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Chapter One

	A few devious rays penetrate the cracks between rot-festering slats that someone nailed years ago to the spot where shutters should be. They slice through cold, bitter, almost toxic air and accentuate the tiny specks of dust that mingle with pigeon droppings in hidden corners. 

	At first, the twinkling light appears capable of driving out the darkness, but the rays only reveal broken walls and peeling paint, underneath which mold laps like a devouring monster at decomposing frames that had once housed handsome doors. Red, orange, and grass-colored floral patterns lie faintly visible underneath the grime of the floor tiles. The tiles must have been purchased in the beginning of the previous century in the Wieland factory, not far from the Ottoman train station that is now a hip, historically preserved shopping center. The walls tower almost fifteen feet high, and from the ceiling pokes the base of an elegant chandelier, of which not even a shadow remains. 

	The stench pummels one’s nose like a rock. For years, homeless people have been dropping in and out of this place, leaving only their excrement behind. The remnants of a bonfire someone lit in the middle of the room, perhaps last winter, are smudged along the ground like a black, smoky tattoo.

	This morning, a heavy rain infiltrated the broken roof tiles, pooling the debris all around me into puddles streaming narrowly along the floor, until one of the murky creeks found its way into my sleeping bag and woke me up before the desire for heroin could do the same.

	I used to be as strong as basalt. Most of the time I was content, too foolish to recognize my own sadness. In spite of the drugs that addle my brain, I remember the moment everything broke in great detail: the fragrance of Tel Aviv at nighttime, black and sweet, the burning flavor of whiskey. It was neither hot nor cold that night, and the air seemed to penetrate right through my skin and flesh and bones. I was nothing but a ghost. Above me hovered a festive moon, and all around it, like a mobile hanging over a bassinet, were the stars. That celestial display could have served as a fantastic backdrop for almost any powerful moment in life. The night was perfect, apart from the ways in which it reminded me of Gaza. 

	That night, a bomb went off in my head—though it was too small to fit all those killed, on our side and theirs, with the metallic smell of blood rising from the scorched flesh and camouflaged faces of fighters, from machine guns and two-way radios. There were no stretchers or uniforms or commands, no rations or smelly canteens or roll call. There was only fear, footsteps, and a dead dog inextricably linked together. 

	Earlier that week, Brazil won the 2013 Confederations Cup, and two days later General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi overthrew Egyptian President Morsi in a military coup. I also remember a team hangout in Boaz’s yard. We were a very unified group back then. Even Avihai, the unit commander, showed up because of everything that had happened in Gaza over the previous winter, when we lost Yehoram, and Boaz was hit by shrapnel, and I took two bullets. Avihai came directly from counterterrorism training and squeezed our arms one by one like an emotional dad. But after that he just sat there with his tough face, his uniform and ranks, his boots and rifle, and watched with a critical smirk as the rest of us drank our asses off and messed around, maybe even acting out on purpose, because we were known as the wild bunch. 

	Doron balanced Smirnoff bottles on his head to everyone’s applause, then began to dance to an imaginary beat, and we all kept our eyes on the bottles, expecting them to crash to the ground at any moment. I felt the bizarre sensation that I too was poised in that place between steadiness and shattering. The guys danced, and Boaz’s mother circled the room with food and drinks, because as far as she was concerned, everything to do with her son was pure and unadulterated, and she was proud of all of us for fighting in an elite unit. She respected us.

	I’d returned from Japan two months earlier, and even though I’d broken up with Zohar, I felt it was a rather tranquil, pleasant time. I was an honorably discharged officer soon to enroll in law school, and Avihai was talking to me about doing reserve duty two months down the line. It was all good.

	I kissed and hugged my friends goodbye. It was a little past midnight and I’d already had two cups of Turkish coffee and felt sober enough to get on my motorcycle. I drove from Herzliya to Tel Aviv and parked outside my building. I decided it wasn’t too late for another drink, and if I was lucky perhaps I’d meet someone interested in getting a closer look at the scars left by two bullets I’d taken during the previous year’s Operation Pillar of Defense. So I headed to my regular bar, wearing a black leather jacket, jeans, a white T-shirt, and the sneakers Zohar had bought me in Japan. The gun I carried for work was in the holster against my hip. I took a right on Amsterdam Street and kept moving toward Immanuel the Roman Street. I heard footsteps behind me, beating down the sidewalk like a division of soldiers, a kind of metallic rumbling, military boots marching, ready for battle. All at once, there were tens of thousands of footsteps just like those. A fear bomb exploded inside of my body. Reality vanished, and there was no more Tel Aviv, no buildings or streets or illuminated windows, no yards or fences or cars. I reached for my hip and took hold of the gun’s cold grip, a gesture as automatic as blinking, an instinct rather than anything learned. I pulled out the gun, cocked it hard against my belt, pointing it downward, and turned around in a flash. I grabbed him by the throat, pushed him against the wall, and held the gun to his chest.

