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    "I came to write a novel. Instead, I became its main character."

      

    



  	
        
            
            A spy novel where the truth is classified, the lies are deliberate, and the demon is always on time.
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This novel — or rather, the continuation that finally turned into a full story — became my first attempt at writing a book. Have you ever tried writing a novel? No? I suspected as much. I worked... well, it doesn’t matter where or as whom. It has nothing to do with the plot. And since I had never written a novel either, once I decided to try, I naturally ran into certain — let’s put it mildly — difficulties. And the troubles that await a book once it leaves the printing house... that’s a whole different song. How will the demanding reader take it? Friends? Colleagues? Acquaintances? Retribution and damnation are not out of the question. Some overzealous fan might even get the wild idea to skewer my head on a spit and slide it into the oven.

Honestly, I hadn’t even considered writing a book until a certain moment. I had no idea how much effort and how many nerves it would cost me — even for a first, modest attempt. And the unknown, as you know, both attracts and frightens. It’s like jumping off a cliff into water without knowing the depth. Or getting married. Getting married — or getting yourself married off — is a fitting comparison, don’t you think?

Those more serious than I ever was understood the magnitude of the task. They prepared carefully, hid behind pen names and passwords — not for fame, of course, but in case of failure. And during that preparation they made a choice: either go all the way, risking universal disgrace, or tuck the manuscript into a drawer “until better times,” as they say — or simply toss the half-baked draft into the trash while it was still raw.

On the other hand, as we’ve already noted, the unknown lures adventurer-authors. Did I belong to that category? Who knows... But one day I felt: it’s time, brother, time. The heart longs for battle. Put on your armor and step onto the front line. Not knowing what awaits you shouldn’t distract you from the goal. Drifting with the current is for the faint-hearted. The madness of the brave saves the world. Phantasmagoria — that’s the ticket! Skeletons in the closet, magic, ghosts, chaos in the head and flights of imagination — what more does one need for success these days?

I hope I’ve managed to explain why I didn’t spend too long thinking and, with the enthusiasm of a sleepwalker climbing onto the roof through a chimney, began writing the first chapter. First, I asked myself: who am I, and where am I? A deceptively simple question, though in truth it’s trickier than it seems. Portraying myself as the main character — that’s manageable. I know myself well enough. But should I? Imagine I write where I was born, where I studied. Is it good for every local dog — forgive me, I mean an actual dog, man’s loyal friend — to know everything about you? We lived side by side, met by chance...

At the same time, one must show — and show truthfully — knowledge of the place where the story unfolds. That I could be proud of. I crossed my hometown countless times, back and forth, left to right. I knew it like the five fingers of my left hand. A great advantage for a writer: to know what you’re writing about, not to invent nonsense. To understand what you’re doing, not just pound away at the keyboard.

Then, of course, there were trips around the country. Encounters with different people. All of that can be useful — if it stays in memory. Sometimes it doesn’t, and there’s nothing you can do. That’s why Mayakovsky — whom I respect greatly, a proletarian poet — advised grabbing everything with greedy eyes; it might come in handy someday. If I understood him correctly.

In short... how I came to writing is known only to God, and even He might have doubts. I loved reading — that’s undeniable. I’d gather books and thick journals from three or four libraries and read... What else could one do? Television was still in its infancy. I read with pleasure, not haphazardly. I wasn’t obsessed, but I was captivated.

What else could I excel at? Physical education at school — pure torture. Those parallel bars, that “horse” ... the names alone were enough to make you shudder. Except for chess — that I respected immediately. I was ready to travel to the ends of the earth for a chess club. And I did. Competed. Earned a rank. Played for the district team.

But playing chess, as you might guess, is not the same as writing books. And when I eventually began inventing stories, I decided that if I was going to perish, I’d do it with music. So, the narrative will be told in the first person. It’s simply more comfortable for me.

