literary par with The Spy Who Came In from the Cold, and highly recommended.


NY Journal of Books


 


… an original, well-written thriller that examines the ethical complexities of covert operations …The irony of the setup is rendered fully plausible in the service of a suspenseful story line that doesn’t follow predictable lines. Le Carré fans will enjoy Ben-David’s look behind the scenes of government-sanctioned hits and the tension between loyalty to the chain of command and dissent.


Publishers Weekly


 


Ronen and Gadi may have the best bromance going since Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Let’s hope Ben-David returns stateside for repeat performances.


Library Journal


 


In the meticulous layering of detail about a dangerous Mossad initiative in Lebanon, Ben-David almost — but not quite — provides a handbook to the inside track of Israeli intelligence.


There is certainly the whiff of authenticity and the aura of clear and present danger. But more than that, this is a book with proper adult themes of love, patriotism, regret and shame.


Jewish Chronicle


 



Duet in Beirut gives us a fascinating look into a ‘dark, deceptive, treacherous world in which you never really know what is good and what is evil, in which the permissible is forbidden and the forbidden permitted.’


Times of Israel


 


Brilliantly translated from the original Hebrew by Evan Fallenberg … the book’s amazing insider detail is matched by beautifully (re)created characters, families and locations, plus an utterly convincing portrayal of the inner wranglings of a secret service, and the political context in which it operates.


There are odd plot echoes of The Bourne Identity movie and you can pick up resonances from other films too, especially Syriana and of course Munich, but the book’s building of tension and pace until the almost unbearable finale is exemplary, cool and very accomplished … in the end, this is among the very best and most revealing spy novels I’ve read. And it works because a gifted author has harnessed his experience to tell a great tale very well indeed.


Tom Morton, Thrillfilter
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THOSE WHO LOVE the city as much as I do, simply call it Peter, said Anna. We were standing on a narrow bridge straddling one of the canals that flow into the River Neva and on into the Gulf of Finland. It was a clear, chilly evening. A thin layer of snow covered the streets. We leant on a steel railing, feeling its patterned engravings, admiring the old mansions on both banks of the canal, so rich in colour, so elegant with their porticos and carved cornices.


The cobble-stones beneath our feet may once have allowed for the easy passage of horse-drawn carriages, but now created a difficult surface for cars to negotiate. But there were no vehicles crossing now, and the few pedestrians to be seen were scurrying to get to their homes in the small lanes on either side of the waterway. On the bridge itself there was nobody but us.


Anna covered her mouth and slender, straight nose in a white woollen scarf. I gazed at her. Between the fur-topped  hat, also white, and the scarf, all that could be seen were her high cheek bones and almond shaped brownish-green eyes. As she caught my stare a few creases appeared in the corners of her eyes, giving her that special look – something between laughter and astonishment.


And you do love it, your Peter.


Yes, I do, very much, she laughed ruefully, her eyes glowing, their greenness sparkling. We both knew that her love of the city was weighing down one side of the scales on which our own love was balanced so precariously. I couldn’t, after all, stay here for long. As if to postpone the obvious next question about where we would live, if indeed we were to be together, she told me about the long line of the city’s names.


What is it? she wanted to know, as I continued to gaze at her. The creases of laughter and astonishment assumed a tinge of anxiety.


A wisp of black hair escaped from her hat and settled on the bridge of her nose, forming an arc over her eyes. Anna blew at it lightly, making it flutter. She smiled, her eyes once more changing expression, turning childlike and mischievous. My heart missed a beat. Just a pair of eyes and yet such beauty.


There was a slight movement under the scarf and I imagined her moistening her lips in the way I had found so alluring months earlier when I first saw her sitting a few tables away from me in that tiny neighbourhood restaurant.


I brought my face closer, gently lowered the scarf, my lips lightly brushing hers.


They’re dry, she said, moving away slightly and passing her tongue over her lips. Again I drew my face closer, my tongue adding its wetness to hers.


That’s better, she said, and placed her mouth over mine, lightly at first, then as if searching for the right angle, and finally with desire.


The pale light of the ancient lamp-posts at both ends of the bridge, the silvery streaks across the water, and the blanket of snow around us, somehow coloured her eyes a shade of purple just before she closed them and pressed her body into me. I was giddy with the delicacy of her perfume and intoxicated by the taste of her tongue against mine.


Anna, my Annushka, I whispered, as we drew apart for a moment to catch our breath.


And you are mine, she said, her eyes filled with laughter. We’d come a long way since I told her, with uncharacteristic daring, that her eyes reminded me of Sophia Loren’s.


She shook her head slightly from side to side as her nose, rubbed mine in an Eskimo kiss. If only I could swallow you whole and not just your tongue, she murmured, and once again sucked at my lips.


I hadn’t felt like this since I was sixteen. Not since I used to pinch myself, finding it hard to believe that Orit was really kissing me back with such passion and allowing me to caress her tiny but very desirable breasts. I didn’t think that I would ever feel that way again. Nor could I believe that this beautiful solitary woman was so completely mine and I so totally hers. These things simply did not happen twice in a lifetime, I warned myself – at least not with such intensity.


 


Then I felt the full force of the blow to my back.


The punch landed on my shoulder blade and sent a paralyzing current of pain through my neck, head, and every part of my back. My knees buckled and I lurched forwards head first into Anna. She screamed. I saw her terrified face and from the corner of my eye spotted something moving. I quickly pulled myself up, turned round, and raised my arms defensively.


But the large ungainly figure had fled, clutching Anna’s handbag.


Are you OK? I asked, holding both her cheeks. Anna couldn’t utter a word but nodded a yes, her eyes deadly serious.


I didn’t stop to think as I pulled away from her and chased the retreating figure. Running on the snow-covered paving stones slowed me down. But the assailant, perhaps not suspecting that he was being followed, was even slower than me. He apparently didn’t hear my footsteps until reaching the junction of the bridge and the street where he could have upped the pace but didn’t. Instead, he stumbled on, only once looking over his shoulder in my direction.


The handful of people on the street, were all heavily wrapped up against the cold, and were all in a hurry. I knew that they couldn’t have seen the attack and didn’t expect that any of them would help. Nor did I want them to interfere.


Even though the blow to my back had been powerful, it was not particularly professional. Had the mugger aimed his strike ten centimetres higher and to the left, and hit me in the neck with that kind of force, I would have been knocked out. His sluggish pace suggested that he wasn’t in very good shape. All the same, I was taking nothing for granted so, when I caught up with him, instead of grabbing him by the throat I leapt up and kicked him in the back.


He staggered forwards and stopped, but didn’t fall. He quickly spun round to face me. His grey eyes stared straight at me in a way I found surprising. This was certainly not the glazed look of a drunk, nor the defeated look of the homeless. Apparently he was still feeling the pain of the kick and the exertion of the run – yet he was focused and purposeful. For a moment I even thought that I detected a flicker of irony as he offered to hand over the handbag.


I could have just taken it and with that the incident may well have ended. But it might have been a trap and I was far too hyped up by then to simply let it go. I extended both hands, but instead of going for the bag I grabbed his wrist firmly, gave it a mighty backward twist, and ducked beneath our locked hands. I swiftly bent his arm to an impossible angle. The faint but sickening sound of a bone cracking could be heard, then a cry of pain from his clenched lips, and the man was hurled to the ground, dropping the bag. When I knelt to pick it up, he suddenly kicked my thigh with surprising force. As I stumbled, I saw him trying to get up. But I was able to straighten up more quickly than he was, and prevented him from standing by kicking him hard in the ribs.


He rolled over, then tried once more to get up. Beneath the heavy coat there was obviously a strong physique. It was clear to me that the man had no intention of giving up easily but, now that I was holding the bag, my moves were limited and the will to continue fighting had deserted me. I wanted to get back to Anna but the mugger was now upright and facing me. His large head and bulging neck tilted forwards as he lunged at me like a raging bull.


Had his head rammed into my stomach the blow would surely have sent us both reeling to the ground and I wasn’t sure I would have the advantage in an ensuing scuffle. But hundreds of hours practising evasive tactics was time well spent. A split second before impact I moved aside and kicked him in the face with all the force I could muster.


Because of the short distance between us, and the speed at which it all happened, it was my shin bone and not my foot that struck him. I felt his nose squash and shift sideways. His head wobbled as he fell to the ground clutching his face in an attempt to staunch the blood streaming from his nose.


I stood about a metre away ready for a kick should he try to get up. Instead, he looked at me through his fingers, then freed one hand and raised it slightly. Perhaps in Russia this was a sign of surrender or cease fire. In any event, I had no interest in hitting him again. I moved away, but kept a watchful eye on him. He struggled to sit up, still staring at me, holding his bleeding nose with one hand and leaning on the other. Clearly he was not defeated, and I knew that in a moment or two he could get up and, enraged, go for us.