	I didn’t notice he was just a teenager, about seventeen years old. I didn’t notice he was dressed up for a night out, gel in his hair, pierced ears and upper lip. I didn’t hear him calling for help. All I saw was the dog Yuval had shot in the head when we were in Shejaiya. Footsteps, fear, dead dog. 

	Then I smelled his cologne. Eternity by Calvin Klein washed over me, and suddenly the fabric of his shirt was thin and flimsy and his eyes were filled with terror and his mouth pursed with shock. And there was urine, too. I was standing in a puddle pooling on the sidewalk after streaming down the front of his pants. His fear and my fear comingled until I could no longer tell mine from his. I pinned him against the wall, then let go of him as he collapsed into his own bodily fluids, whimpering in his wretchedness, suddenly appearing more delicate and fragile then an eggshell. I unloaded the Glock, caught the bullet as it popped out, and returned it into the magazine, slipping the gun into its holster wordlessly. I left him on the sidewalk and hurried away.

	I sat down on a bench on the avenue and wanted to cry, but there were no tears, only fear, pain, and confusion. The fear still tickled the edges of my body like a flame consuming paper. The dog from Shejaiya fluttered through my head, the moment when he took the bullet and collapsed to the ground. For a second, there was no sign of anything, no blood, and then all at once he began to writhe and twitch, and blood flowed under his head, forming an enormous red puddle. 

	A girl rode past on her bicycle, a couple strolled hand in hand, a woman walked two poodles, cars rolled slowly from one red light to the next. The city was beating at its regular life pace, but I felt untethered, as if watching myself from the outside, sitting on that bench, heart racing, electric currents jolting my extremities, intense nausea gripping my abdomen. A heavy weight settled inside my chest, making it hard to breathe. I searched for my cigarettes. A few minutes went by before I recalled I’d quit smoking. I sat there, sweating and trembling, sensing imminent disaster. I buried my face in both hands, and without even realizing it, let out a wail. I pictured that kid peeing himself, convinced he was about to die. 

	I got up and started running. Tel Aviv became anywhere—Tokyo, Paris, Shejaiya. I didn’t look around, letting my sneakers carry my legs where they might. I ran because fear wasn’t as fast as my feet. Panting consoled me and the effort soothed me. When I stopped and bent down, leaning my hands on my knees to settle my breath, I realized I was outside of my building. 

	Tired and drained, I locked the door behind me and turned the place upside down in search of a cigarette, but it was a no-go. In the bathroom, I peeled off my clothes as if they were infected with madness, then examined myself in the full length mirror Zohar had left behind. My muscles were swollen, the flying tiger tattoo—the commando symbol that our entire team had gotten—stood out on my chest. The other teams had pins on their uniforms, but we had the tiger right under our skin. Now it frightened me. The narrow eyes, the sharp teeth, the claws breaking out of its large paws. It seemed to be pouncing at me from right out of my own chest. I couldn’t bear to look at it. The taste of blood spread over my tongue—metallic, salty, dizzying. It felt as if the winged beast was slicing through my heart. I rubbed my thumb against the ink, trying to erase it, but it just kept staring at me mockingly. Then I grabbed a razor and ran the blade down the tattoo, making a deep cut, then another. Blood began to run down my body in thin downward streams. I looked at my face in the mirror. It was covered with stubble that was only a little shorter than the cropped hair on my head. My cheekbones were prominent, my lips full, and above them was that familiar tunnel leading to the bottom of my nose. But my eyes were filled with madness. I ran a hand down my cheek and pulled on the flesh as if kneading dough. I was no longer myself. 

	I turned on the water in the shower, letting it pour down on me and wash off the red tracks that continued to emerge from between the thin lips I’d sliced through my chest, the tiger’s tears. I leaned against the wall and allowed myself to slide down until I was sitting on the shower floor. For the first time since childhood, I cried loud bellowing wails from the bottom of my navel. I cried and cried and didn’t know why. 