A first-person narrative allows the author to appear sincere, even when he bends the truth a little for his own benefit. It also excuses the occasional lapse of memory — and the reader, being human, will sympathize it happens to everyone; even “Alzheimer’s” has made its way into literature. For such a diagnosis, the diary form is irreplaceable — highly recommended for beginners. Whatever nonsense the author utters becomes forgivable, because it comes from a narrator suffering from mild forgetfulness, if not outright amnesia.

And who needs the truth anyway?

Bare truth — believe me — no one wants. Something truth-like? Yes, enough to stay informed, to keep up a conversation, to toss in your five drachmas. The main thing is not to overdo it. So if you notice the occasional — let’s say — inaccuracy in this book, don’t be alarmed. All writers do it. Even the most famous ones, the PEN-club elite.

A writer’s truth and the truth of a politician-shouter-chieftain are two very different things. My protagonist speaks in half-truths not out of self-interest, but because the author wills it so. A politician, on the other hand, bathes in half-truth and half-lies like a sparrow in a muddy puddle — and somehow emerges dry, even decorated for “services to the nation.”

So let me warn you in advance: our main character is under no obligation to evoke positive emotions. Let a hundred flowers bloom — let a hundred opinions compete. My task is to keep the reader interested; what reaction my stories provoke concerns me very little.

One last reminder. All characters and events described here are fictional, and any resemblance to real persons or facts is purely coincidental — no matter what anyone tells you. Before presenting these notes, I reread them from cover to cover and even consulted a lawyer about potential lawsuits from individuals who might imagine themselves in the story. He assured me that not even a mosquito could find fault. “Publish boldly,” he said. “No one will recognize themselves. And if someone does — we’ll sue them with God’s help and irrefutable arguments.”

It happens to all of us, I suppose. You overlook something, miss something, fail to act in time... and when you finally realize it — it’s too late. The years have flown by; the past cannot be returned. What is no longer with us survives only in imagination, stirring fantasies: if only we could go back and start again. For some reason, we long mostly for childhood.

Why is a person given only one life? We try to understand the meaning of life, though it is the only one we have — and it’s hard to imagine it continuing without us. Youth spends days, weeks, years recklessly, while old age teaches us to treasure every minute — it may be the last, who knows. People write memoirs, collect photo albums, trying to preserve a trace of themselves. Everything turns to dust eventually, and we never learn the true meaning of life — except that we are allowed to talk and argue about it endlessly.

What follows from this?

Live. Do not fear hardship or disappointment. Learn to see the good in life and thank God before sleep for each day, whatever it was.

I always felt that the main thing was to live fully — not to postpone until tomorrow what could be done today... except perhaps to allow myself a little laziness now and then. And I always felt I had to do something significant — what exactly didn’t matter. Writing a novel came much later. I imagined that once I did, I would finally live in peace, with a sense of duty fulfilled.

These anxieties of youth followed me all my life, from my student days onward. I wandered stubbornly, not quite knowing where I was going or when I would arrive. I dreamed of rising to the heavens through a tunnel — not a ladder like Jacob — and returning, like those who came back from clinical death. They had been There, but remembered nothing except a blinding, radiant tomorrow. Perhaps that was their minute of immortality, as others have a minute of fame. But not everyone is granted such a moment. Will it come to me? Am I worthy? Someone said it well: our future is hidden from us — and not by accident. Just as our path is predetermined by the Almighty from the moment of birth.

Let me ask you... no, I will ask: do you like little animals? A tiger cub, for example — so sweet, with a fluffy hooked tail, furry ears, silky coat, and a face you can’t help but adore. But look at him when he grows up. A magnificent beast — a brute. Claws, fangs... and that roar.

Children, of course, are not tiger cubs. They are our future. Civilization must develop upward, in a spiral — otherwise... otherwise what? Otherwise, degeneration, sooner or later. Why? Because human nature contains not only the gene of creation, but also the gene of destruction. One step forward — two steps back, morally speaking. With military technologies, bombs, and rifles, everything is fine — better every year. In that, we lead the world.

But how long can it go on?

Humanity is like a scorpion — capable of dying from its own sting.

One of the privileges of childhood and youth is the certainty that you are immortal, that you will exist forever — endlessly, effortlessly. Old age is different: you know you have no future.