At the corner of the bridge Anna was waiting for me, her eyes full of tears.


Let’s get away from here, she whispered quickly, looking back at the assailant who was now kneeling and still looking towards us. From where we were standing it was obvious to me that Anna had seen the entire incident. I thrust the bag into her hands, saying nothing. She grabbed it somewhat impatiently as if angered by the misfortune that the bag or I had brought us. She took me by the arm and pulled me back towards the bridge.


Annushka, he’s not coming back, I said trying to calm her.


Anna quickened her steps, anxiously glancing back from time to time.


They are never alone, she said, and then I too looked back and saw two men approaching the assailant and helping him to his feet. I didn’t think there was a real possibility of passers-by getting involved and trying to block our way but even from where we were standing in the middle of the bridge – quite a distance from the three men – I could tell that they were looking at us menacingly.


I hugged Anna and as I held her more tightly I could feel her trembling.


Annushka? My darling?


Tears continued to stream from her beautiful eyes. I didn’t really understand what was stirring her feelings to such an extent. That her bag had been snatched? My gallantry? The danger posed to me? Anna said nothing, again covered her mouth and nose with her scarf, and continued walking quickly.


 


We walked towards the first wide street after the bridge where Anna flagged down a cab. Chernyshevskaya, she said to the driver, naming a metro station not far away.


Before we got there she pulled out a note larger than necessary, handed it to the driver and, as soon as he stopped, made a beeline for the station’s entrance. Sheer panic prevented her from standing with everyone else on the right hand side of the escalator as it descended into the bowels of the earth. Instead, she scurried down the left with all the other hurrying passengers. I followed in her wake.


It was only when we were safely on board and the train began moving that I hugged her again, trying to help her relax. But the look of fear in her eyes remained. Even when we changed trains at the Technological Institute to line 2, our line, she still seemed anxious. We passed Victory Park station, my usual stop, and got off at the next one. Anna looked left and right and only then walked quickly towards her street and home.


The huge brick apartment block had many entrances and was devoid of any sort of character. Her hands trembled as she fitted a circular magnet into a matching socket, thus opening the door to the building. Her hands shook again as she inserted a long serrated key into the lock of her own front door. As soon as we were inside she threw herself at me, flushed and excited, first with a hug and then with a series of eager kisses that left my mouth hurting


I wasn’t in the mood but her body clearly ached for me. She pulled me onto the bed and pounced. The delicate, deliberate touches of the previous few times we had slept together now turned into a wild sexual dance. Before I could give myself over to her I needed a few moments to dampen down the violent feelings that still coursed through my veins. For the first time I discovered the power of her heavy buttocks and firm thighs, clutching them and her soft white breasts if only to temper her lascivious movements. Once again I was surprised to discover how white and soft her skin really was – almost like a baby’s.


After our dash home, her body was steeped with the exciting smell of sweat mingled with her perfume. It filled my nostrils, intoxicating me and sweeping me along with her into a frenzy of passion.


My crazy, crazy man. This is Russia, you know? She said a little bit later, lying on her back, panting.


All the muggers belong to the Mafia. The cab driver has already long since told them where he dropped us off. If we hadn’t hurried, they would have been waiting for us at the entrances to all the metro stations to get even with you. You’re not to do this again, understood? she said, turning towards me with a frown. Here all the heroes are dead heroes. And I want you alive, alive the way you are right now, the way you were a moment ago. I’m not prepared to lose you, understand? I’m not prepared yet again to lose the one I love.


Without thinking about it, I turned to glance at the photo of her mustachioed, smiling, dead husband looking down at us from the bedroom wall. Anna noticed my gaze, sighed, got up – still naked – and took down the picture. My eyes followed her generous, slightly rounded buttocks, and noted the hint of a tyre round her waistline. The light was faint, but I could see the folds of skin under her arms as she raised her hand towards the picture. I was filled with love. Here was this sweet woman turning over a new leaf in her life. She propped up the photo with its face to the wall, turned to me, and with an embarrassed movement of the hand covered her breasts. Again she sighed. The bitter cold brought her back to bed, slipping in between the sheets and into my arms. My Annushka! Now I too was unwilling to contemplate the possibility of loss.


She wrapped herself round my body. Once her tension had gone she was as soft as lamb’s wool. I felt the wetness of her tears on my shoulder, raised her head slightly and looked at her.


Enough, Annushka, that’s enough.


My little hero. You’ve no idea what you did. You don’t understand who you’re dealing with. This isn’t Canada, OK? Here, to be a thief you’ve got to be either an addict or ex–KGB with friends. Promise me you won’t be doing anything like that again, OK?


Stop it, Annushka, just stop it.


I want you to move in with me. I want you like this every night and every morning I want you to be part of my life, she said.


Just as I was about to respond I felt a sharp bolt of pain shooting through my temples.


Headquarters. HQ’s instructions.


I should have told them about Anna after our first time together. I’d put that off. I didn’t think this relationship would last very long, not with such a beautiful woman. But if I’m going to live with her I will definitely need their approval.


I tried to imagine living with Anna. Sleeping every night beside her. At times her body would be soft and loving, at others ardent and lustful. I would no longer be alone in my apartment in the big Stalinist building on Moskovsky Prospekt just ten minutes walk from Anna’s home. The idea was irresistible. I felt like someone who’d crossed a desert, seen a green papyrus plant on the horizon and knows that water lies hidden below. I felt like the desert itself in whose distant skies welcome rain clouds were gathering.


 


Anna fell asleep in my arms while I spent half the night mulling over what I would tell HQ in the morning. They’d want a precise account of the chain of events. Step by step. To what extent had our meeting been accidental and at the same time plausible? Who approached whom, and what was said? How had the liaison developed?


And it’s only now, they’d be bound to ask, that you’ve remembered to report it? Did you really consider it so trivial that it didn’t warrant even a mention in your weekly briefings?


Being reprimanded didn’t bother me. But what if they say no?
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THIS WAS MY first experience of waking up in Anna’s apartment and I was surprised by the sense of tranquillity that enveloped me. It seemed as if I’d always been there, as if this was my natural habitat. This was also the first time I’d seen her bedroom in daylight. On the few occasions we’d been there together at night, Anna had turned off the lights and asked me to leave before dawn.


Like the kitchen, the modest living room, and the cramped toilet and shower areas, Anna’s bedroom was typical of such small apartments in an old high-rise residential block. There was no trace in these buildings erected during the 1950s and 60s, of the city’s beauty, the magnificence of its bridges, palaces and squares, or even of the imposing neo-classical residential structures of Stalin’s era. Khrushchevist buildings, Anna called them, making me acutely aware of the differences between my apartment and hers. In the pale light filtering through the heavy curtains, I could see plaster peeling off the corners of the ceiling and blackening wallpaper beneath the window sill, evidence of seeping rain. The beautiful woman at my side and the wretched apartment she lived in were no match for each other.


Our clothes were strewn across the well-worn, wooden floor in the narrow area between the bed, the wardrobe, and the front door. A few landscapes, the figure of Jesus on the cross, and the empty space where the picture of her husband had been hanging, all looked down on me from the wall. Though I hadn’t stirred, Anna opened her eyes just moments after I had woken. I let the feelings of closeness and domesticity gently caress my temples. Anna turned towards me, her black hair with its sprinkling of grey slid over her brow, almost masking her face.


For a moment I held my breath. I knew that the first response to seeing me, a stranger in the bed she had shared for years with her husband, would be the most genuine reaction I could hope for. Anna brushed aside the strands of hair over her eyes. For a moment they were still bleary but then from deep inside her came a new light that made them sparkle once again.


My love, she said, using a phrase that could only sound so alluring in the Russian she spoke. Lyubimy moi, my love, the words resonated as if from an old song. Her eyes filled with tears as she quickly snuggled up and hugged me.


There were tears in my eyes too. I hadn’t cried when saying goodbye to my parents on the morning I enlisted as a paratrooper, or when I lost friends in battle and later when I lost men serving under me. Nor were there tears after my first ‘kill’ serving in the ranks of the Mossad, nor after those that followed. I’d hardly cried at all during the last few difficult years that Orit and I lived through. Instead of each tear that should have been shed, another droplet of calcified rock was added to the stalagmite growing inside me.


Now I could feel the rock crumbling and giving way to something else, an upsurge of quiet love, reassuring and yet at the same time new and exciting.


Instead of ‘my Annushka’ what came out of my mouth was a sigh. Despite not knowing or being able to know anything about it, Anna appeared to understand exactly what the sigh was meant to express and perhaps even the pain that preceded it. For her, at least I thought so at the time, I was Paul, a Canadian businessman of Indian extraction who was separated from his wife and had chosen a new life in a place where the prospect of making money seemed promising.


