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			Part One

			The Disappearance

		

	
		
			1

			Deputy Commissioner Benny Saban, the Ayalon precinct commander, made no attempt to hide his astonishment. He yanked open his desk drawer and pulled out a blue velvet case, from which he removed a pen-shaped device made of dark glass. ‘I don’t believe this, Avi. You cannot be serious,’ he said.

			Superintendent Avraham was, however, entirely serious. Their meeting had only been arranged that morning, but he’d been planning it since the early summer and waiting for it since he came back from his holiday.

			‘This doesn’t bother you, does it? The cigar?’ asked Saban. Avraham shook his head.

			Ilana Lis, the previous precinct commander, used to take a clear plastic cup out of that same drawer, pour a little water in it, place it on the desk and ask Avraham to ‘light us a cigarette’, even though smoking was prohibited in the station. He would light one, hand it to her, then light another for himself. Back when they’d started working together and were both young, he used to put two cigarettes in his mouth and light them at the same time.

			Saban’s e-cigar emitted a pink cloud, from within which he continued speaking to Avraham. ‘But you’ve barely done two years, Avi. I don’t understand you. How old are you now? Forty-six? Seven?’

			‘Forty-three.’

			‘Seriously? Even so. Where do you think you could transfer to at your age?’

			He wasn’t exactly sure where. He wanted to move to one of the national police units. International Investigations, or Fraud. Maybe even a different security organization. And in fact, he was almost forty-four.

			‘A security organization? Avi, what are you taking about? Don’t tell me you’re going to turn into a Shin Bet agent now.’

			As he always did when he was anxious, Saban blinked a lot. And Avraham realized that he liked Saban more than he’d expected to when they’d first met in this office. Back then, Saban was the man who’d replaced Ilana when she had to go on sick leave. Just as Avraham had expected, he’d turned out to be a less inspirational boss – he mostly focused on staying within the budget and ‘improving our numbers’ – but he’d never lied to Avraham and was not good at hiding his tendency to become emotional and stressed, which made Avraham trust him. Still, he was not interested in sharing the reasons for his transfer request with Saban. What could he say? Was he supposed to describe that moment in the forest, when the understanding that he wanted to investigate different cases had arisen from the crystalline lake?

			‘I really don’t see the problem,’ Saban persisted. ‘You barely have two years under your belt overseeing the Investigation and Intelligence branch, you’re doing good work – really quite good, even. Give it another year, eighteen months; maybe I’ll move on, who knows, and you’ll be promoted. You’ll get chief superintendent, shoot for precinct commander. Why rock the boat now? You just got married. Do you really need more changes?’

			Had it been Ilana sitting in that seat, they would have talked at length about everything Avraham had been through that summer. But Ilana was not there. Or at least not in the way she used to be, because, for a fleeting moment, Avraham did see her get up to open the window for him, her presence wafting translucently, and he shut his eyes, as if to capture the scene behind his eyelids before it could vanish.

			 

			Ilana had died at the beginning of the summer, and Avraham’s profound grief was compounded by his anger at her refusal to see him before her death and his guilt at having missed the funeral.

			She had shut herself up at home since Passover, seeing no one except family and a handful of friends that did not include him. She had decided that Avraham would not be one of the close few who would be with her through her illness and death, and so he had given up, stopped phoning and sending messages, only calling Gary every so often for an update.

			He told Marianka that he understood Ilana, but the truth was that he didn’t. What was he being punished for? Why were colleagues who didn’t know her as well as he did allowed to see her, while Avraham was denied even a single visit? He knew, of course, that she hadn’t timed the moment her heart stopped beating to make it impossible for him to be at the funeral, yet he felt that her death at home in Ramat Hasharon while he was on his honeymoon in Slovenia was further evidence of her desire to hurt him.

			Just like the farewell letter.

			When Eliyahu Ma’alul had told Avraham of Ilana’s death, he’d immediately phoned Gary to express his condolences and apologize for not being able to come to the funeral. Gary told Avraham that Ilana had left him a letter, which he was welcome to pick up when he got back to Israel.

			During the honeymoon, Avraham kept wondering what Ilana might have written. He and Marianka got married twice, once at the municipality of Koper, the town where she was born, and once in a small church in town, on the shores of the Black Sea. The only wedding guests were Bojan and Anika Milanich, Marianka’s parents, who did little to conceal their sorrow whenever they had to hug the man who was taking their daughter away from them; a few relatives whose names Avraham was unable to learn; and two of Marianka’s childhood friends, Eva and Monika, who told him admiringly that he reminded them of the main character from Fauda. At the luncheon after the wedding, they asked Avraham if he also dressed up as an Arab and fought terrorist organizations as part of his job. That night, Eva and Monika insisted on invading his dream, and since his attempts to banish them fell short, Avraham was forced to accept their thrilling presence in a short dream, which, fortunately, was soon replaced by a different one, in which he was a teenager driving a white Subaru with his father on the highway to Jerusalem. In that dream, his father was around Avraham’s own age now, and he smoked the whole way and told Avraham a long story which Avraham could not remember in the morning. That seemed to have been his way of sharing his wedding day with his father, who had been too unwell to travel.

