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JUNE 2014

Soothed by the sound coming from the Audi’s wide tires on the asphalt, Ya’ara reclined in the backseat of the car and closed her eyes. The vehicle’s interior, insulated from the blistering late afternoon sun by the tinted windows, was chilly. Two tight-lipped young men, who Ya’ara assumed were members of the Shin Bet security service’s VIP Protection Unit, were sitting in the front seats. The call from the prime minister’s office had come through some two hours earlier. The prime minister would like to meet with you, said Mai, or was it Kim—whatever, it was one of those typical names for young women working for older senior officials. Today, right away, the secretary said. We’ll send a car to get you.

She had spotted the black Audi from a mile away, and the guy who was waiting for her stood out like a sore thumb, too. After all, you didn’t see very many young men hanging around a college campus in dark glasses and a dark jacket on a blistering hot day in June, even if the sun was sinking steadily toward the blue strip of sea on the horizon at the far end of Einstein Street.

They were northward bound from the Morasha Junction, with gilt-edged clouds visible to the west and the loam-earth fields glowing orange. In this light, of almost-sunset, the orchards had taken on a purple-black hue, and Ya’ara couldn’t help but marvel at the scene. In the twilight that encapsulated the drive, the landscape appeared profound and filled with splendor, a German expressionist painting. And yet, it was Israel.

Almost a year had gone by since she’d played her part in flushing out of one of Israel’s most dangerous traitors. Ya’ara had been on unpaid leave when Michael Turgeman recruited her for the team set up by former Mossad chief Aharon Levin. It hadn’t ended well. The hunt had been swift and dizzying. The team had managed to identify the traitor within just a few months. He was an aide close to the prime minister. She hadn’t been alone in urging Levin to kill the man immediately, but Levin refused and ordered the team not to touch him. Ya’ara decided when the man chose to run that there were times when justice must be written in blood. Alon Regev, the advisor who had crossed the line, was on his way to a deserted beach north of Ashkelon, where a rescue boat courtesy of the Russian intelligence service was waiting for him. He didn’t make it to the rendezvous point. He died on his way there in a road accident, and his extraction team slipped away silently through the black waters.

Ya’ara was never accused of killing Regev. The papers reported the accident; the police closed the case. But Aharon Levin made sure she couldn’t go back to the Mossad after that. He’d told her that she was aggressive, undisciplined, unpredictable, and too prone to violence. And he didn’t keep his opinions to himself.

Ya’ara didn’t want to go back anyway. She felt stifled by all the regulations and procedures and orders and approvals. She didn’t want to be smothered. She wanted to breathe. She traveled in South America for four months, crossing the continent from southern Chile to Ecuador on a large motorcycle. Her lover Hagai was waiting for her at the airport on her return, and his eyes filled with tears as he told her he couldn’t take it any longer, that it was over between them. She collected her books, photography equipment, and clothes from the house on the moshav and moved back to Tel Aviv, into a room in an apartment rented by Einat, a girl she knew from the unit. She hardly felt a thing when Hagai broke things off, other than a slight sense of relief and the knowledge that that’s just the way things were. Thirty-four years old and living with a roommate in a dilapidated two-bedroom apartment in the old part of the northern end of the city. Yes, she could have done a little better for herself, but she didn’t really care. She went back to university, for her final semester toward a bachelor’s degree in film. She had certainly taken her time.

Now the academic year was winding down and editing of her final project was coming to an end. The short film she had written and directed was taking shape before her eyes, assuming depth and character, a life of its own. The leads were a man and woman in their thirties. They had first met years ago, and now they had met again, by chance. The chemistry between them was immediate and powerful. They went to a large, shuttered apartment in Netanya. Wine, Turkish coffee, dates, a sharp Gouda cheese, arak. The man and woman went from one bed to the next, spending each night in a different room, and with each passing day the shutters opened a little more to allow the sunlight to flood the room and the sea breeze to dry their bodies. The couple hardly spoke. There was something somber yet captivating about the movie. Ya’ara was pleased with it. There was something truly compelling about the emerging relationship that she saw on the screen. She felt she had achieved something real, something that touched on an element of the secrets that exist between a man and a woman. She was looking forward to screening it but now, out of nowhere, she was on her way to see the prime minister.