You’re going to stay with me, right? she asked, lifting her head from my shoulder and fixing her almond eyes on me – eyes that in the soft morning light and through a film of tears shone like emeralds. And you’ll never ever, ever, leave, right?


I kept silent. What could I say? That my life didn’t belong to me but to an intelligence service that she’d probably never heard of? That I was tied to a far away, hot country that was the complete opposite of everything here in this cold, magnificent city? That the man she was falling in love with wasn’t, in fact, a quiet, amiable Canadian businessman of average height who had even managed to develop a smallish paunch since he’d stopped working out? That instead, her lover was a retired Mossad hitman, who along the way had also wiped out his own life? That beneath the already noticeable pot belly there is – was – a six-pack of abs, and that his seemingly gentle fingers had pulled the trigger more than once? And that the brown eyes she said were so kind became unmerciful at the sight of the terrified faces of the enemy?


What could I tell her? That everything I’d said till now was a lie? A legend, as we euphemistically called it at the Agency, but which for her was nothing but a lie?


Then an even more painful thought flashed through my mind. I was the one living a lie. For Annushka it’s the truth and it’s me who’s having to live with a constantly churning gut. It’s me who’s been forced – for the second time in my life – to lie to the woman I love. And if Orit – a down-to-earth woman from the Arava desert in southern Israel – hadn’t been able to take it, what chance had I with Anna?


She looked into my eyes with a mixture of curiosity, suspicion and apprehension. I still hadn’t answered her. It seemed to me that she was closely reading every movement of my pupils and through them looking into the very depths of my soul. Her gaze hardened and suddenly seemed remote.


At a loss for words, I hugged her and once more rested her face on my shoulder. I couldn’t bear her stare, that questioning look in her expectant eyes. Nor could I bring myself to lie – not to the first woman who’d restored the hope, long since abandoned, of love returning to my life.


But Anna broke free from my embrace and looked at me with that piercing glare of hers. She had meant every word. Perhaps, like me, she’d finally met someone who could fill her days and nights and be the love of the rest of her life.


Suddenly I heard myself saying, I am here to stay, Annushka.


But the look in her eyes gave no sign of re-kindled hope.


I am staying with you, and no, I will never leave, never, ever, I said.


From beyond the mists of time, a distant memory from another life flashed through my mind. I remembered a similar promise made to Orit and not kept. And now, even more than then, powerful forces that I wasn’t sure I could handle, stood between me and the keeping of that promise. But this time I was prepared at least to face up to them.


Anna showered me with kisses. We made love again and again. At first it was as if each of us was implanting our oath of allegiance deeply inside the other. Again I was surprised that this lovely face belonged to such a wild body whose softness and whiteness turned out to be so misleading; astonished once more by the full buttocks, the firm thighs, the ample, pendulous breasts, and the nipples which hardened and produced such waves of inexhaustible energy in me. She rose above me, moving up and down, forwards and backwards, asking, demanding more and more, her face a mixture of effort, desire, pain, and, at the same time, sublime pleasure. Again and again, together with her rapid breathing, came fragmented words and groans. And when it seemed that it was over, she rested for a moment and then began once more until suddenly she stopped. Enough, the spasms are going all the way to my head, I can’t anymore, she said, embracing me with a joyful smile.


Having let go of the reserve we had maintained till then, we now made love again, gently and pleasurably, reminiscent, in a way, of the caution of our first encounters. But this time it wasn’t bashfulness and uncertainty that was controlling us, but rather a sense of serenity, confidence and love, a love that was destined to endure. What a long way we’d come since that first, hesitant, and unsuccessful time, after which I was sure that Anna wouldn’t ever want to see me again.


But I was in turmoil. I had given two contradictory commitments, one to my employers and one to my lover. I could live with only one of them. And I knew which one that would be.


Anna got up to take a shower, leant towards me again, and kissed my forehead.


Don’t be so serious, you look almost gloomy, she smiled somewhat sadly and disappeared into the small cubicle.


It was as clear to me as was the daylight streaming through the window, that I’d be unable to admit to her that I’d lied. Acknowledging the truth was something I couldn’t bring myself to do. She wouldn’t be able to cope with it, our relationship wouldn’t be able to cope with it. If I chose her, the only way open to me was to make my cover story the real story of my life. To make the lie a truth. The only truth Annushka was aware of.


My body was already shivering from the cold. Then a blast of freezing air blew in from a duct above the double windows Anna had flung open, and an even more powerful shudder rose from deep inside me.
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IN MEASURED STEPS I made my way from the metro station to my office on Liteyny Prospekt, leaving behind me heavy footprints on the soft sheet of snow. As I walked, I drafted in my mind a number of possible letters to HQ. So preoccupied was I with this task that I even forgot to take my usual precautions along the route to ensure that I wasn’t being tailed.


Dear friends, my moment of truth has arrived, I wrote in my head. What I thought would never happen to me after the experience with Orit which you know about, has happened: I have fallen in love again. This is a love between two forty-year-old adults, a profound love. I don’t think I will have another such chance and I don’t intend to give this one up. I understand the implications and I understand that I have to choose. It’s a difficult choice but, in the end, not an impossible one, and I’m making it.


And I began another letter by saying – intending to soften them up – you have been my home for a decade and a half; you gave me direction and purpose, trust and training, help and support. Just as your ad promised, you were not merely a workplace but a home and a way of life. For this way of life I paid, as you well know, a high price and living alone, as I am, in this inhospitable, distant land, it is a price I am still paying. And what can happen in such situations of extreme loneliness, and has probably happened to many others, has also happened to me. I have met a woman.


As these thoughts raced through my mind, I began to realize how genuine they were. I became conscious of how much I loved – and still love – this organization that turned me into a professional almost against my will; that enabled me to make a unique contribution to my country, the like of which only a few can make; that demonstrated concern for me from my first day of training as an operative; was at my side, supportive and considerate, throughout my difficult times with Orit, and lifted me off the floor after the separation. So was my choice really so clear-cut?


I tossed these thoughts around in my head as I walked down the street. I paid no attention to the old houses renovated in a variety of pleasing colours, or to the Lutheran church and its green domes, or the Japanese garden in the middle of the street. I didn’t even glance at the menacing building that was once the district court – marked as such in the map that I’d had when I rented the office – and which I only later discovered was home to the Federal Security Bureau, the FSB, the successor to the KGB…


 


I’d set up the offices of my trading company in an old building at the quieter end of Liteyny Prospekt, close to the river. An unpretentious building that didn’t attract any particular attention and that housed about a dozen other offices. The only traces of its grand past were large columns at the front, the marble slabs covering its outer walls, and the smell of old wood that lingered inside. I climbed the old staircase to the third floor and entered my office. Although the building’s old and constant heating system worked, the little heat that came from it was lost to its high ceilings. I was burning inside so I didn’t feel the cold and didn’t turn on the electric heater.


Once a week I sent a message to a certain electronic address. The message was disguised as a business email and the receiver was invited to participate in a forthcoming tender. In reality, the message was to inform the Mossad’s Tel Aviv HQ that at my end everything was OK. On only a few occasions since settling into my office had I used the special software program that scrambled the text and enabled me to send secret communications. The first time I’d used it was to send a detailed report on how my re-location was proceeding, my address, a description of the apartment I had rented on Moskovsky Prospekt, and of the office on Liteyny Prospekt. Later on I’d received special instructions via this channel and also used it to send reports at the end of my various missions. Now I set up the program again, perhaps for the last time.


The program signalled that I could begin writing. First I had to write the cover letter that would appear if someone tried to retrieve what I had written. Then I keyed in my password and started typing the letter to HQ – which even I wouldn’t see as the cover letter remained on the screen. Given my mood, this included a squabble with a firm whose tender I had once failed to win. Each character I now keyed in appeared in a bold font in the cover letter so that I was able to see the exact point up to which I could write.


Sitting facing the computer, the words I composed as I was walking disappeared from my mind.


Re: An Acquaintance, I wrote finally. The restaurant where I usually eat in the evening is also frequented by a single woman. We got to talk. She is a widow and owns a bookshop. The relationship became closer and last night I slept in her apartment. We are both interested in continuing the relationship and it’s my intention to do so. I shall, of course, maintain my cover. For your information.


And that was it. Not for ‘your approval’ but also not ‘this is the last communication between us’. The remainder of the words in the cover letter remained un-bolded. And in my heart I could also feel a big void. I was shivering again. I touched my brow. I was burning up with a fever. How on earth had I allowed such a dilemma into my life?

