The moon and the sea.

The sea and the moon...

And the whisper of a sly wave running up the sleepy shore erases the trace of kisses and the silver road into Nowhere...

Into nowhere, you understand?

“Purpose of your visit?”

“Tiyul... tourism, travel.”

“Any relatives in Israel?”

“No, none.”

The attentive, unsmiling gaze of the border officer at Ben-Gurion Airport. They must all be like that on duty — not at home, of course, flashed through my mind. A stamp in the passport. Everything in order. Now — to the taxi stand. No need to wait for luggage; I’d brought only a small travel bag with the essentials. A traveller through time and space.

Ben-Gurion Airport. Modern, beautiful, immaculate. One of the best duties-free shops I’ve seen. In the centre of the arrivals hall — a fountain, surrounded by passengers glancing at their watches and listening for announcements. It’s the first thing newcomers see. A long, spacious corridor paved with marble tiles, a vaulted ceiling above, and a moving walkway for those too lazy to walk — or simply willing to let it carry them out of the airport’s belly.

And then the exit — and I plunged into the hot, humid embrace of the night. A steam bath. You prepare yourself mentally, you expect it, and still — surprise. Air-conditioning behind you, heat ahead. You’ll have to get used to it.

There was no crowd at the taxi stand. A female attendant supervised the boarding, directing drivers with crisp commands. They obeyed without hesitation — otherwise they’d lose their airport badge, and with it their job and steady income. Strict? Yes. But necessary. Order must be kept. The reputation of one of the best airports in the Middle East demands it.

At the very doors, I bumped into someone particularly impatient.

“Sliḥa, adoni.”

Excuse me, sir — in Hebrew.

I didn’t have time to answer or even see who nudged me — he vanished into the crowd.

“Hotel Alexander, please...”

I had studied the map in advance. The hotel was on Ha-Yarkon Street, a hundred meters from the sea. The room was booked — they’d told me back in St. Petersburg. Near the port, next to some warehouse-like buildings of unclear purpose. One of them, I later learned, hosted dance parties. Another — a huge hangar — occasionally held concerts of visiting pop stars.

I remembered my first trip here, when we volunteers were left to our own devices. I once slipped away to Tel Aviv to wander, to breathe its air. I loved walking unfamiliar streets, trying to feel the city, to form my own impression. And now — the same. My first acquaintance with Israel’s main city, the “city that never stops.” Most UN countries recognized Tel Aviv as the capital; Jerusalem, they believed, would become the capital of both Israel and a hypothetical Palestinian state after a peace agreement. But for Israelis, Jerusalem had always been the one and only capital — indivisible — and they believed it would one day be recognized as such by all nations.

The room turned out to be small but comfortable — and, importantly, inexpensive. As I hung my jacket in the closet, I found a note in the pocket. Just a few words:

“Noon. Dizengoff Centre. Dog Café.”

I guessed immediately: the stranger I bumped into at the airport. Who else could it be? Not a pickpocket.

Now — sleep. The fatigue of the flight was catching up.

But sleep? Impossible.

See the city? Of course — why not.

Warm air... the singing of countless cicadas... unfamiliar scents... and the Mediterranean whispering something of its own just beyond the window.

The route was familiar. Hard to get lost. First — toward the small park on Nordau Boulevard, a favourite gathering place of the local “golden youth,” most of them of what is politely called a non-traditional orientation. From there — to Ben Yehuda Street, one of the city’s main arteries... Walk it all the way down to Allenby.

Tel Aviv’s nightlife was mesmerizing. Cafés packed with people, loud music, unfamiliar Eastern voices, strange scents. At the end of the walk — the famous Carmel Market. At this hour the stalls were already thinning out. Near the bins where unsold, wilted fruits and vegetables were tossed, and around the abandoned counters, elderly olim — new immigrants — moved quietly, hoping to find something edible for dinner. They weren’t homeless, but life clearly wasn’t sweet for them in this land of milk and honey if they had to hunt for their daily bread this way.