	 

	I wake up the next morning, curled up in a corner in a muddy, putrid quagmire. I have three gram-bags so the whole world can go up in flames as far as I’m concerned. I just want to shoot up before Crutchy Zvi or the Georgian show up. I pull out one of the baggies from an inside pocket I’ve sewn into the lining of my jacket, a little cache to prevent anyone from robbing me while I’m asleep or unconscious. I pull out a small LED flashlight and point it around me to find the can. An empty can is safer than a spoon, especially when you’ve got shaky hands. The Georgian taught me this trick: you slice a large door into a soda can, turn it upside-down, and place the junk in the small dimple at the bottom of the can. Then you slip a lighter inside and warm the stuff from below, like a little lantern. My hand searches for a syringe in the pocket of my cargo pants, and I pull out a 10/3 mL with a short, thin needle. I start to feel a lot better, as if I’ve already injected. I wrap a military tourniquet around my left arm, pull the strap hard to tighten it, then mix powder with a bit of water in the empty can, light a small fire underneath it, then move it in tight circles to warm everything up equally. I don’t want the liquid bubbling, just warm enough for the powder to dissolve. If it boils, some of the junk will be lost. I dip a small filter into the solution and tuck the edge of the needle in, drawing only the clean and filtered stuff, slowly filling the syringe, tapping my finger against it to separate the air from the liquid, feeling like a doctor preparing a life-saving treatment. While the heroin cools down inside the syringe, I run a finger over my arm, searching for the bump of a vein. I can find a spot with my eyes closed, from back in the days when the battalion sent me to medic training. A ray of sun filters through the slats blocking the window and strips my arm of darkness. I grab an alcohol wipe and clean the blue ridge of the vein carefully. Each and every cell in my body cheers as I insert the needle, pull out a bit of blood, inject a bit of junk, pull out blood again and inject junk again, then push it all the way into my blood stream, which drives the heroin into my heart at a speed of half a meter per second. Euphoria glues together the shards of my soul. I sit down on the armchair facing the slatted window, close my eyes, and dive into a sea of calm that knows no sorrow, depression, or anxiety. Specks of dust float inside the sunbeams like tiny creatures revealed under the lens of a microscope. I can sense the morphine molecules attaching to opioid receptors inside my brain, filling me with a calmness that camouflages as happiness. 

	I light a cigarette and smoke it with a dry mouth. In a few minutes, I’ll go down to Ovad’s café for a cup of coffee, but first I pull my phone from my pocket. I haven’t used it as a phone for a long time, but I always keep it charged so I can watch that old Uri Geller video. I turn on the phone and go into the YouTube app. A blue light glows in the dark. The video was taken in the 1970s and it’s as scratched and jumpy as if it had spent years lying in a World War II archive. I follow the clip like a student watching an instructional video. Five minutes later I turn off the phone and remove the chain with the silver spoon from around my neck. Whenever cops stop me, they assume I use it to cook up. Idiots. Anyone can see the spoon is clean, shiny, and perfect. A flame has never touched it. I don’t use it for shooting up or for eating. It’s my Uri Geller spoon. I hold it in my left hand, rubbing it with concentration, carefully running a finger over it, applying no force, and praying with all my heart for it to bend, just like in that video. 

	What I do with the spoon is not a ceremony, it’s training. I lose myself in meditation, in deep, slow breathing, trying to fill my lungs with air clean of the disruptions of the outside world. All my energy is focused on the spoon. My thoughts surround it, and I beg it to bend for me, just once will do. Please, bend, please, I plead. A ray of light catches it and shoots right into my eyes, like the magical twinkle of a fairy. I think about nothing, closing my eyes and imagining that one day it’ll work, and my life will transform. When I can bend Uri Geller’s spoon, I’ll be God.

	


Chapter Two

	Dog was nameless and homeless before Zukerman adopted him. Before that, there is not very much he can recall with clarity, but sights and smells from the past often float into his consciousness. A stubborn fight in the cruel competition for a nourishing nipple, scuffling and playing with his brothers and sisters, his mother’s rough tongue against his coat. His brothers were handed out unceremoniously to the neighborhood children, and his fate was no different. He was placed in a cardboard box and given to a boy, even had the privilege of sleeping under the same roof as his new family for several days, before the father decided that a stupid puppy incapable of being housetrained ought to find a different home. 