			They stayed in Koper for five nights and then drove to the woods in an old Fiat without air-conditioning which Marianka’s uncle had insisted on lending them. They read books and went for walks, from which Marianka returned with baskets full of blueberries and moist mushrooms. At times Avraham still had trouble believing that this woman had come to live with him in Holon. She’d started working in Israel for a private investigation firm that specialized in surveillance services for women going through divorces, and she was sometimes hired by the police to interpret at tourists’ interrogations or online questionings of overseas witnesses. Avraham saw nothing sad about getting married thousands of kilometres from his home, his parents and his friends because the wedding was just for the two of them, not for anyone else. The priest spoke in English, and when Avraham wasn’t sure what to do, Marianka whispered in his ear.

			In the early evening, they sat by the lake, and the surrounding treetops were painted on the water in dark colours. Marianka sat on the wooden bench outside the cabin they’d rented, with her knees folded up, and wrote in pencil in a red notebook, using words in a language he would never understand. Avraham read about the latest Kurt Wallander case, which led his beloved detective into the Swedish intelligence service’s vaults and into nuclear submarines, where he exposed dark secrets from the Cold War era. When Marianka asked him, ‘What are you thinking about?’ he said nothing because that’s what he was used to saying.

			But then he changed his mind. ‘I don’t know if I can go back,’ he said, and when she asked if he meant to Holon, he said, ‘To work. To the usual investigations.’ Of course it was related to Ilana, as Marianka assumed, but that wasn’t the only reason.

			Most of the cases he’d handled in recent years—he explained to Marianka—were tragically violent, and solving them had done no good for anyone. Who was helped by him finding out that Rafael Sharabi had killed his son, Ofer? Or that Chaim Sara had strangled his wife, Jennifer, and buried her in the yard? It was as if he were constantly fighting meaningless wars in which there could never be a winner – all they had was losers.

			‘How can you say those cases were meaningless?’ Marianka asked.

			He answered, ‘Of course they’re meaningful to the people involved in them, but solving them doesn’t change the bigger picture. It doesn’t even help the victims or their relatives.’ It certainly hadn’t helped Ofer Sharabi or Jennifer Salazar that he’d found out who murdered them, and it hadn’t given their families anything either. Hannah Sharabi was left not only without her son but also without a husband. Jennifer Salazar’s children were now living not just without their mother but without their father, too. ‘I think the most important thing I’ve done in the past few years is catching that chimpanzee, don’t you?’

			Marianka reminded him that it was an orang-utan.

			Besides, Avraham hadn’t really caught the ape; he’d spotted it crouching on a stone wall in an upmarket neighbourhood near the beach and radioed its location. He’d been on his way back to the station after visiting Ashdod port to investigate a fake Viagra smuggling operation when he’d heard over the police radio that a dangerous ape had escaped from the zoo, and drove off the highway to help with the search. The next day his picture was on the back page of Israel Today, and the police spokespeople made him go on one of the morning TV shows, where he was interviewed along with a zoologist. ‘Weren’t you afraid?’ the interviewer asked him, ‘The ape could have attacked you!’ Avraham replied that he wasn’t.

			The ape hadn’t moved, after all. He seemed to have understood that his escape attempt had failed, and had become filled with despair. Instead of resisting when the vet approached him, he simply hopped off the wall into her arms, at which point they got into the van together and disappeared. Still, the interviewer thanked Avraham for his courage.

			 

			Saban tried in vain to turn off his e-cigar, and finally put it back in the open case, still buzzing and discharging dark vapours.

			‘Look, Avi,’ he said with a sigh, ‘I’ll forward your request. I have no choice, but you know it could take weeks, even months, right? And do you have any thoughts on who could replace you? Do you think we’ll have to bring in someone from outside or is Vahaba seasoned enough?’

			Avraham said he thought Vahaba would do an excellent job. When Saban asked if he knew Chief Inspector Orna Ben-Hamo, who’d tracked down the lawyer from Givatayim who’d murdered two women and staged their deaths as suicides, Avraham said he hadn’t met her but had heard good things about her from Ilana Lis.

			Saban walked to the door, then stopped and put his hand – with its glossy, manicured fingernails – on Avraham’s shoulder. ‘I think I get what you’re going through,’ he said, ‘even if you’re convinced I can’t see it. You think the precinct and its cases are beneath you, right, Avi? You’re always kind of quiet and make yourself out to be modest, but really, you’re convinced you’re headed for the big leagues. And I know the stories about how you’re sure all the detectives on TV and in books are always wrong and you’re the only one who knows the real solution. Isn’t that what this is about?’