Morning came cloudless — not that one expected anything else. The heavenly office had no rain scheduled for this week. Or the next. Or the one after.

A cup of coffee and a pastry at the café next to the hotel — I had slept through breakfast — and I felt refreshed, ready for heroics. I could repeat last night’s route to the shuk Carmel, then turn left according to the map and head down King George Street. A couple of blocks — and I’d be at Dizengoff Centre.

At this hour Tel Aviv presented itself as the slightly pompous but fitting embodiment of its metaphor: “the city that never stops.” A sea of sunlight and a sea of people rushing somewhere — locals and visitors alike.

The enormous shopping centre was named after Tel Aviv’s first mayor, Meir Dizengoff, who had founded the first Jewish neighbourhood near Arab Jaffa — essentially the forward post of Jewish expansion into the land then known as Palestine, administered by Britain under a League of Nations mandate. Dizengoff left a bright mark on Jewish history. Born in a small town in Tsarist Bessarabia, he served in the army in Zhitomir, studied in Paris, became a businessman in Odessa. A passionate Zionist, he and Jabotinsky founded the society Geula (“redemption, salvation”), whose goal was to purchase land from Arabs in Palestine for settlement by Jewish immigrants from Europe.

The first such plot, called Ahuzat Bayit — something like “homestead” — gradually outgrew its boundaries and transformed, like a butterfly from a caterpillar, into a beautiful garden city. Tel Aviv — “Hill of Spring,” or “Spring Hill,” whichever you prefer. Dizengoff served as mayor until 1936; a street running along the shopping centre bears his name. To natives of Odessa, it vividly recalls Deribasovskaya, where locals and visitors strolled at any hour. Odessa hasn’t forgotten him either: a memorial plaque still adorns a building on Remeslennaya Street.

The first question I had to solve was which entrance to choose. One could wander the floors, shops, and corridors of Dizengoff Centre endlessly. There were several entrances on different sides of the massive building; I needed the one that would lead me quickly to the target.

And what exactly was this “Dog Café”? Ask someone? They’d laugh. I knew how to behave in such situations: circle the mall, stand by the shop windows, mingle with the shoppers, go up the stairs, immediately come down, step out to the parking lot, return — to make sure whether I was being followed or not. Tiresome? Perhaps. But romantic.

“Dog Café” ... perhaps it meant a place where you could bring your pet? That must be it. I only needed to follow—

The rest was a matter of technique. Tagging behind a “lady with a little dog,” I went down one level and — there it was. A dozen tables enclosed by a low fence of flowerbeds, behind which dog owners sat chatting animatedly.

I must confess, I’ve never been a dog lover. I wasn’t afraid of dogs of any breed, though I understood that some deserved caution — who knows what goes on in their heads. Once, in a forest, I found myself in an unpleasant situation when two enormous Moscow watchdogs charged at me full speed — and if not for the owner’s shout, things might have ended badly.

“Hey, genatsvale!”

The voice and the man were unfamiliar, but the call — unmistakably directed at me — suggested that someone here was expecting me, and I hadn’t come to the wrong place. Well then, genatsvale it is. Time to get acquainted.

“Shalom...”

A large fellow of about thirty, with an indistinct, forgettable face, a rabbi-style beard, a yellow T-shirt and shorts, gestured invitingly toward a table. His puffy eyes and prominent belly betrayed a man who enjoyed eating — and drinking — which was hardly surprising; Israel had plenty to offer a true gourmand.

“Shlomo. And you’re Alejandro. Very pleased.”

“Likewise.”

“Two coffees for us, motek,” he told the waitress who approached.

Motek — you hear it everywhere in Israel. A tender, slightly familiar endearment, used for someone younger or simply someone you like. Something like “sweetie” or “honey.” Americans would say “baby.” It was clear Shlomo was a regular here. A handler? Perhaps... but not my business. The less you know, the better you sleep.

“You want something to eat? A salad? They make excellent salads here. Chicken assortment...”