	He was handed off to another, more patient family, who took him on walks three times a day, where he enjoyed the onslaught of exciting aromas, marked every corner and pole with determined peeing, and shat in his regular spot every day. It was a loving family whose odors were etched in the dog’s memory for the rest of his life. The mother was a large woman with kneading caresses and a comforting, velvety voice. The father would return home every evening and pat Dog with his large, heavy hands as Dog jumped up to lick his face. He always smelled of tobacco mixed with sweet cologne. There was also a baby, who spent most of his time in a crib, and whose crying summoned the members of the household at all hours of the day and night. There was a little boy, energetic and wild and unique in his love. He and Dog would run around, rolling on the floor and losing themselves in cuddles and kisses and belly rubs. It seemed to Dog that the long days of summer would never come to an end. 

	He remembers the tumult and enthusiasm in the household as everyone pulled suitcases and duffel bags from closets and joyously filled them with clothes and possessions, as happy as if they were looking forward to a fragrant, filling meal. He frolicked right along with them with tail wagging and ankle sniffing and skipping. 

	Then the father helped him into the car, and they drove for a while before arriving at an unfamiliar place, without dirt, where all the smells were foreign. They got out of the car, and the father rubbed his head and got back into the car by himself, leaving Dog all alone. He watched the car moving away, then sat down and waited to be picked up and returned home. Even when everyone left, Dog knew they always came back. So he waited a long time, then walked around for a bit, and sat back down. But nobody showed up. His family didn’t come back for him, and he remained on his own, scared and sad. 

	There were other events that had left their mark on him: the cat that savagely attacked him in defense of her kittens, scratching his sensitive nose. The fleas that attacked him in the derelict public bomb shelter, stinging him mercilessly. The man who called him over, waving a delicious smelling hot dog at him, then delivering a swift kick in the stomach instead. 

	Eventually, he was caught and taken to a pound, where anxiety took over him, leaving him restless. He lay in a small metal cage, fearing the other dogs, as well as the people who cleaned the cages with sweeping brooms and scrubbing brushes and slamming doors. He watched figures moving past him, heard yelling and barking, and smelled constant confusing aromas. 

	If it weren’t for Zukerman’s patience, the petting that continued into the night, the nice shower they took together, the devoted care, and the co-sleeping in his soft bed, he would never have trusted humans again. Zukerman was a special human being. When he came to the pound, he wandered among the cages, and something made him pause and look at Dog. He was wearing an ironed suit and a blue striped necktie, but he still crouched down like a child and reached a long arm through the bars. 

	Now Dog licked the wound on his leg to try and alleviate the pain. The bleeding had stopped two days earlier, but his leg pounded with awful pain. That morning, he’d lapped some water from a bucket outside a building, and the previous day a boy had tossed over some leftover sandwich. He waited for the kid to leave, then ate with slow hesitation. 

	The pain upset him more than the hunger. His tongue felt the tattered fur and the torn skin, but he was dealing with the pain. It hurt as if a car had run him over. But it wasn’t a car, it was a big dog. He didn’t stand a chance. Had he not made it out in time, the affair would have ended with far worse than bruises and one deep leg wound. 

	One day, Zukerman didn’t wake up. He lay in bed and Dog knew there was no more life inside him. He sat beside him for three days, licking his face in an attempt to wake him, though he knew the man was no different than the bird carcasses he’d witnessed on their long walks. Dog was hungry, but he wouldn’t leave Zukerman’s side apart from a few quick jaunts to drink from the toilet bowl and relieve himself in the hallway. Then there was a knock at the door, and Dog barked but Zukerman couldn’t open it, so whoever it was left. After a while they came back, opened the door, and found Zukerman in bed. Then more people showed up and there was chaos. They took Zukerman away and wanted to take Dog too, but he barked as loud as he could and wriggled out between their legs out to the stairwell, then into town. 

	He ran fast down the route he always took with Zukerman, passing by all the familiar smells, not stopping to pee until he was far away from his home. Since then, he’d been wandering the city on his own. He waited in a narrow alley for the rain to stop, then came out limping. He had to find something to eat. Water pooled in large puddles on the road and sidewalks, and a cold wind blew between the buildings. He smelled many dogs, stronger than him, then cats, food, and people. He smelled thousands of odors, recognizing only a few. Then he saw the dump. The morning was long gone by the time he entered the damp dimness and a swell of curious smells. He found some scraps of food and ate them, then lay down among soft fabrics, a roof over his head and walls to protect him from the wind. 