Part One: Orit, Arava, East
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I SET UP the ambush on a rocky stretch of terraced scrubland about thirty metres above a winding road along which a Hezbollah convoy was expected to travel on its way from Tyre to villages further south.


On the second day of our reserve duty we were briefed by an intelligence officer while still in the assembly zone. Every night small convoys, sometimes no more than two vehicles loaded with weapons and explosives, manage to sneak in and resupply Hezbollah fighters in the south. Our objective, added the battalion commander, is to stop them feeling secure and able to move at night. Currently the situation is the opposite of what we want it to be: we are holed up in our outposts, and the night belongs to them. So, during this stint of reserve duty you’ll barely be seeing the inside of an outpost. You’ll spend three nights in ambush, then to Metulla to rest a bit and regroup, and back again for another three-night spell of lying in wait. That much I’m sure you can cope with.


My men looked at me, clearly astonished. Someone must have lost his mind. Three whole days in ambush? Who on earth do they think we are, an elite reconnaissance unit? Even as young paratroop conscripts we didn’t have to do anything like that and certainly not now when we are in the reserves for only a month every year. But in reading their expressions I knew they were also thinking something else; that I was new to being a company commander and wouldn’t be going to war with my superiors over this issue.


I’d led some of these men as a platoon commander when they were first drafted. By now most of them had already done two stints of reserve duty with me as their deputy company commander. But being number two is a world away from being at the top, in charge.


My idea is, I told the battalion CO, that we take our time on this. After all it’s been a year since these guys’ last spell in the reserves. People aren’t fit, some of them even have potbellies. Let’s just start with a one-night ambush, run through the drills, sort out what needs to be sorted out, and then move things up a notch.


The soldiers listened attentively. I discovered – not for the first time – that the kind of courage needed to face up to your superiors is different, but no less demanding, than the sort you need to confront the enemy.


The CO made the decision. Start with a two-night ambush.


I was given a sector overlooking three arterial roads and it was my job to decide where the ambushes should be set. I was no longer the impulsive young paratrooper immortalized in my battalion for storming my way barefoot up a thorn-infested precipice and firing an FN MAG machine-gun simply because the alarm had been sounded and it seemed a pity to me to waste time putting on my boots. Now I was a student in the Department of East Asian Studies, about to graduate and with the prospect of marriage.


I don’t have the strength for this anymore, Orit said tearfully after I’d finished packing my kit-bag. It’s OK for you, you know exactly what’s happening to you when you’re there, and as usual you’re in control. But I can’t sleep at night and bite my nails all day long. I can’t take the uncertainty any longer.


That uncertainty had also spilled over into our relationship, and the conversation ended with an understanding that when I came back from this spell in the reserves, we’d set a date for the wedding.


For the first time, I felt a burden of an altogether different kind tempering my natural instincts. Many people tended to think of me as an adventurer. The reverse was nearer the truth. For me being adventurous in the army meant not doing my best, in effect leaving my survival in the hands of the enemy or fate. I wanted to be master of my own destiny and never leave it to others. That had been an ingrained principle of mine ever since the Holocaust Memorial Day ceremonies at our elementary school. My determination had been reinforced while listening from behind the living room or kitchen door to the few stories my grandparents were willing to tell. These were mostly about what they’d been through during the years my dad, as a child, was hidden away in the monastery where he’d been left when his parents had to flee for their lives.


So that is why I had to practise at the firing range three times every day, run until I felt I was about to faint, go the extra mile the next time round, always charge up a hill, vomiting from the sheer stress of it. And then, having done all of that, at the end of the day I would return to the firing range to practise shooting at night because my previous results hadn’t been good enough. I also had to learn to lie in ambush in the most advantageous spot and for the longest time possible. As a result my frustration knew no bounds when the Lebanon War broke out while I was still a raw recruit barred from taking part in the fighting. There I was, aimlessly walking around in a paratrooper’s uniform, while others were risking their lives to protect our homeland. Later on, that sense of frustration almost had me court-martialled when I refused to accept the campaign ribbon. The messages of the pacifist ‘No to the Ribbon’ movement had spread among the soldiers in the field, and it took me quite some time to convince my superiors that I simply didn’t think I deserved the award. After all, I told them, I wasn’t a combatant in this war. At the time, I didn’t yet know how much of the horror of Lebanon I would have to stomach during my years as a conscript and then as a reservist. Each additional stint in Lebanon and Gaza moderated my views. I came to understand the awfulness of these two treacherous quagmires into which we were sinking. At the same time my studies and forthcoming marriage diminished the importance of the army in my life.


My men – especially those who’d known me since our time together in regular service – were happy about my slightly more moderate approach. I even compromised on the ambush sites. I still insisted, of course, on choosing spots with the best firing line and the easiest position from which to mount an assault, even if that happened to be a rocky, thorn-covered ledge. But I balanced these considerations against the value of an area where we could spend two consecutive days and nights in relative comfort.


I also didn’t take any chances with the size of the force. I split my scaled-down company into two: one platoon led by my second-in-command and the other by me. I didn’t have enough men for a third combat unit. Every night we covered two of the three routes in my sector and every night Hezbollah travelled along the third road. Conceivably, Hezbollah’s intelligence officers had probed the area and marked possible ambush sites. Perhaps their spotters had seen us coming and going. Whatever the reason, not a single vehicle passed the ambushes we’d laid. Yet on the roads we’d vacated their convoys travelled freely.


When the time came for the last ambush, I decided to try and outsmart them. We went up to the pre-planned spot immediately after dusk, and settled in. On the second night, when the sector was completely quiet, I quickly moved my men to an alternative location on the third road, coordinating the move with my deputy and battalion HQ.


From an operational point of view, Lebanon is quite unlike anywhere else. Not even Gaza. And not only because of the difficult terrain. At night in Lebanon you move like an ant fearful of being trapped in the mouth of the devil. You know he’ll spot you, then overpower you with his tongue, pulverize you with his fangs, or swallow you whole. Lebanese mountains are blacker and steeper than in Israel, the whistle of the wind shriller, the shrubs thornier, and the dark shadows cast by trees and bushes could well be mistaken for the enemy.


My men didn’t like the order to pack up and move to the alternate position. And that’s putting it mildly. But after almost three weeks under my command, with everything working so smoothly, no one could really object. After all, despite our strenuous efforts, we had achieved nothing. Of course we’d functioned well – set out punctually and silently, taken up our positions properly, were constantly on the lookout, and returned safely. But that wasn’t what we’d been sent here for. True, that in the atmosphere of those blood-soaked days, even getting back to base in one piece was an achievement but for me that simply wasn’t good enough.


Navigating our way there was easy. I led my men to the road below us, then along it until we reached the junction. We moved in combat formation ready to engage the enemy in case a Hezbollah convoy suddenly appeared. Finally, we reached the foot of the mountain, making our way along the second road to an area just below the ambush site. In single file we climbed to the spot I’d chosen and settled into our positions.


The rocky, weed-ridden ledge overlooked a bend in the road that would force any passing vehicle to slow down. I checked it on aerial photos and through binoculars. Although it was clear to me that this would not be an easy place in which to remain, I decided that we’d stay there till dawn, something like five or six hours. That was manageable.


There was a bit too much of a commotion as the men dug themselves in, some of them uprooting or flattening several large and very prickly bushes. But apart from a rather aggressive whisper of ‘quiet’ from me, we managed to keep our mutual hostility under control.


Everyone was alert and keyed up when we heard the sound of traffic close by. Tomer, our point man, put on his night-vision goggles and reported sighting one Mercedes and two Land-Rovers.


Get ready to fire, I ordered, and assigned a team of gunners to cover each of the vehicles.


Guns were cocked in silence, eyes lowered to the night-vision viewfinders. At my command, the soldiers armed with rifle-launched grenades rose to a crouching position.


The vehicles were now rounding the bend and coming into view. Even if they were to see us, I thought, it would be too late for them to escape the ambush. There was little if any chance of them accelerating at this spot in the road.


Fire!


The guns were all discharged simultaneously. Even so, only one jeep was hit. The vehicle, its passengers and ammunition, rose to the sky in a ball of fire. Though we peppered the lead Mercedes with bullets, it wasn’t enough to halt it. Apparently the driver was unhurt for the vehicle continued moving. The jeep at the rear of the convoy swerved sharply off the road. But the machine-gunner sitting in the middle, with his weapon traversing our site, managed to fire one salvo at us before being taken out. I saw tracer bullets heading towards us, the flares forming a spectacular arc. Instinctively, I ducked. My men then released a second volley at the jeep. The crackle of gun fire merged with a scream coming from somewhere to my left.


A third volley ensured that no one remained alive in the two vehicles below.