			Avraham smiled and said no, and Saban abruptly closed the open door, as if what he was about to say was a secret. ‘But I want you to know that you’re making a big mistake in how you think about what we do here. There’s a reason they changed the name to “Ministry of Public Security”. It’s not the “Ministry of Police” any more. We’re part of the country’s security apparatus, and what we do here is no less meaningful than what they do in other organizations. Besides, don’t forget that this is your home. How many years have you been here? Fifteen, at least?’

			Walking back to his office, Avraham saw Eliyahu Ma’alul making his fourth or fifth Turkish coffee of the day in the open kitchenette down the hallway, and thought perhaps he should have asked Saban to keep his request confidential. Ilanit wasn’t at her desk, and although he assumed she’d taken a lunch break, he called her to find out if there was any news. ‘Just the things from the morning. Nothing else,’ Ilanit said.

			‘The things from the morning’ were exactly the kind of cases he’d been handling for about a decade, since joining the precinct. 9:07 a.m. – Avi, message from intensive care at Wolfson, newborn baby found outside the hospital, no identifying marks. Should I send Vahaba? 9:53 a.m. – 36-year-old mentally ill male tried to set his mother on fire in her apartment on Aharonowitz St and attacked a social worker with a kitchen knife. 10:37 a.m. – lawyer for suspect in fake Viagra smuggling wants to talk to you urgently. When can you get back to her? 11:19 a.m. – manager of hotel in Bat Yam reported that a tourist disappeared without paying his bill. 11:22 a.m. – 3-year-old boy was left in car at Zahav Mall parking lot, arrived at A&E severely dehydrated and died an hour later. Do you want to bring the parents in today or wait till after the funeral?

			Outside of what Saban had called ‘your home’, there were entities engaged in elaborate operations to stop the Iranians from building a nuclear bomb, heroically thwarting terrorist attacks, investigating presidents and prime ministers and other politicians. Behind all these were people whose work was genuinely valuable, who were fighting important wars. Wars in which there was not only a losing side but a winning side, and a just side. And now Avraham was supposed to bring in a pair of grief-stricken parents to be questioned because they’d left their son in the car while they went to buy a dishwasher. Or to question a mentally ill man who’d tried to murder his mother in a fit of fury, and understand his motives. Saban was wrong. Avraham didn’t think these investigations were beneath him. It was just that he wanted to fulfil his dream from way back when he’d joined the police, which he’d only revealed to Ilana.

			It was at his job interview for the precinct, which was the first time they’d met, and he’d told her he wanted to save lives and fight against cruelty, violence and evil. Ilana had flashed the smile he’d come to know over the years, and asked him, ‘Do you think the police is the right place to do that?’ When Avraham replied that he did, she’d said, ‘I wish I could say you’re right.’

			He called Ilanit and asked her to bring him a lunch of rice and beans from the cafeteria. He texted Marianka to say he’d be home early and asked if she wanted to go for a run on the beach with him, but she responded saying she had karate practice and wouldn’t be back before nine. Ilanit brought him a salad with avocado and hard-boiled egg because they were out of beans. She said the fake Viagra smuggler’s lawyer wanted to postpone her client’s questioning because he’d just had his appendix out.

			He could have gone home.

			Esty Vahaba was at Wolfson, gathering information about the baby who’d been abandoned at the hospital, and collecting testimony from the doctors who’d cared for the boy who was left in the car and died. Eliyahu Ma’alul was waiting for the social worker who’d been attacked by the mentally ill man who’d tried to murder his mother, and meanwhile he was questioning the young man’s psychiatrist on the phone.

			Avraham called Gary to ask if he could pick up the letter from Ilana, but as usual, there was no answer. When he got into his white Hyundai, he still wasn’t sure where he was heading, but he ended up driving to the hotel in Bat Yam because there was no one else to send there. On the radio they were talking about another mysterious poisoning of a Russian dissident, allegedly by Vladimir Putin’s secret service, and Avraham couldn’t help imagining himself being recruited by the CIA or MI6 to solve the case: Inspector Avraham? This is Langley. We know you’ve been expecting our call.

			The sight of the Palace Hotel building reminded him that he was on Ben Gurion Boulevard in Bat Yam. Although the sign hanging from one of the windows declared it a ‘Luxury Suite Hotel’, the Palace looked more like a dilapidated apartment building. The walls were peeling from the sea air, and years of neglect had knocked down most of the blinds and coloured the remaining ones in shades of dirt. Its only advantage was the location. The beach-front balconies overlooked the promenade and the sea, which was the same sea everywhere, and which made Avraham happy every time he saw it. Three shirtless young men stood smoking on one of the balconies, and when they saw Avraham walking in, they hurried inside.