The large Audi turned eastward on Route 57. The wide-open stretch of sky that Ya’ara could see through the windshield was already dark. The car slowed down and turned left into a moshav. Ya’ara didn’t catch sight of the name as they drove through the gate, nor did she manage to spot the wooden sign that customarily stood alongside the checkpoints at the entrances to the moshavim in the area. It annoyed her. She felt rusty. This wouldn’t have happened a few years ago, she scolded herself silently.

“Where are we?” she asked the two security service agents sitting in the front. The one in the passenger seat responded without even turning around: “We’ll be there in a minute.”

Cheeky bastard, she thought. The car slowed in front of an electric gate, which slid open to reveal a narrow driveway hidden by large trees with thick black-green foliage. Less than a minute went by before they stopped in front of a house whose concealed lighting exposed the ocher shade of its walls, the color of earth or clay. A security guard armed with a short-barreled M16 assault rifle approached, nodded to the men in front, and opened the right rear door of the vehicle.

“Come with me, please.” As they crossed the threshold into the house, the guard asked: “Are you armed?”

“Me? Of course not!”

“I have to check you anyway.”

“Listen up.” Ya’ara’s voice turned icy. “I don’t know your name, but the prime minister was the one who summoned me here. I didn’t ask to see him. You can check my bag, but we haven’t known each other long enough for me to let you run your hands over me. If that’s a problem, you can tell your two friends to take me back home.”

From deep within the house a voice called out, “It’s okay, Eitan. I trust this girl.” Ya’ara recognized the prime minister’s resonant voice from both television and the numerous times she had sat in on briefings seeking to secure his approval for specific operations. As she turned toward the sound of his voice, she saw the figure of the prime minister, dressed in a black polo shirt, following in its wake toward her. He approached with an outstretched hand. “I see that the rumors are true. You really are someone who’s not to be messed with.” As he shook her hand, he said, “Ya’ara, I know that we’ve met before. You aren’t someone who is easily forgotten.”

As Ya’ara let go of the prime minister’s hand, she wondered why her meeting was taking place at a large, secluded villa rather than in his office. “This home belongs to a family member who resides abroad most of the year,” the prime minister said, appearing to read her mind as he escorted her into the house, initially through a spacious guest area and then into a large and dimly lit study. “He’s placed it at my disposal, and I use it when I want to meet someone discreetly, without disturbances from anyone, without any filming or recording, without any records anywhere.”

He led Ya’ara to a sitting area illuminated by a yellowish light from a free-standing lamp. The beam from a second lamp formed a circle of light on the large desk. The rest of the room was shrouded in darkness. Darkness and Chopin’s Concerto No. 2. They sat in identical leather armchairs, and an elderly woman emerged seemingly out of nowhere bearing a tray with two cups of coffee, a jug of cold water, and a small plate of cookies. “Thank you, Bracha,” the prime minister said. “Please close the door. If we need anything, we’ll give you a shout.”

As soon as the old woman closed the door behind her, he leaned toward Ya’ara and said, “I’ll get straight to the point.”

Ya’ara nodded, her eyes fixed on those of the prime minister.

“I need—the state of Israel needs—to put together a new capability. A capability, in fact, that we possessed in the past but which has eroded in recent years. We need a small, highly skilled strike force that can operate in absolute secrecy, completely detached from the state. A strike force that can act swiftly, resolutely, aggressively, free of the restraints of procedures and approvals and legal advisors. Finally, it must be a strike force that the state of Israel—and I—can, if necessary, deny.”

After a long, silent moment, the prime minister rose from his armchair, walked over to a dark wooden sideboard, and returned with a bottle of fine single-malt scotch. “Can I pour one for you, too? Bracha looks after me, offers me and my guests nothing other than coffee and cold water. But we’re adults, right? For a conversation like this, we’re allowed something a little stronger, aren’t we? But not too much, of course.”

Ya’ara loved scotch. She added a few drops of cold water to the measure the prime minister had poured for her. “It brings out additional flavors,” she said, and the prime minister nodded.

“Well,” he continued, at ease in his armchair again, “I’m looking for a black horse to help pull the chariot. Are you familiar with Plato’s Chariot Allegory?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “Sort of . . .”

“There are numerous interpretations of the dialogue of Socrates and Phaedrus,” the prime minister went on, and Ya’ara wondered if he had read the allegory in the original Greek, “and all of those with which I’m familiar present the black horse, the wild one, as a beast that needs to be controlled and tamed. Just as reason should have the upper hand over animal urges.”