I ran to the wounded man – our medic – who only six months earlier had completed his service as a conscript and was joining us for the first time in the reserves. He was in the second line of the formation but had apparently stood up to take part in or watch the shootout, and been hit in the shoulder.


I saw it coming, he whispered. The tracer. It’s not that bad, just please stop the bleeding.


I contacted the battalion commander via the field communications system. Against his advice, I decided not to send a team down to pick up documents and perhaps even bring back corpses. My fear was that the passengers from the Mercedes would return to the scene and engage us in combat. I also wanted to get our one casualty out of there fast, and carrying the dead would slow us down considerably.


Reluctantly, the CO agreed to let me leave these potential ‘bargaining chips’ in the field. We regrouped and began our long trek back. We walked along a ridge, with the stretcher swaying to and fro as the men carrying it stumbled over shrubs and stones, to a place where a helicopter could land. Once the road had disappeared from sight, we didn’t expect any further fire. I handed over the lead to one of my platoon commanders and took over the front handles of the stretcher. Unlike some of my guys, I’m no sprinter, but I was stronger than most of them and wanted to share the burden of the immediate consequences of my decisions.


When we reached a wide flat area, I checked the wounded medic. His condition seemed stable and I decided not to put a helicopter in harm’s way in the black of night.


At first light the chopper rose from the wadi, its blades almost scraping the hilltop, kicking up an awful lot of dust in the process. I managed to get the wounded medic and half of my men into the helicopter. I took the rest of them and linked up with my deputy and the soldiers who were with him. In the bracing chill of a Lebanese dawn which quickened our pace, I led my company swiftly and in silence to the southern entrance of the nearby outpost.


Even though the battalion CO, brigade CO, and division commander, all complimented me on my decision to swap the location of the ambush, the debriefings were exhausting. That’s what I expect from an officer in the paratroops, said the division commander, himself a former paratrooper. Seeking contact with the enemy, initiative, determination, all the things we’ve let slide here sitting in the outposts. My men also felt they had done something. No one was happy about having apparently missed the Mercedes, but that’s life. The battalion commander raised the issue of not bringing back bodies and documents.


The enemy of the good is the very good, I said. Returning to the scene could have cost us lives. And in my heart I already knew what was and would remain, my guiding philosophy. I want to do well, but not better than anyone else. To be among the good, but not necessarily the best.


The brigade CO had no problem with my response. Maybe now those SOBs will creep back into their shells for a while, he said, summing it all up. We were all dead tired and wanted to go home. The only ‘seeking contact’ we could think of was with our wives and girl friends. I was so wiped that I forgot to call home, even though the six o’clock morning news which both Orit and my parents listened to when I was in Lebanon had already reported the battle. It ended, said the newscaster, with ‘about eight Hezbollah men killed and one of our soldiers lightly wounded’. It sounded good, except that they’d be sure to think that the lightly wounded soldier was me.


I know you, Orit wept on my shoulder. You always pick the spot where you’re most likely to engage the enemy, don’t you? And aren’t you always the first to fire and storm ahead?


Orit, a dance and movement teacher, and quite an acrobat, had been waiting for me for three whole weeks. And I, never much of an athlete, was on my last legs. However much testosterone I may have stored up during the ambush and firefight, there was no sign of it that night. I fell asleep on my back, soon after I thought I’d heard Orit – still on top of me – climaxing. I was so exhausted that I didn’t even know if I had also come.


By the time I woke up, Orit had already showered and seemed relaxed. She told me about a letter that had arrived for me from The Bureau of International Relations, asking to meet me.


But first we’re going to fix a date for the wedding. I beckoned. She came towards me. I pulled her back into bed to celebrate, once more, the future that awaited us.
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OUR MARRIAGE WAS a surprise to no one. The story had its beginnings in the ninth grade at a youth movement rally for all the moshavim – the collective villages – and the kibbutzim in the central Arava desert. As I climbed onto the towbar of a brightly-decorated trailer, a pair of legs came into view. And what legs! Long, slender, smooth, and shapely. These were not the legs of the local girls I usually met at such events. We sat facing each other on the festively bedecked benches along both sides of the trailer. My eyes travelled from the legs and up, fixing on an embroidered floral blouse. This too marked her out from the rest of the girls who were all wearing the standard blue shirts of the youth movement. Through the blouse I could just about see the outline of soft but still tiny breasts. I then stared at her long neck, her finely drawn, beautiful face and deep blue eyes that looked straight back at me with an expression of rebuke that told me – could you perhaps stop ogling me like that? But beyond the petulant gaze, her delicate lips revealed a smile of resignation as if to say – ok, these games aren’t new to me. As I was still trying to filter these mixed messages, which would one day become a pivotal part of my life, she suddenly offered her hand. I’m Orit, she said. We moved from Givatayyim to the Sapir Centre this summer. My parents teach at the high school.


While I regained my composure, her hand remained extended for what seemed like ages. Here in the desert we don’t shake hands, we just go ahead and talk. Yogev, I said, shaking her hand almost formally, her delicate fingers squeezed in my grip. My hands aren’t big, but as early as ninth grade there were already signs of my strong physique; well-developed biceps, wide shoulders, and a powerful chest. In what appeared to me a blend of amity and awe, my friends used to joke that since my bar-mitzvah I’d gained plenty in width but little in height. Something about the fragility of her hand, and the delicateness of her slender body, made my heart skip a beat and from that very moment I took on the role of her protector.


Tractors towed the trailer and its passengers to the place where the event was to take place. The area was festooned with bales of hay and the flags of the regional council, the movement, and the nation. Making a home in the desert was still in its early stages and the inhabitants eagerly looked forward to every communal event.


When we got off the trailer, Orit stood at my side. She was a few centimetres taller than me, but I consoled myself with the thought that she was fully grown and I still had some way to go, an assumption which turned out to be not entirely correct. Come and sit with our group, I suggested, trying to be gracious, and ignoring the fact that the group’s instructors had been the ones to place her in our trailer. Her smile was friendly, though perhaps somewhat ironic, as she walked with me to our seating area.


In honour of the fourth graders joining the youth movement, the pupils from my year had arranged a set of original songs about the Israeli southern desert. I was the soloist in ‘On a Clear Day I Travelled South’.


It wasn’t easy to persuade me to sing solo in front of a crowd. I’m naturally quite shy, and in those days I was even more so. But now, as I climbed onto the stage and saw that Orit was all by herself in my year’s allocated seats I was happy to do it.


I travelled south, to work in the Arava, I continued with the opening words in my deep bass voice. I ploughed, I sowed and reaped, but managed to find love. My friends joined me in the verse: She was like the sun in the sky, and in her eyes a spark of gaiety and joy.


Once they had joined in the singing I was able to shed my shyness and look straight into Orit’s eyes. She responded with a smile, a sparkle of gaiety and delight in her blue eyes staring right back at me.


From that day on we were a couple. Afterwards I sometimes thought that I hadn’t left her much of a choice. We became a couple before she met Yoni, who was a lot more amusing than me, or the tall Gidi, or Yonatan, the first to appear in Israel’s southern desert with a punk haircut playing hard rock music, or Dori, the class genius, or Yariv, the regional school’s champion at both the high and long jump. But Orit lovingly accepted the protection I offered. Before long it was clear to the whole school that we were a couple for good.


Not for a moment did Orit let me feel that she was with me because I’d ‘chosen’ her. The mystique that went with her being a stranger in town occasionally gave the impression of a young girl who knew exactly what she wanted and how to get it quickly and in the most effective way.


 


There’s not much to do in the desert, certainly not in our small moshav. There were only five boys in our year. Ninth grade was when my friends discovered cigarettes, then the nargileh, then grass, and spent their time smoking behind the clubhouse. None of that was for me. I helped my parents on the farm. After school, I worked in the tomato, pepper, and watermelon fields, and helped with sorting in the packing shed we’d set up in the big yard. My evenings were spent reading.


When the regional high school opened we got closer to classmates from the five other villages in the area. But the distances we had to travel took their toll and at the end of the school day we all had to go our separate ways.


 


Then Orit came into my life, filling it with a new harmony and a different tempo. After school I’d stay at her house in a residential neighbourhood close to the school and soon became one of the family. The small neighbourhood community set against the vastness of an arid desert landscape was home to a few teachers, two doctors, and some council and water company workers. They lived in cramped, asbestos-roofed houses, their brown coloured exterior walls blending beautifully with the yellowish-grey sand all around. I swapped working on my parent’s farm for helping to nurture Orit’s family’s small garden, happy to be at their disposal and offer them my newly acquired horticultural skills. I raked the loose crumbly soil, planted vegetable seedlings from my parent’s fields, together with a few ornamental plants that Orit’s mother brought.