			The Palace was not the only incongruously named establishment in the area. Next to the hotel, along the promenade, Avraham spotted a restaurant named ‘Elegance’, with oilcloths on the plastic tables set out on the pavement; a shuttered fish restaurant named ‘Venice’; and the former ‘Deluxe Delicatessen’, now a convenience store selling cigarettes and cheap alcohol. The hotel adjacent to the Palace was an even more decrepit building, and its name offered stiff competition: ‘Monaco Hotel Seashore Luxury & More.’

			But wasn’t this exactly Avraham’s story? The plaque next to his office door read ‘Investigations and Intelligence Branch Commander’. On the desk in the middle of his room sat the brown wooden pipe that Marianka had bought him at the Armenian market in Jerusalem’s Old City. Avraham was a ‘detective’.

			Just like Kurt Wallander, except with peeling walls and stained oilcloths and broken blinds. A detective for grief-stricken parents and wounded children and sad little investigations whose resolutions only added more sorrow to the world.

			The Palace lobby, though, did surprise him.

			It was open, with no inner door separating it from the street, and the décor was Far Eastern. Two massive porcelain vases stood on the marble floor, each a head taller than Avraham and painted with women in kimonos and Japanese or Chinese lettering. The vases sprouted colourful plastic flowers on long stems. There was also a likely-fake cherry tree in a huge container. The front-desk clerk sat reading a book, his fair hair just visible behind the high wooden counter. It took the young man some time to understand why Avraham was there, but when he did, a grin spread over his face and he said, ‘Oh, that’s all fine now. No problems with that guy.’ That afternoon, a few hours after the hotel manager had called the police, the tourist’s relatives had turned up, explained that he’d be staying with them from now on, taken his belongings and paid the bill. Oleg, the clerk, hadn’t informed the police because he didn’t think they’d send anyone to handle the complaint anyway.

			This seemed to be an appropriate ending to Avraham’s day.

			He could have sat down at the Elegance, ordered a khinkali or khachapuri, which looked seductively greasy in the photographs displayed in the window, and waited for Marianka to finish her karate practice. ‘How do you know they were his relatives?’ he asked Oleg.

			‘Well, that’s what they said. And they paid his bill.’

			‘So?’

			‘What do you mean, so? So why would someone pay for a guy they’re not related to?’

			‘So essentially, you allowed these people you did not know to take a guest’s luggage, simply because they asked to?’

			Oleg looked uncomfortable. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘but the guest hasn’t been here for two days. He left two or three hours after he checked in and never came back. And anyway, the suitcases were empty.’ When Avraham asked how he knew this, the clerk’s face turned red: ‘That’s what I saw. They looked totally empty.’

			‘Did you open them in his room?’

			‘Of course not. Why would I open his suitcases?’

			When Oleg stood up, Avraham realized why he’d been hired as the front-desk clerk. He was tall and brawny, and if there was ever any trouble with guests at the Palace – and Avraham had the feeling there was – Oleg would know how to solve it.

			‘Did they leave you a name? A phone number?’ he asked, and the clerk looked even more uneasy.

			‘A number for who?’

			‘For the relatives. That’s what they told you, isn’t it? That they were his family?’

			‘Yes. But they didn’t give a number.’

			‘Do you have the guest’s phone number?’

			‘No. He didn’t give it.’

			‘And how did they pay?’

			‘Cash. Six hundred shekels in bills of two hundred. Four hundred for the two nights he was supposed to have already stayed, and two hundred for the other night he’d booked. He booked three nights in total.’

			‘Is there a camera here? Can I see?’

			‘Sure. It’s right there, on the ceiling.’

			‘I don’t mean the camera. The relatives. In the video footage.’

			‘Oh, sure. Do you want to see it now?’

			‘Not yet.’ He wanted to go up to the room first. ‘Do you remember what they knew about him?’ he asked.

			‘What they knew? They said they were relatives of the tourist who’d stayed here, and that they’d come to pay. That’s it.’

			‘So they didn’t know his name? Or show you his passport or any other papers?’

			Now Oleg looked decidedly embarrassed. ‘Do you think they’re not related to him? That he might come back all of a sudden and his luggage will be gone?’

			Avraham said, ‘I have no idea. Let’s go up to his room.’

			 

			The room was on the second floor.

			It was large, perhaps because the building was not intended to be a hotel, and dark because the big window, which was shut when they went in, did not face the sea but the back yard and a neglected building that blocked out the sunlight. Avraham pulled back a dusty curtain that used to be cream-coloured, rolled up a blind that hadn’t been washed in years, and looked out. There was a name written by someone’s finger in the dust on the window­pane: Yaakov Ben-Hayat. Whoever designed the room must have envisioned a palatial theme: the ceiling had floral reliefs in plaster, and the walls were hung with giant paintings in faux-gold frames, as if it were a museum in Florence. Two details immediately drew Avraham’s attention: the minibar, and a ceramic mug by the bathroom sink.