Hearing “you” in the informal form from a stranger was unusual, but in Israel everyone speaks that way. A Jew is a friend and brother to another Jew; we’re all at home here. Even small children address their grandparents by first name and “you.”

“Thanks, I had breakfast recently. May I ask something?”

“Of course. What is it?”

“Are you sure it’s safe here? I mean... everyone’s with dogs, and we...”

“Don’t worry, haver — friend. If I notice anything undesirable, I’ll step on your foot, all right? Just kidding...”

“Ah... just be gentle, please.”

“So, where were we? How do you like the place?”

“Impressive, I’d say.”

“It’s clean, cozy, the food’s good, and no one cares about us. Everyone’s busy with their own conversations.”

“We’re not planning to stay overnight, so everything’s fine...”

“You probably want to know who you’re dealing with? How I ended up here? My mother — to my surprise — turned out to have Jewish blood. A true Muscovite. My father was a Don Cossack. Never thought I’d become an Israeli, but the Party said the word, and I answered: ‘Yes, sir!’ So, I’m a vatik, an old-timer. Joined an organization whose goal is ‘Israel from the Nile to the Euphrates.’ Wonderful guys, radical ideas, but harmless. They make noise and that’s it. Shabak doesn’t care about them. Shabak — you know — the security service. They probably have their people among us, but nothing to worry about. We gather in Jerusalem on big holidays at Café Putin, drink vodka, sing songs... For the homeland, for the triumph of hypersionism worldwide.”

“And what do you live on?”

“Listen, let’s drop the formalities — call me ‘you,’ brother. I work in a travel agency. I take tourists — mostly Russians — to the Sea of Galilee, Kinneret, to Jerusalem, to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre... And other services but never mind. I’m not complaining.”

“You’re well settled...”

“Tell me about it — splendid. Here, takes this wallet. Two thousand shekels to start. Here’s a Bank Hapoalim card for cashless payments — not much money, but what we can spare now. A bus pass for a hundred shekels. You know how to use it?”

“You tell me.”

“You get on the bus; the machine deducts the fare from the card. When you’ve used up the hundred shekels, give the driver more money, he’ll recharge it — that’s the whole trick.”

“Nice.”

“And you can transfer from bus to bus on one ticket within an hour and a half. Convenient?”

“Definitely.”

“Now, you’ll need a phone. A mobile, of course. Go to any electronics shop — there are plenty. Buy a phone from any operator except Bezeq — take Orange, Cellcom, something like that — with a SIM card and about fifty shekels of talk time to start. No obligations. When you run out, go back and buy more.”

“Got it.”

“About housing... The hotel is booked for a week. After that you’ll need to find a room. I can take you to Bat Yam — lots of Russians and Ukrainians there, easier to communicate, and rent is relatively cheap. But there are other options; we’ll need to consult the boss. If you decide to stay, go to the Ministry of Interior — but you’ll need documents, of course, to prove your origin. You’ll get permanent status, teudat zehut, an Israeli ID. Your visa — you know — is for six months, no work permit, so you’ll need to find something under the table. I can help. I think I haven’t forgotten anything. Contact with me? Unlikely... unfortunately, we have different roles. But I’ll call you, I’ll inform you. Here — take this disposable phone for emergencies. The number is already saved. Press ‘seven.’”

“Thank you for everything. I’ll think about the citizenship...”

“How’s the coffee?”

“Good. The croissant is delicious — we don’t have these in Petersburg.”

“Mind taking a walk? I was asked to show you something...”

We paid the bill, stepped outside, crossed King George Street, and headed up Ha-Nevi’im. Had we turned left instead, circled Sderot Masaryk, we could have reached Kings of Israel Square... Why Masaryk deserved a boulevard named after him was hard to say. The first president of Czechoslovakia, son of a Slovak and a German — and in Tel Aviv? Strange choices happen.

Kings of Israel Square, though, had long served as a stage — or an arena — for rallies, demonstrations, and political gatherings, depending on the mood of the day, right under the windows of the municipality. I had read about it in the Israeli news.

When we reached Ibn Gvirol Boulevard, Shlomo stopped.
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