He sipped his whiskey for a moment, then set it on the table and leaned forward. “I think differently. I think that a country striving for survival requires two kinds of horses to pull its chariot. An absolute must. The one, a white horse, is reason, the appropriate measures of law and order. The second is a black horse, wild, aggressive, subversive, which has to be reined in all the time. I believe—no, Ya’ara—I’m convinced that our intelligence services, and particularly those that operate beyond the borders of the state, need to be our black horse. The elected government can then lead the way by means of the two horses. The white horse is vital, essential. Without it, the chariot would have no direction. But in a world as complex and stormy as ours, we also need a black horse that will lead us to the places we wouldn’t get to without it.”

He leaned back in his chair, his face falling into shadow. “Once upon a time, in the early days, our intelligence services were a black horse. Over the years, they’ve grown—too much perhaps—more organized and structured, with hierarchies and bureaucracy, regulations, procedures. We’ve reaped benefits from the process, but these restrictions have created a gap that needs to be filled. And for that, I need you. I need you to be my black horse.”

Ya’ara was of two minds about the prime minister’s interpretation of Plato’s allegory. The prime minister had admitted, too, that his interpretation might be a unique one. But while she didn’t know much about Greek philosophy she did understand what the prime minister was saying. She sipped her whiskey, her ever-present string of pearls glistening in the hollow of her throat, and asked: “What exactly do you have in mind?”

“I have been briefed on your career and on your last operation. I’m aware of everything that led up to the exposure of the traitor Alon Regev, who fortunately worked for my predecessor and not for me, because then I would have killed him myself,” the prime minister responded. “I’m not convinced that the course of action selected by the president was the right one, but that’s all in the past now.” He leaned forward again. “And, I’ve been told of your role in Regev’s exposure, and I believe that it was you who put the affair to bed.” He smiled tightly as he said, “You’ve been described to me as violent and wild. There you go—I’m telling you straight to your face.”

He reached for his whiskey again. “There’s probably some truth to that, some part of you that matches the description. But I’m also familiar with things you did working for Mossad—the extraordinary things you did as a field operative. This is what I know from your former commanders: You’re brave, you’re highly intelligent, you understand what motivates people, how to lead them. You have that strength. And you love that world of secrecy. You love it and it brings out such strength in you. I also know about your sister and the profound effect her story had on you.”

Ya’ara remained silent as the prime minister listed her virtues, and at the mention of her sister, too. She knew there had to be more to come.

“I need you back in service,” the prime minister said. “Not the Mossad. I want you to set up a unit that’ll operate by a different set of rules. Like I said—swiftly, highly aggressive, highly professional, with a willingness to take risks. The world is changing quickly, and we need a force that can act even quicker. You’ll pick your own people, and you’ll work completely detached from any and every government body. You’ll be ruthless and violent if necessary, but you’ll operate only against the targets I provide, in the name of the government of Israel.”

“And what if I believe you’re using me to take care of personal issues, or to promote a political agenda of some kind?” Ya’ara asked.

“There you go—that’s exactly why I want you,” the prime minister said with obvious self-satisfaction, like someone who had taken a bet with himself and won. “You’re meeting privately with the prime minister of Israel, face-to-face, yet show no fear of me at all. You don’t flinch in the slightest before slamming your fist into someone’s face.”

“Sir, I respect you and the position you hold, but I have to ask such questions. Without flinching. Otherwise I’m not the one to do this work for you.”

“Ya’ara, I’m not trying to establish a private militia or political assassination unit. I will never pass on directives you cannot tolerate. And, no matter what, the final decision whether or not to act will always be yours. I will never expect you to do anything that doesn’t sit well with you or your team. The bottom line is that the darkest deeds have to be carried out by the purest individuals.”

“Don’t fool yourself, sir, I’m far from pure, but I can tell the difference between right and wrong, and I try my best to make the right choices. But what you’ve heard is true. There’s a wild side to me, one that has me walking a fine line. And, because I’m a patriot, I’m willing to cross that line sometimes, too. This means you have to be prepared for surprises, sir. I may not be who or what you think I am.”