			‘Has anyone cleaned the room since they were here?’ he asked.

			Oleg shook his head. ‘The cleaner will be here the day after tomorrow.’

			‘Did you restock the minibar, or was it full?’

			‘The cleaner does that, too.’

			During the hours the tourist had spent in the room, he seemed not to have had any alcohol. But he had made coffee with the electric kettle, and if they needed to collect his fingerprints, they might be able to get them.

			‘Were you with them when they came up to the room?’ asked Avraham, and Oleg shook his head. He had been alone at reception and hadn’t been able to leave the front desk. ‘And how did you know he was really a tourist?’

			‘Who?’

			‘The man who took the room. And disappeared. What language did he speak?’

			‘English, but he had an accent. French, I think. And he showed me his passport, too. I can check for you.’

			‘You were here when he checked in?’

			‘I’m here every day, I do the night shift.’

			‘What did he say?’

			‘Nothing much. But he arrived in an airport taxi. I saw it.’

			Avraham asked Oleg to lock the door to the room and not let anyone in. On their way downstairs he asked how many guests were currently staying in the hotel, and Oleg said there were only two occupied rooms at the moment, but some rooms were rented by the hour. ‘Like, you know, couples, married ones, and other people. But tourists only stay in the suites. And there are some Chinese guys on the fourth floor. They’re here to work on the light railway. Engineers.’

			Why, then, had the tourist, whose name Avraham hadn’t yet asked for, been given a room facing the back yard and not the sea?

			Oleg said that’s what he’d asked for. A room that didn’t face the street.

			Back at the front desk, Avraham asked Oleg to check the tourist’s name and how he’d booked the room. Oleg switched on an old desktop computer and waited almost five minutes for it to start up. The guest’s name was Jacques Bertoldi. He hadn’t reserved the room, but had walked into the hotel, asked if they had a room available, and booked it for three nights. He hadn’t left a phone number, but had given Oleg a Swiss passport number, which Avraham wrote in his notebook. Until he could see Bertoldi on the security camera footage, Avraham had to make do with what Oleg remembered. He took a blue pen out of his shirt pocket and wrote in the black notebook that Marianka had bought him in Slovenia: Approx. 60, tall, at least 1.85, very thin, fairly dark skin, full head of silver hair. Wore brown trousers and brown jacket when he arrived at the hotel at night and when he left the next morning at five or six.

			‘When he left in the morning, did he say anything to you?’ Avraham asked, and Oleg looked like he was trying to remember.

			‘Oh, yeah. That’s another reason why we called. He asked if I could recommend a restaurant, and when I said yes, he asked if I’d be in the hotel when he got back that evening so I could give him directions. I told him not to worry, I was here every evening, and he said, “Great, then I’ll see you in a few hours.” In English. See? So that’s why we were positive he’d be back.’

			 

			On the way home, Avraham did not turn the radio on.

			The Palace security camera was on the passenger seat next to him, but Avraham could already see in his mind’s eye a sixty-year-old man, tall and thin, getting out of a taxi in the middle of the night at a promenade hotel in Bat Yam, asking in French-accented English for a room that did not face the street, not going to sleep and not even lying down, but making himself a cup of coffee, leaving his room in the morning, promising to return in the evening – but not returning. Two men had taken his belongings before Avraham had been able to get to the Palace himself or send an officer to look into the complaint. Why did Avraham sense that he would regret not coming sooner? After all, at this point he had no reason to think the tourist was in any danger, perhaps other than his promise to Oleg that he’d be back in the evening.

			And there was also the desk clerk’s response to Avraham’s final question.

			‘The people who came to pick up the luggage, did they look like him?’ he’d asked, and Oleg had turned red again and said, ‘I don’t remember exactly what they looked like. One of them was short, actually. Blond. You can see it on the camera. But relatives don’t always look alike, do they?’

		

	
		
			2

			The police arrived at quarter past five.

			They must have assumed they’d be waking her, but Liora was already loading the washing machine on the utility porch, so she didn’t hear them coming up to her third-floor flat. When she heard someone banging on the door and shouting, ‘Police! Open up!’ she did get startled, but they had no chance of finding what they were looking for.

			She was thoroughly prepared, and the flat was as gleaming as it would be after a spring clean. Thirty-odd years of housework had made her an expert in covering her tracks.

			 

			The policeman was fat and sweaty and smelled of tinned tuna. He walked around the flat, asked Liora if she was alone and, when he caught sight of the basket in front of the washing machine, asked her to empty the machine and went through the dirty clothes, one by one. He called to the Ethiopian policewoman, whispered something in her ear and she proceeded to sift through the panties and bras and sniff them like a hungry dog. They moved on to the girls’ room, where they emptied cupboards and drawers, then they searched the bathroom and the toilet, and climbed up the ladder to the storage attic, which was the only place Liora never cleaned because it contained David’s tools and construction materials.