	


Chapter Three

	After Ovad made me coffee, I went to beg for change. Our agreement is, he makes me a latte in a disposable cup, and I don’t bother his customers. The beverage warms up my hands and esophagus, and the heroin does the same thing for my heart. I’ve been taking heroin for less than a year, but I’ve already become addicted and developed a tolerance more characteristic of a years-long user. Like all users, I remember the first time I shot up. A hit of heroin releases a thousand times more dopamine than an orgasm. If you inject the right dose and the right kind of stuff, it’s like making love with God. I lay down on the bed, euphoric, not believing what I was feeling. My body was so relaxed I thought I was floating on air; a million lips kissed my skin and soul, and nothing bothered me. 

	My father was a vegetable by that point, connected to his drip irrigation system like a hydroponic plant. I know that if he were conscious he’d show me the way out of drugs. Sometimes I hate him for all the poison he’d fed me over the years about the commandos, his stories about the First Lebanon War, the conquering of the Beaufort and the killing of Guni Harnik. He bottle-fed me Golani lore and took me to hang out with his army friends, who he remained close with. I had no choice but to grow up to fill his shoes. 

	My older brother Amir always knew he wouldn’t be serving in Golani. From a young age, he always cared most of all about music. The scoliosis that forced him to undergo some difficult operations as a child scored him a poorly rated physical profile and a cushy service position at the IDF newspaper. After doing his service, he flew to New York and joined an Israeli band as a trumpet player. He returned to Israel when Dad had the stroke, stayed a few weeks, then disappeared back to his life on the other side of the world. My little sister Daphne left to find herself in a desert silent meditation retreat and a vegan diet, and Mom stayed at Dad’s bedside, hoping that one day he’d wake up and pull me out of the drugs and Amir back from New York and put our messed up family back together again.

	By noon, I had collected more than a hundred shekels. People were feeling generous because of the rain. I sat on the wet sidewalk on Rothschild Boulevard with my hand stretched out and a beaten metal bowl placed in front of me. I hung my head, but not out of shame. It’s amazing how quickly I’d grown used to the looks of passersby and started treating begging as just another boring gig—an easy way to get the money I needed, while my thoughts were devoted only to the next hit awaiting me in my jacket cache. In my mind’s eye, I was already mixing the junk on the bottom of an empty can. 

	A passerby bought me a hot dog in a bun with lots of mustard and ketchup, as well as sauerkraut from a can that tasted like childhood and reminded me of Independence Day celebrations. I swear, it might have made me shed a tear if that goddamn drug wasn’t blocking my emotion receptors. That man really was nice. He didn’t go into a whole song and dance about it, just quietly slipped the bag into my hands, along with a cold can of coke. It really was an excellent arrangement—I got a meal, while he could rest assured that his money wouldn’t be used to buy drugs. 

	I remembered walking around with my parents on Independence Day among hundreds of people in the crowd. Mom and Dad would buy us fast food from the stalls and toys that blinked and glowed with colored lights, and we were looking forward to the fireworks. Sometimes Dad would carry me on his broad shoulders and I’d hold onto his curly hair as if it were the reins of a horse. I remember the way my father’s hair felt thick and full between my tight fingers, and how excited I was to be taller than everyone else. 

	Now I’m treading heavily down the sidewalks that have already dried from the nocturnal rainfall, the wind freezing my bones and playing tricks on my clothes. I zip my military jacket all the way up to the neck and adjust the black woolen cap over my ears. The afternoon melts into evening, and the sunlight pales, struggling to penetrate through the clouds. I want to go back to the dump and do another hit. I can’t think about anything else. I shift the corrugated iron sheet blocking the entrance to the neglected yard. The last few rainy days have sprouted wild yields of mallow, Indian goosegrass, and nettle. I can tell them apart thanks to my father, who used to take me to the fields and teach me which weeds were edible, which could be used to make tea, and which should be avoided. He was a wild animal, my father, and he knew this country like the back of his hands. He was what grownups used to refer to as “salt of the earth” and what old people called a “mensch.” To me, he was all-powerful. He could do anything. Until he had the stroke that is, and after that he could do nothing. 
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heartbreaking and heartfelt—if literature
has any hope of making us better people, it will
be through the brutal, beautiful honesty of
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