“I’m willing to take the risk. And in any event, I still maintain the right to deny everything. Just so you know, if you and your unit get into trouble, we won’t be able to come to your assistance. You’ll be out there on your own. Totally alone.” His face looked suddenly tired. “You’re taking on a heavy burden. Of isolation, of anonymity. There won’t be any medals or glowing reports in your file—it will just be you, and the things you know. And the rest of your life will all be on hold.” He raised his eyes to hers as he asked his final question, “Will you do it, Ya’ara?”

She sat silent long enough to not appear too eager, long enough to mourn her unfinished film for a moment, then she said, “It’ll take me some time to recruit a team and train them. It’s not going to happen overnight. You should know that.”

“I understand, but don’t forget that we’re at war. I want you to do this right, but from now on, the rules of war apply.”

  • • • 

The night sky was as black as ink. The orange glow of the coastal plain, the product of lights and smog, appeared in the distance. She was sitting again in the rear of the large black Audi, which was driving her back to Tel Aviv. Her motorcycle was waiting for her outside the university. My new life is about to begin, Ya’ara thought to herself almost gleefully. She didn’t know how long this specific chapter would last. She didn’t know if she’d come out on the other side in one piece. All she knew was that she had a big adventure ahead of her.

She had tied up a few technical details with the prime minister before leaving. His personal lawyer, Shaul Ben-Atar, was going to put everything in place. The front companies, the bank accounts. Keep it as simple as possible, the prime minister had said, sharing a lifetime of experience with her in just a few words. Keep it simple. His voice had changed when he began to talk about operational realities. “No matter what, this will get complicated. So, build the unit and operate it in the most practical way you can come up with—the most focused way. What should always be clear to you, the thing that requires constant clarity, is the objective. The individual you’re after must always remain in your sights. Always in the center.”
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WANTED: MEN AND WOMEN

FOR HAZARDOUS JOURNEY

CONSTANT DANGER, LONG MONTHS OF COMPLETE DARKNESS, SAFE RETURN DOUBTFUL, SMALL WAGES

SENSE OF DIGNITY AND SATISFACTION IN EVENT OF SUCCESS

Ya’ara looked at the ad she had composed, and it pleased her. It was a paraphrase of the recruitment ad published in 1913 by polar explorer and adventurer Sir Ernest Shackleton during his preparations for the expedition that eventually brought him eternal glory. Funny how that renowned expedition was one that failed at its very outset. Shackleton had aspired to be the first man to cross Antarctica on foot. But the ship in which Shackleton and his crew set out became trapped in pack ice in the frozen South Sea, and they were forced to abandon the vessel. Lost in an endless sea of ice, their quest took on a new objective. Instead of crossing the continent, they were now forced to save themselves. Considering the harsh weather conditions, the vast distance from any other sign of human life, and the awful solitude, they appeared doomed from the very start; but Shackleton, in a display of remarkable leadership that command schools and colleges still teach today, managed to save his crew, every last one of them.

At the time, Shackleton’s odd and tantalizing ad elicited a flood of some five thousand responses. I wonder, Ya’ara thought to herself, if anyone’s going to respond to the strange challenge more than a century later. Ya’ara posted the ad on two internet message boards and one of the social networks. Her plan was to recruit most of her team by means of the age-old method of “a friend brings a friend,” but she also wanted to poke the digital domain to see if it could cough up some interesting candidates for her.

She didn’t need that many. Six, eight at most. Certainly no more for the initial setting-up stage. When working with such a small number of individuals, each and every one of them is significant. Any one of them could make the difference. I’m starting to think in American English, she thought, wincing. That language finds its way into everything. Like beach sand.

Sitting and waiting for Aslan at a small bar in the Levinsky Market, Ya’ara felt completely at ease. She had absolute faith in him, held his capabilities in very high regard, and enjoyed being in his company. She had no doubts at all—she wanted him to join the enterprise, she wanted him with her.

As always, he materialized unnoticed. His catlike ability to do so scared the life out of most people, but she was accustomed by now to seeing him appear before her, seemingly out of thin air, a powerful and silent tiger, his smile lighting up his face.

“I can see you’ve set up a command center there,” Aslan said, his eyes alluding to the open silver iPad and the brand-new iPhone that was connected to the device with a cable. “How did you get your hands on that model so quickly? The launch was just a week ago.”

“Aslan,” she responded, speaking his name with uncharacteristic warmth and standing to embrace him. Droplets of water trickled down the sides of a glass of milky arak filled with ice—a part of the command center. “Can I order one for you, too?”