Orit’s little brother enjoyed throwing a basketball through an improvised hoop attached to the wall of the house and her parents were impressed by my seriousness. Her father expressed his surprise at the books I read, sometimes even engaging me in detailed conversation about various fictional characters and indifferent interpretations of the novels. Occasionally, he would recall his own passionate enjoyment of the same books.


I loved watching Orit paint. Her murals added stunning patches of colour to the walls of the school, a building that had been designed, with its greyish plaster and reddish clay walls, to merge with the desert all around it. I also liked accompanying her to her gymnastics and dance lessons in the hall adjoining the school, and was amazed by her supple, cat-like, movements.


She welcomed my love – and the poems I wrote to her. At least I think she did. Being with Orit brought out the romantic in me, a sentiment I didn’t know I was capable of. I wrote her a poem almost every week, and every now and again I’d set the poem to music and sing her the lyrics to the accompaniment of my guitar. We went for long walks along the ancient Spice Route through a wadi that led to our school. From there this biblical path wound its way to the slopes of the low hills in the distance. I always had my guitar slung over my shoulder and I’d play it as we occasionally took a break in the shade of an acacia tree. Orit would sit facing me, hugging her long bare legs, exposed by her ever so brief shorts, and listen to my music attentively, her blue eyes reflecting a happy smile. When I finished playing she’d put her arms around me and kiss me.


One evening, when we were all alone, she really surprised me. Do you masturbate? she asked. I did, but that particular word wasn’t yet common in our part of the world. The liberated girl from a more cosmopolitan part of the country wasted no time waiting for my answer and decided instead to tutor me. First by caressing the bulge in my jeans, and then by sliding her hands inside them.


My poems thus far had described her blue eyes (which if you believe the poems were bluer than the sea and sky), the blonde fringe across her forehead, and her long plait. Now there were poems about her ripening breasts that already filled the palm of my hand. I searched for new words to describe the mystery hidden between her thighs, by then rounder and more like those of a grown woman.


 


On my seventeenth birthday Orit announced that she wanted to give me a present. She’d been holding this gift back, she explained, for almost a year and now the time had come for her to give it to me. After school we took the bus to my parents’ home. Once the heat of the day had subsided, we rode our bikes out beyond the residential area, through the east gate and continued past the hothouses and vegetable fields that bordered the patrol path along the Jordanian border. The last rays of the setting sun coloured the peaks of Edom with the redness that gave them their name in Hebrew, and which made them seem higher, closer, and more menacing than ever. The farmers had already left the fields. The army patrol that would check the dirt road for the footprints of intruders was not due till nightfall.


Orit guided us to an area in the lower reaches of a date palm plantation where there was more shade. To my surprise she had planned it all to the nth degree. From the wicker basket attached to the front of her bike she took out a light woven blanket, a bottle of wine, two glasses, and even a corkscrew.


I’d already got to know every feature of Orit’s face and slender body. I was more familiar than she was with the almost imperceptible slant of her mouth, formed by her asymmetrical cheekbones. This was a feature I spotted – apparently the only one to do so – when we were doing our homework together one day and a pencil held in her mouth was slanted instead of being horizontal. My discovery led to prolonged orthodontic treatment, during which I had to get used to the braces and wires in her mouth. You’ve only yourself to blame, she would say, chortling. A moment before she laughed or got angry, I could tell what was about to happen from the tiny creases that appeared in the corners of her eyes, or the slight shadow that darted across her face. When she became an outstanding gymnast, captaining the girls’ regional artistic gymnastics team, her magnificent legs turned slightly more muscly, sinew that was barely visible to the naked eye. Yet I immediately knew she was about to move because I could see a thin muscle tense up like the string of an archer’s bow. But now, here in the plantation, was a different Orit. Serious, keyed-up, excited, practical and dreamy, all at the same time.


She spread out the blanket, handed me the bottle to open and sat at my feet as I took my time to figure out how the corkscrew worked. The cork broke, and I had to push half of it back into the bottle. We drank wine with fragments of cork in it, bits that I swallowed in silence and Orit spat out in disgust. And then, without saying a word she took off her shorts and pulled me on top of her.


Had she not insisted on us doing it again soon after our first, not very successful attempt at love making, we would have returned home bitterly disappointed. After months of passionately exciting foreplay, gradually doing everything but, penetrating her was unexpectedly difficult, hurried, unsatisfying. And I was left wondering why she hadn’t bled.


Maybe it’s because of the bike, Orit said, and then she let me into the secret that was to make our sex life so wonderful: the tip of her bike saddle presses on a spot that drives her totally crazy. It’s not inside her, inside isn’t so important, she told me. Then she took my hand and placed my finger on that exquisite point between her legs. Rub your finger gently around it, pressing it just like the saddle does, she explained.


We called the spot ‘Magic’ on account of the magical sensation Orit felt whenever it was touched.


With her help, I discovered exciting places in my own body, areas it would never have occurred to me to explore. Who would have thought that a gentle caress just beneath my scrotum could be the source of such intense pleasure? Or licking the inside of a thigh?


From the moment she decided to do it, Orit transformed us from a couple of enthusiastic kids into a pair of passionate adults. Within a few days I felt I was living in a different world. I couldn’t see the point of spending time with my friends smoking in our village or, for that matter, with Orit’s gymnastic team mates at school. The two of us wanted to be together twenty-four hours a day. We simply couldn’t wait to be alone.


Orit’s parents were more broad-minded than mine and I often slept there with her, in her bedroom. When she stayed at our house my mum and dad made up a bed for her in the living room and I’d sneak down there during the night. On rare occasions my parents went to Tel Aviv, leaving me alone in the house. The moment I knew they were going, I’d pass Orit a note in class and she’d return it with a giant blue smiley face and just one word: Yes!


A dazzling light that constantly shone from Orit’s eyes permeated our love and was even there when she smiled, still on top of me, after our passion was utterly spent.


Orit’s love was so natural that I accepted my worthiness of the love of such a wonderful girl as a given. It was during that period that I realized I wouldn’t be growing any taller and regretted it. But my adoring Orit, ignoring the fact that she was slightly taller, embraced and kissed me saying: you don’t know how good it is to hug and kiss someone of the same height. But then she noticed the look of surprise on my face and was quick to reassure me: not that I’ve had any other experience, but it looks so clumsy in the movies when he’s so tall and she’s so tiny. We’re so good together, face to face, chest to chest. That was all she said, and just let the blue of her eyes envelop me in pleasure.


We fantasized about dropping everything and running away to live together. We talked about a farm in the desert, the summit of a mountain, even the Yarkon estuary, like Gi and Go in Orpaz’s Daniel’s Voyage which we read together, in her bed and mine, falling in love with the love of the two protagonists. When we finished the book we decided that, just like them, we would go to the Yarkon estuary and pitch our tents there. It was the start of the Passover vacation, matriculation exams were looming, and extra lessons were being offered at school. Instead, we took a tent just big enough for two, got on the first Eilat–Tel Aviv bus, excited, holding hands, planning how we were going to spend the next few weeks on the white sand where the river flows into the sea. From the central bus station we went straight to the spot we had fantasized about, only to discover that the estuary was no more, just lawns and a sea port complex.


We slept on a narrow strip of sand until wardens woke us up and told us that sleeping there was prohibited.


On the way home we called ourselves Or and Ar, Or of course for Orit, and Ar for my surname, Ari, a small homage to Gi and Go and the vanished estuary.


A short while after the metric exams, an interval that was far far too brief for both of us, I joined the army.


 


Yogev Ben-Ari! The platoon commander bellowed, clutching a blue envelope in his hand. Sir! I yelled back excitedly. Do fifty! He ordered. Orit’s letters, sometimes two a day, had me doing more push-ups than any other cadet in the paratroops, and I did them at speed so that I could get my hands on the blue envelope and what it held. Orit knew how to describe her sexual longing for me so openly and palpably that it literally hurt me physically, far more than my shoulders hurt from carrying a heavily loaded stretcher. I got such a hard erection just thinking about her – which I did almost all the time – that route marches and runs became a nightmare, with my erect penis trapped in my pants.


Orit was serving in the air force in Tel Aviv, where she shared a small apartment with three other girls. From time to time we were stationed at our brigade’s home base just a few dozen miles away from where Orit was living. On such occasions, I would scale the camp’s perimeter fence after lights out, hitchhike to Tel Aviv, and sneak into her apartment. As I was showering, cleansing my body of its army sweat, Orit came in wanting me to make love to her standing in the shower, reminding me once more of the advantages of being the same height.