			‘Can you explain to me what you want? What are you looking for?’ she asked.

			The policeman said, ‘Where are your daughters?’

			‘They’re sleeping over with someone. Why, did my girls do something to you? Are you here to arrest them?’

			They were becoming increasingly frustrated.

			She considered calling Avi Edry again and decided not to, but she did take out her phone to document the search: clothes tossed on the beds, pillows pulled off the living room couches, drawers overturned and emptied out on the floor. In Danielle’s room, the Ethiopian policewoman shone a torch under the bed and dragged out a maroon sheet. Liora panicked for a moment, but when she saw the dust on it, she realized it had clearly been there for weeks.

			‘Please put back everything you moved,’ she said.

			‘No problem, we will,’ the policeman said.

			She aimed the camera at him because he was obviously someone who didn’t like to have his photo taken, and she said, ‘Can you tell me your name? I can’t see your name. And tell the camera what you’re looking for – because I don’t understand.’

			He was ready to leave, but the policewoman was still searching the kitchen – fridge, freezer, cupboards, cutlery drawers. They were like a pair of exasperated criminals who’d broken into a flat with a safe and found it empty. In the end, they put a few towels and kids’ clothes into a crate they’d brought.

			Liora kept recording them when they told her she was being detained and had to come to the station with them. She asked, ‘Why do I have to? Can you tell me what this is about?’

			The policeman replied, ‘At the moment it’s about leaving a minor unsupervised and harming minors and defenceless individuals. Beyond that, they’ll tell you at the station.’

			Liora said, ‘But my girls are staying with my older daughter – talk to her. How can you call that unsupervised?’

			All this was part of the plan she’d devised in case the police turned up, even though she hadn’t thought it would happen so soon.

			The street was dark and empty when she was put into the police car.

			The neighbours did not look out of their windows, despite the fact they’d all heard the banging on the door and the shouting, but that wasn’t anything unusual in this neighbourhood, and whoever had woken up might have gone back to sleep.

			Liora didn’t know how the police had managed to identify her – although she had her suspicions – but she wasn’t afraid, not even when they drove past the hospital, whether they did so coincidentally or deliberately in order to scare her. The policewoman drove and the policeman sat next to her, typing on a tablet with one hand and clutching his half-eaten tuna sandwich in the other, as if someone was threatening to steal it. Since the car windows were tinted, Liora couldn’t see if the guard sitting at the entrance to the mall adjacent to the hospital was the woman or the old man, and whether there were more police or police cars there.

			If you could see me now, you wouldn’t recognize me, she said to David silently. You’d be so impressed by how I’m not letting them scare me. You’re with me, and so is God, and this time I know what has to be done.

			 

			It had been that way since the moment the doctor had left. Everything she did had been planned.

			She’d taken a reconnaissance tour of the hospital. It had two entryways – one for cars, through the car park, and another for pedestrians, through the shopping centre. Liora realized it would be riskier for her to arrive by car because the security guards at the car park made a point of checking each vehicle and she wanted to avoid any delays on her way out. If a car was stopped for any reason at the exit, she might get stuck behind it, and she needed to get out of the hospital grounds as soon as possible. There were also more security cameras in the car-park area, and she had a feeling there were other pairs of eyes she hadn’t spotted. At the shopping centre entrance, on the other hand, there was one camera at the guard’s booth, and if she wore a head covering or hid her face at the right moment, it would be impossible to identify her. The elderly guard didn’t make anyone open their bags, and that was the most important thing. He just used his metal-detector wand, which probably didn’t work anyway, and barely glanced at anyone. Even if he asked her to open her bag, she would have time to retreat. She could say she’d forgotten something and she’d be right back.

			Café Roladin was just inside the entrance. She ordered a latté and a cheese-and-raisin Danish fresh from the oven, then sat down facing the guard station and the street exit.

			A bus arrived every minute. Number 140, number 26, number 12. Another 140. Sometimes two or three came together. The distance from her café table to the station was no more than fifty metres, which she could walk in thirty or forty seconds. She’d be sitting on a moving bus within a minute, or just over, without anyone having noticed the bag she’d left under the table. And even if someone did notice and called after her, ‘Lady, you forgot your bag!’ Liora could go back and thank them and try another time.

			At first, she thought the ideal time would be early morning, or perhaps late at night, just before the buses stopped running, but then she realized there were fewer people in the mall and the buses were less frequent. It would be better if the café was busy and the guard had to deal with a crowd. And wasn’t that the right way to commit a crime in Israel – in broad daylight with as many people around as possible? Burglars who broke into homes at night sometimes got caught and punished, but people who committed really serious crimes, in plain sight, never got caught, and even if they did, they had lawyers who helped them get off.