Aslan took the seat across the table from her, and Ya’ara gestured to the waitress to bring another arak to the table. She sized him up. His slim, muscular body appeared relaxed. His face, as always, was tanned. And in his eyes, she caught distinct glimmers of joy.

“You look great,” she declared. “Even though you’re old,” she added with a smile that belied her words. Aslan was one of those people who never seem to age.

“I can only hope that when you get to my age, you’ll be able to do even half of what I do,” he said.

Aslan devoted most of his time to extreme sports—mountain climbing, rafting, skydiving, anything and everything dangerous, remote, and in beautiful surroundings.

“I have neither the inclination nor the ability to compete with you.” Ya’ara showed him the ad. “Would you respond?” she asked.

“Without a doubt. Crazy ad. Perfect for people like me.”

Ya’ara told him about her meeting with the prime minister. Aslan didn’t have to ask. It was plain to see that she had taken the job. “It’s like a start-up,” she said. “We can work on it for a few years, until things become too institutionalized. And when that happens, we can make an exit. We’ll pass on the reins to someone responsible and stable, and move on from there.”

“We, we, we. And who is this we you’re talking about?”

“You know I’m talking about you. I want us to do this together. I’m asking you,” she added when she saw his gaze harden. “Someone has to do it. You recall our talks about what we’d do were we given the chance to rebuild everything. I’d like to think you were being serious, that we were serious. Because this is it, we have the opportunity to do so now. And opportunities like this come around maybe once in a lifetime. We’ve got hold of its tail. Let’s not let it slip away. We’ve got the chance to ride on the back of a tiger.”

Aslan leaned forward and listened. She knew she had his attention. Ya’ara enthusiastically outlined the stages she envisioned. First, the recruitment stage. They need to recruit swiftly and aggressively. And then the training stage. We’ll begin abroad from the outset, she said, her eyes fixed on him. The entire team. In the field. We have the required budget. We’ll teach them at the same time how to construct a cover persona. A personal cover story for each of the field operatives. And a cover for the team. And then the missions stage. We’ll begin operating, establishing a dark presence. She seemed to be enveloped by an inner light of enthusiasm as she spoke, and Aslan looked at her and smiled. He was familiar with her other sides, too—the gloomy sides, the dark ones, those that danced with despair and with pain. He loved those sides of her just as much.

“We already have an operations base, a small apartment, not far from here, on Y. L. Peretz Street. And a company. We’re the International Dried Fruit Import and Export Company.”

“Dried fruit?”

“Why not?”

“True. Why not?”

“So what do you say?” she asked without shifting her gaze.

“Look, you know I love action. And this country is still embroiled in its wars. And wherever there’s a fight to be fought, you can count me in, on the good side. But I’ve been elsewhere these past few years. You know about all the things I do. These are the years in which I can still experience things. Even I’m not getting any younger.”

“I’m not asking you to stop. But I’m offering you a partnership, or some kind of partnership at least. You can still go on your travels. But between them, you’ll be with me, with the unit. You’ll be a part-time field operative. Your experience is important to me, your knowledge. You keep me balanced. You’re more level-headed than I am. I need your advice and experience. And more so”—she paused for a moment and stared at him from the depths of her blue-gray eyes—“I need a brother in arms. Give as much as you can give. But tell me that you’re with me.”

Aslan had known he was going to say yes to her already on the phone, when they had made the arrangement to meet at the bar. He didn’t know then what he’d be agreeing to, but he sensed it wasn’t going to be just a simple get-together. And now, as she sat there looking at him, her fingertips almost touching his hand, he sipped on his arak and said, “Okay. I’m in. As much as I can be. We’ll do it together.” He sighed. “If only my son could meet someone like you.”

“Uri’s twenty-two, and I’m an old woman of thirty-four, and he has a girlfriend. You showed me pictures of her.”

“I know, I know. And you’re so young that it hurts. You have no right to talk about being old. And Uri will still go through many more girlfriends until he finds someone who suits him.”

“He has all the time in the world. Come, let’s drink to the young ones, whose entire lives lie ahead of them.”
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Their furniture shopping at IKEA took less than two hours. Ya’ara had come armed with a detailed list of everything they needed to turn the apartment into a work base. She had quickly marked off several options for each item they required in the catalog and now bounded joyfully up the escalator. At that moment, he thought she seemed younger than ever.