Orit had this sultry moan that sounded like ‘Oi’. At first, when I thought it was a signal of pain, I was alarmed. But when I realized my mistake, alarm turned to amusement and the moan got louder and louder and ‘Magic’ swelled to my touch. As Orit wriggled with excitement, imploring me to enter her, the ‘Oi’ was already heavy, and though its pitch remained a very low alto it was loud enough to wake not only her three friends in the adjoining rooms, but also the landlord in the next apartment. After I’d put my hand over her mouth and been fiercely bitten for doing so, I never tried that again. I just waited for the ripple of spasms that suddenly made her whole body quiver, then for the silence, and then for that hint of a smile, as she continued moving with obvious pleasure. Open your eyes just a little, please, I would say. But that particular request went unanswered. It was just her smile that became wider and which she tried to suppress by pressing her face into my neck. A little blue, I insisted. She raised her head, glanced at me, and the now visible blue melted me with love.


I got back to base, sometimes having to run for miles through deserted streets, smuggled my way into the camp before dawn, and started a new day without even a moment’s sleep. In my mind’s eye I could see her smile and the blue slit of her eyes, while my ears continued to ring with the sound of her moans of desire.


 


Whenever we had time to talk, we planned our future together. Orit didn’t know whether she wanted to be a dancer or a painter. Perhaps, so that she’d also be able to make a living, she’d study at the Wingate Institute and become a sports instructor.


I said I wanted to be a Buddhist monk – but with a wife, I quickly added, seeing her look of bewilderment. Random encounters with books about religions of the East drew me, as if by magic, to a place that was as far away as I could possibly imagine from the grim military reality that I had to endure in Lebanon and Gaza.


Orit eventually enrolled as an architectural student at the Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design, just as her parents had suggested. I completed the period of army service I’d committed to when I took up an officer’s course and then, having decided to take a course in East Asian studies, joined her as a student. We lived happily, enjoying the little things of life, a life of blithe banality that is the destiny of every young couple. We studied together, we bought matching kitchen utensils, bed linen in ‘our’ colours of orange and mauve. Orit developed a taste for acquiring pieces of art that began to fill our small apartment and I framed and hung her paintings, a gift that made her weep with joy.


Not once did I question our love. It was as natural to me as was any part of my body. And not for a moment did I cease to be excited by her scent, her taste, her look, the feel of her smooth skin, her smile, and more than anything else, the alluring ‘Oi’, and the grins of happiness that followed it were mine and mine alone.
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I CALLED THE Bureau of International Relations to fix an appointment. Orit and I were sure that the letter I’d received from them had something to do with my studies – I was already in my third year. But whereas Orit was convinced that the Bureau was part of the foreign ministry, I had a hunch that it was a branch of the security services.


I was a good student, and because of my keen interest in East-Asian cultures I took many more courses than required. I also learned Chinese. The language’s use of ideograms which are, in fact, words, interested me and I enjoyed uncovering the logic behind them. The word for ‘small’ for example, is drawn like a parent’s hands pointing at a little child; ‘big’ resembles a man with his hands outstretched to the sides; and the ideogram for ‘huge’ looks like the word for ‘big’, but with an additional upper line, and can also mean ‘sky’. Concepts, made up of a number of symbols, both amused me and were indicative of great worldly wisdom about life. ‘Struggle’ for example, is depicted by two women living under one roof.


In the lectures on Buddhism, a convenient substitute for my one time wish to become a Buddhist monk, I learned how the Buddha gave up a prince’s life of ease and freed himself from all of Hinduism’s commandments and gods. Instead, he focused on trying to understand suffering and its causes, attempting to discover how to rid mankind of these ills. Did you know that in order to avoid suffering I have to stop holding onto you? I asked Orit after one of the lectures. But I’m prepared to suffer and go on suffering and not give you up.


I found it difficult fully to understand the idea that it was impossible to hold onto anything because whatever it is you may be holding onto inevitably changes and so do you. At the time I had no idea how much Orit and I would change in the years ahead and how much we would suffer by holding onto one another.


I realized that I had a long way to go before I really understood the Buddha and thought that the forthcoming meeting at the Bureau, which might end up with me being sent to the East, could, perhaps, be a shortcut.


The meeting was to take place at Beit Hadar, near Tel Aviv’s old central bus station.


 


The letter instructed me to go to a room on one of the lower basement floors and I took some time to find it. A balding middle-aged man greeted me and gave me various forms to fill out. Together we pored over my responses. He picked up on a note I’d written about wanting to finish my studies before starting work. If you want to work for us, he told me, you’ll have to undergo a prolonged series of tests that will last until the end of the academic year. But you must understand that if you’re accepted we won’t be offering you a run-of-the-mill position or a nine-to-five job. Working for us is about a way of life and a lifelong commitment.


Are you from the Mossad? I asked, my heart atremble.


It says here The Bureau of International Relations, doesn’t it? he replied without even the hint of a smile. I never raised the subject again.


The man proceeded to talk to me about the geopolitical situation in Southeast Asia, displaying considerable knowledge about the politics of the area, its colonial history, and the respective influence of China and the Soviet Union. To my shame, I understood very little about any of this, and all the information I’d accumulated about the area’s history, its ethnic makeup, and its religions, suddenly seemed virtually worthless.


It’s unbelievable, said the man from the Bureau. In China, only a hundred and fifty years ago, the British and French did whatever they wanted: they stole, pillaged, appropriated territory, burned down temples, forced the Chinese to produce opium and then sell it to them. The emperors were terrified of them. He skipped stating the obvious – that nowadays the pendulum is swinging the other way. If you want to do well, he told me, take as many courses on China as you can, and focus on the language. There our conversation ended. We parted without him seeing me out, shaking my hand, or divulging his name. He merely said that I’d probably be invited for some more tests in the future.


 


The invitations duly arrived. Every few weeks I found myself devoting a day to language, psycho-technical, technical, and psychological tests – convinced I’d failed the latter by saying that all the Rorschach ink blots reminded me of a woman’s hips. But I passed. I also got through the three days of arduous and unconventional field exercises involving several violations of common law and a breach of at least five of the Ten Commandments. Most of the remaining five were breached on the job itself. My examiners apparently concluded that I was sufficiently daring but not overly zealous and always kept my head. These were the qualities that got me accepted to the course. The word ‘Mossad’ had still not been mentioned.




*





Before the course began I managed to complete the final requirements for my degree. Orit also finished her course in architecture and joined a small successful firm of architects based in Jerusalem. At the same time, the two of us were busy with last minute preparations for our fast-approaching wedding.


We were married at the end of summer. The scent of autumn was already in the air and in the last few days before we were to be wed clouds covered the sky and in the evenings a chill northerly wind swept across the desert plains. We worried that the first rains could ruin our big day. So, just in case, two groups of friends, one from the paratroops and the other from the village, set up a huge canvas awning and a spacious Indian tent. As it happened there was no need for either.


The sight of Orit in her wedding dress was stunning. The baring of her beautiful shoulders and the elongated slit that both revealed and concealed one of her long legs, was a brilliantly conceived idea. So was the way in which the fabric that crisscrossed her breasts exaggerated their fullness. A string of sparking white pearls adorned her swanlike neck. Orit’s face, makeup highlighting that beguiling twinkle in her eyes, glowed with happiness. She looked so ravishingly beautiful that it came as no surprise to me to see many of those present burst into applause when she appeared.


The nameplate on the front door of our rented apartment now read: Orit and Yogev Ben-Ari. At first she found it odd that her name had changed overnight. But when I suggested that she keep her maiden name she refused, naturally accepting married life and its consequences. My brother will be the guardian of our family’s name, she said. Evening after evening when I got home she’d be there to hold me tight and kiss me, her face beaming, her eyes closed. And I would ask her to open her eyes until she finally relented, revealing that intense blue. I didn’t think it possible to still be so in love after being together for so long. But I was.


 


A handful of us were instructed to meet at a certain café. A transit van with tinted windows picked up the small group and took it to a training facility in the middle of what looked like an abandoned army base. At long last we heard the words we had been waiting for: Welcome to the Mossad. Immediately after this greeting we were told: that’s the first and the last time you’ll hear that word in this place. Then it was straight down to business as we were each handed a pair of blue overalls and marched to a pistol shooting range. Before the weapon itself was handed out there was a brief explanation of how pistols are handled and some safety instructions. I was a good marksman with various types of assault rifles, but had hardly ever fired a pistol. At first my results were nothing short of mediocre. An hour or so later there were some signs of improvement but when we began practising instinctive shooting and fast draws I was back to square one. Towards the end of the session I got slightly better results in these areas as well and left the shooting range with a feeling of cautious optimism tinged with a some hesitance about my real abilities – a mixture of feelings that stayed with me throughout the year’s training.