			This was the first time she’d taken the back door into the Holon police station, through the car park. She was not handcuffed while the fat policeman walked her up the stairs to the second floor. He put her in a small, windowless interrogation room, where the air-conditioner was off, and she could feel her shirt clinging to her chest and neck. But none of that affected her. It was more than an hour before anything happened, but she had a Bible in her bag, and reading it calmed her: it put some weight into her body, giving it inner stability.

			When the detective came into the room, at first she acted as if Liora wasn’t there. She sat down at the computer and typed, with her eyes too close to the screen. Only when she introduced herself and had to look at Liora did Liora realize why the woman had tried to hide her eyes. She was cross-eyed, so that when she looked at something, her gaze fell a couple of centimetres away from what she wanted to see. Her eyes were also red and watery, as if coated with a wet membrane.

			Chief Inspector Esty Vahaba asked Liora to state her name and identity number, and Liora said them out loud, in a voice she hoped indicated that she was not afraid: ‘Liora Talyas. ID number 35655131.’

			A camera in the corner of the room was recording them.

			‘Date of birth?’

			‘Third of Tevet.’

			The detective looked up with her rheumy eyes, and Liora felt herself gaining confidence.

			‘What’s the Gregorian date?’ she asked.

			‘Why, what’s wrong with the Hebrew date?’ Liora said, but then she added, ‘December twenty-third, nineteen seventy-nine.’ When she was asked for her address, she said, ‘But you already know my address. You sent the two cops there to bring me in, didn’t you? It was so important for them to bang on the door and kick up a fuss at five a.m., like we’re some criminal organization. And what did they find? They found shit.’

			Chief Inspector Vahaba tried to look at Liora as directly as possible. ‘Your home address?’ she repeated, and Liora answered, ‘Two Ha’giborim Street. Bat Yam.’

			‘Thank you. I am beginning the interview. You should be aware that it is being recorded and videotaped. It is now eight-forty a.m., Tuesday, August twenty-sixth. And this is a questioning under caution. Can you explain to me why you left the baby?’

			Liora immediately replied, ‘I didn’t leave any baby. I don’t know what you want.’

			‘Yesterday, on Monday, August twenty-fifth, you left a baby in a black bag at Wolfson Hospital. Or rather, not in the hospital but in the shopping centre adjacent to the hospital. You entered with a black bag and left without it.’

			For an instant she was back outside the shopping centre.

			She’d noticed from a distance that the elderly guard wasn’t there, and instead there was a young female guard who was searching ­people’s bags. She’d hesitated for a moment or two, no longer. The guard wasn’t making everyone open their bags, and she wasn’t putting her hands inside them. She just glanced in and ran the metal detector around the outside of the bags.

			Liora told the detective, ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. Where would I get a baby to leave? And if I had one, why would I put it in a bag?’

			‘I think you had a baby. And that you abandoned her.’

			‘Then you’re wrong.’

			Liora was suddenly positive that the hour she’d spent alone in the interrogation room had helped her, rather than increasing her anxiety. She’d grown accustomed to the room, to being in it. The previous conversations she’d had in interrogation rooms – perhaps even in this one – had infused her with more power. If only there was a way for you to see me now, she told David soundlessly.

			‘There is footage from the mall’s security camera showing you walking in with the bag in which the baby was found and leaving the mall without it. You can clearly see the bag and you can clearly see that you are holding it. I’m not saying it was intentional. You might have forgotten it by mistake. Perhaps you forgot the baby and realized a few hours later and panicked. Could that be what happened?’

			Liora smiled and the detective’s gaze grew shorter again. This was the point at which she was assuming Liora was stupid and would confess in response to her lies. Liora said, ‘Do you think if you tell me I forgot it by accident, I’ll tell you it was mine?’

			‘Do you want to see her? Maybe that’ll help you remember?’

			Liora raised her voice: ‘Are you for real? You think if you show me some baby, I’ll tell you I abandoned her? You send two cops into an ordinary family’s house at five a.m. with a search warrant and an arrest warrant because of a baby who doesn’t exist, and now you want me to go and see her with you? I can’t understand if you’re putting on an act or if you’re for real.’ Liora thought the detective was taken aback, perhaps not so much by what she’d said, but by her tone. And now she knew for sure that the baby was alive. Not that she’d had any doubt – she’d assumed the baby would be found within minutes and be cared for immediately. Still, in the news Liora had read online about the baby found at Wolfson there was no information on her condition, but now she knew that she’d been right, and the baby would be fine.

			The detective wouldn’t give in, but the more time went by, the more confident Liora felt in herself and in her own strength, and she wasn’t fazed even when the detective denigrated her.