After the shooting practice, we were given tracksuits, taken to a hangar that turned out to be a gym, and had our first session on the martial art of face-to-face combat. Each of us in turn had to charge at a human wall formed by our fellow trainees and dive into it. The others were all taller than me, perhaps an advantage to them during the more advanced stages of close combat training. But they were also slimmer than I was, a definite plus for me during this early phase of the exercises.


I got home just before midnight, tired and in pain. Orit listened to my account of the day impassively, restricting herself to one comment only: just so long as they don’t turn you into a killer. I was surprised. She knew I’d taken out quite a few terrorists in Lebanon and the Territories, and she’d never said a word about it.


Inexorably, the course removed me from the routine of domestic life. We studied until late in the evening and by the time I got back to Orit I was dead to the world. Then, when our field training began, the exercises lasted well into the night. There were also surveillance and round-the-clock intelligence-gathering drills when I didn’t get home at all. The studying, the training, and the action fascinated me, and I was a bit saddened by the fact that Orit didn’t share my view of it all. She didn’t think that uncovering a surveillance team tailing you was at all exciting, or that to follow and observe someone without them suspecting a thing could be in any way thrilling. As was common among people who joined the military at the same time, she had readily listened to the tales of my exploits in the army. But she described my training to become an Israeli James Bond as amounting to nothing more than ‘playing at being cowboys’.


My commanding officers apparently assumed that I was going to complete the course successfully. So, before exposing me to even more important and highly confidential information, they invited Orit to a meeting at which a psychologist was also present. I didn’t join them but from what Orit told me afterwards I got the gist of what had been said.


I know he’s a patriot, Orit had told them, and that making a contribution to the state is very important to him. But he’s neither right-wing nor an ultra-nationalist. As for me, well, I’m even a bit of a lefty. I know he killed in the army, but the army’s the army and one thing is certain – he’s no murderer. I want a man at my side whose hands and conscience are both clean.


My commanders assured Orit that the Mossad isn’t engaged in liquidations, and that I wouldn’t be involved in any such actions. True, my role would be operational, including some tasks she knew I’d been training for; intelligence gathering, covert photography, and occasionally breaking into places to gather valuable intelligence. But the training I’d received in close combat and gunfire was mainly for the purposes of self-defence.


Perhaps once in a decade, they told her, the Mossad does kill someone. But that wouldn’t be part of my work and the chances that I would be involved in anything like that were remote.


Orit came home clearly perturbed. I’m no psychologist, she said, but I could tell from the way they fidgeted, wriggled in their seats, exchanged looks, that they were lying. I expect that you will never dare lie to me, never. I can cope with all the rest.


Her candour and courage made me love her all the more, and she had every reason to believe that I wouldn’t ever lie to her. I was as straight as they come, lying wasn’t my way.


The next stage of the course hadn’t yet begun. Indeed, I was not even aware of its existence or of the fact that it dealt with such matters as recruitment and handling human sources, inventing cover stories, deception and lying to trap targeted people, frame them, and then recruit them.


I enjoyed the operational side of the first part of the course and even became good at it. But the second part turned my stomach. More than once I very nearly failed to carry out the assignment and faced being kicked out. Towards the end, my superiors found a compromise; I would do as little Humint – human intelligence – work as possible, and be more involved in the operational side of things. Inventing cover stories and lying was something I was clearly no good at. It runs counter to your inner being and basic values, wrote my commanders in their final evaluation of my performance. So instead of doing that which did not come naturally to me, they decided I should gain experience in intelligence gathering in an area of the world close to my heart: I was sent to the Far East.
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MY SUPERIORS THOUGHT it would be easy for me to pass myself off as the son of an Indo-Canadian marriage who had lived most of his life in Canada. My appearance – average height and dark skinned – fitted such origins, as did my English accent which, though not Canadian, was not Israeli either. The spoken English of someone who had grown up in Canada with an Indian parent was bound to sound slightly different. But such an impersonation required me to get to know India, find the place where I had supposedly been born and had lived during the first few years of my life. I would have to invent parents – preferably a Canadian father and Indian mother – find out where and how they’d met and what they had done with their lives, and be able then to continue the storyline in Canada.


I asked to take Orit with me to India, arguing that this needn’t interfere with my mission. Hatching a cover story was itself in many ways a kind of journey and after the long and exhausting course I had been through we needed time to be together. But my request was met with a hostile look from my controllers who sent me off to the Mossad’s library to prepare for the trip.


Nothing could have prepared me for my head-on encounter with the reality of a place I had only read and heard about. Bombay greeted me with a stifling airlessness and an unfamiliar odour. The first thing I saw in the dim light of pre-dawn as the cab drew away from the terminal and headed for the main road, was a row of bare bottoms squatting over a roadside gutter. I rubbed my eyes to confirm the sight but by then we were already passing the hovels of cardboard and plastic sheeting that lined the sides of the road where three million of the city’s homeless lived.


My next reality check was Bombay’s beggars. Getting out of the cab I was immediately surrounded by girls – who couldn’t have been more than twelve years old – clutching their babies, pointing to their mouths to let me know they were hungry. I didn’t yet have any local money, just large dollar bills. After this experience I made sure that my pockets were lined with rupees which I lavished on the many needy people who continually approached me. Until, that is, I discovered that such generosity was turning me into an all too recognizable a person in the neighbourhoods I frequented while evolving my legend. Even in the Temples I re-visited to understand the liturgy better, people began to look at me suspiciously.


I marked out a middle-class district on the crest of a road leading to a wealthy neighbourhood atop a large wooded hill in the very heart of the city. There, I came across a street of dilapidated colonial-era houses that managed to retain the charm of bygone days, and picked a particular two-storey building doomed for demolition. This, I decided, would be my parents’ house, the house in which I was born. I photographed the street and the building, and even went inside and noted the names that were still fixed to the doors and mailboxes. Neighbours looked at me inquisitively and I concluded that asking about a ‘Mr Thomas Calvin’ who had lived here about twenty years ago with Indira, a local woman, would help the credibility of my cover. I was directed to an elderly resident who assured me that no Canadian had lived there since 1947. I updated my story, deciding that my father would be the Indian who’d come from here and met my mother in Canada where I was born. I’d concoct the rest of the legend in Canada. I also decided that the time had come for me get to know India as a normal tourist.


I quickly visited the sites of Bombay and then embarked on a long journey through Rajasthan. I was fascinated by the way the women’s colourful saris blended in with the desert landscape, and by the smooth fusion of fruit and vegetable markets and roadside eating places, where pigs foraging for food in the garbage mingled with the diners. At this stage of being a novice operative, my risks were limited. The two biggest dangers I faced were driving amid the charred remains of vehicles that had crashed during the night, and overtaking trucks with stickers in English at the back asking passers to ‘horn please’. Apart from having no lights they had no wing mirrors either.


Obeying the orders of my controllers I passed up on visiting the Taj Mahal and northern India – they preferred that there be ‘gaps’ in my knowledge of India and that I not sound like a run-of-the-mill tourist. But I didn’t let go of the chance of visiting Benares – or Varanasi – on the banks of the Ganges.


For hours that turned into days, I sat on the ghats, watching women washing saris and spreading them out to dry, a fascinating display of colour and sound; I gazed at the people coming to bathe in the sacred waters, at the monks praying and meditating, seemingly oblivious to the interminable buzz of life all around them, and at the street vendors pedalling their wares. I was astonished by the otherworldly calm that appeared to envelope the entire scene. This air of tranquillity also hung over the narrow side streets and alleyways covered in cow dung, where I had to move aside whenever a cow lumbered towards me. The alleyways were far too narrow for both of us to pass, and the animal certainly had no intention of making room for me. While in Benares I even took some lessons in yoga and meditation, surprised by how good that made me feel. I don’t know how many Mossad operatives practise these arts, but I decided I’d continue even when I started my real job. Like so many other plans I had at the beginning, this was another that never materialized.


My surprising inner response to yoga and meditation told me that the main elements of my cover story were in place, I’d succeeded in feeling Indian; after a delay of several years I’d got closer to my old and somewhat whimsical desire to become a Buddhist monk and, if not for real, then at least to feel that some bits of my soul were truly Indian. Before the deadline was up, I’d finished establishing the Indian part of my legend.


 


Back home I found that Orit had been missing me, wanting me, but was also angry and worried. So this is how it’s going to be? I’m going to be a grass widow for weeks at a time whenever you go away? Just so you know, I can’t take it. I don’t know what you do to satisfy yourself, but I’m climbing the walls.


I didn’t have an answer, and didn’t have the guts to say, ‘ride your bike’. Luckily the trip to Canada was shorter – my controllers were able to point me directly to places that would become part of my legend. The subsequent trips were also shorter – to Tokyo, Seoul, Hong Kong and Singapore – and were designed to establish my identity as a businessman specializing in East Asia. I called them business-card-collecting journeys.
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