			‘I’m not alarmed by the tone you’re taking with me,’ she told Liora. ‘I’ve sat in this room with people who are a little bit more threatening than you. I suggest you change course and understand that I can help you. And at this point I want to help you, but that might not last much longer. We know you left the baby, not only because of the camera and the bag. Believe me, I wouldn’t be sitting here telling you the baby was yours if I’d only seen something on the camera. You have a window of opportunity right now, when I’m giving you the right to say: “I was wrong, I had postnatal depression.” Or whatever. “Now I’m well, give me back the baby and we’ll call it a day.” It won’t be straightforward – there will be a welfare investigation; the case for neglect won’t be closed easily – but it might end there. That depends on the baby’s condition. If you keep talking to me the way you have been, you’ll just be digging yourself into a deeper hole.’

			Do you understand how blind she is, David? How she believes the stories she’s telling herself?

			Liora made it clear that she was not going to answer, but Detective Esty Vahaba made one more attempt. ‘Liora, listen to me for a minute. I’m on your side. I’m sure you didn’t do what you did out of malice. You woke up in the morning, maybe you hadn’t got any sleep, the baby was screaming and screaming, maybe she vomited, maybe she wasn’t eating, and you couldn’t take it any more. Or you got scared because you thought the baby was sick and you hadn’t taken proper care of her. And no one was there to help you. It could happen to anyone, and no one’s going to judge you for it.’

			Liora could see her own smile reflected in the despairing look of the detective, who now gave up. ‘Can I ask who the lawyer you consulted before coming in here is?’ she asked.

			‘Avi Edry.’

			‘And did Avi Edry advise you to deny everything?’

			‘Avi Edry didn’t advise me to do anything. I don’t need advice. People who tell the truth don’t need lawyers. Only liars do.’

			‘Does your husband know? Or was that why you put the baby there? To hide it from him?’

			That was the only one of the detective’s questions that surprised Liora, and her answer burst out with unexpected fury. ‘If you’d done your job, you’d know that my husband, David, died. No, sorry, he didn’t die; he was murdered. Didn’t you research who you were bringing in? So you tell me now: where would I get a baby?’

			The detective stood up.

			Liora said, ‘I want to leave now. I have to get to work.’

			‘I’ll find out what’s going to happen and let you know,’ replied Vahaba. ‘Until then, you’re staying here. Would you like me to give a message to Avi Edry?’

			 

			Oddly, it was only once the detective had left that, for the first time that day, Liora felt some fear inside her that needed to be destroyed. Perhaps because the confrontation had demanded all her strength, or perhaps because every time she mentioned David’s murder she felt weak. She thought about the baby and the ridiculous things the policewoman had said about her. The baby hadn’t screamed or thrown up, and she’d eaten well. And despite what she’d been through, she’d slept more peacefully than any other baby because God must have wanted her to live.

			Liora took out her Bible and reread the verses that had fortified her from the moment she’d understood what she must do. And the woman conceived, and bore a son; and when she saw that he was a goodly child, she hid him three months. And when she could no longer hide him, she took for him an ark of bulrushes, and daubed it with slime and with pitch; and she put the child therein and laid it in the flags by the river’s brink. She had read these verses on the number 140 bus, too, which she’d just managed to hop on to a second before the driver closed the door. But unlike Miriam, who had stayed to watch the ark of bulrushes until Pharaoh’s daughter fished it out of the river, she couldn’t stay. She had sat in the back of the bus, near the window, and although she’d planned to get off after one or two stops, she stayed for a long time. The bus drove on to Ayalon Highway North, then took Menachem Begin Road towards Azrieli Towers, and turned east to the diamond-exchange area. By then it was full. A tall, thin Sudanese man sat down next to her, and afterwards a woman of sixty-five or seventy with a head covering, who read the newspaper. No one looked at Liora, and the driver didn’t see where or when she got off.

			Would anyone have told Miriam she’d been wrong to leave Moses to be gathered from the river? She’d also done something that was against the law. And could anyone have punished the two midwives who had broken the law and did not as the king of Egypt commanded them, but saved the men-children alive? Mordechai had agreed with Liora that what she was planning was not a crime. He’d told her, ‘It’s just like the story of Moses, where the criminal is the one who decides the law.’ That was the true criminal – whoever did things in daylight without hiding because they were in control and he himself determined what was allowed and what wasn’t.

			When ye do the office of a midwife to the Hebrew women, ye shall look upon the birthstool: if it be a son, then ye shall kill him; but if it be a daughter, then she shall live. That was the law of the land.

			The detective came back into the room two hours later, with a bottle of water. She was followed by a policeman who looked more senior, and he stood in the corner and watched the two of them while the detective asked Liora to sit down. ‘Your lawyer is on his way and you might be released today. We’ll see,’ Vahaba said.

			‘What do you mean, “we’ll see”?’ asked Liora. ‘I have to get to work, and I want to talk to my daughters.’

			Vahaba nodded and then asked Liora the question she’d been expecting and which she knew how to answer. ‘Are you prepared to give us a saliva sample for a DNA test? If you consent willingly, we might be able to let you go after the test. We want to confirm what you say, that the baby isn’t yours.’
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