“You’re like a war machine,” Aslan remarked in wonder.

“More like a shopping machine. I hate these kinds of places,” she confessed. “They frighten me. Get in quickly and get out even faster—that’s what I say. And don’t buy what you hadn’t decided was necessary before getting here. Otherwise you’re just playing into their hands.”

Their next stop was a business that dealt in safes.

And then they purchased an espresso machine. “Definitely essential,” Aslan agreed.

  • • • 

Afterward at a bar they went through their lists of contacts again, writing down the name of every friend or acquaintance who they thought might be able to suggest a suitable candidate. And they also searched through their memories for potential members of the unit they were getting off the ground.

“What exactly are we looking for?” Ya’ara had asked shortly before, as they poured themselves grappa from the bottle kept especially for her in the freezer behind the counter. Something inside her has broken free, has changed, Aslan thought to himself once more. Their meetings in the past had always taken place at trendy wine bars or in hotel lobbies. But here, too, in the Levinsky Market, Ya’ara—with her hair tied up and the string of pearls around her neck—looked at home. He kept his impressions to himself and responded: “Women and men. The team must be diverse. That’s the way to survive on the streets.”

“Obviously. Exceptional women and men. We’re setting up a very small team. Six to eight individuals. They have to be special.”

“Smart, intelligent,” Aslan said.

“Smart and intelligent people are a dime a dozen,” she commented.

“Brave. Streetwise. Who can work as part of a team, but can also operate alone. Individuals who like to be alone. Who are happy to be so.”

“Yes,” Ya’ara responded pensively. “Individuals who understand that solitude is strength. That their world is full even without people around them all the time. Know what I mean?” And Aslan thought for a moment that she was talking about herself, but quickly brushed the notion aside and nodded in agreement. He understood. “But I love having a good friend by my side,” she added, looking into his eyes.

“And the ability to operate under a foreign identity, of course,” he said.

“Absolute trustworthiness,” Ya’ara said. “They always have to report only the truth, and in full.”

“There isn’t a man or woman out there without secrets.”

“True. But when it comes to matters concerning an operation, albeit something indirect or marginal, we must be able to trust them completely. Not for one second will I work with someone who isn’t willing to tell me the whole truth.” Ya’ara knew that sometimes she herself refrained from speaking the whole truth. But when circumstances require doing so, it’s not the same thing as lying, she thought defiantly.

“And patriotism,” Aslan added.

“That’s our starting point. That’s a must. We aren’t mercenaries. And the ability to listen. To show empathy. Good interpersonal skills.”

“Perseverance. Thoroughness.”

“The ability to carry things out to the end. The very end. The ability to cross the threshold, to cross the Rubicon. To breach the mission.”

“Now you sound like the guys from the Office. ‘To breach the mission.’ What the hell does that mean anyway?”

“A lot of good things have come out of the Office. Including innovations in the language. You know, the Office made me what I am today.”

“I’m not so sure. No one invented you. You made yourself.”

“It seems to me sometimes that our natures are like Michelangelo’s sculptures. He said, you know, that his sculptures were already there, in the marble, and that he merely exposed them. Allowed them to emerge from the stone.”

“When you ramble on like that, you lose me,” Aslan responded with a smile, even though Ya’ara knew he understood exactly what she meant. “Please, continue.”

“They need to be determined. Iron-willed. Imaginative. We’re looking for creativity. The ability to perform at a high level. Optimism. I think that’s crucial—optimism. They must believe they’re going to succeed even if they find themselves up against a wall.” She kept track of the required traits with her fingers.

“With a list like this,” Aslan said, laughing, “we aren’t going to find anyone. Just look at us. We aren’t people like that.”

“Obviously no one can be perfect, no one can boast all the right qualities and abilities, but there has to be a critical mass. The right people for us will possess enough of these qualities—and more. Just so you know, I haven’t told you even half of what I want yet.”

“Basta, genug, no más—enough! How about you tell me your top five, the five things you define as the most critical, so I don’t have to spend the day on this barstool?”

Ya’ara sipped on her grappa. A small wrinkle appeared on her forehead as she pondered Aslan’s question.

“Do I have to name only five?”

“Yes.”

“Okay then, here goes—absolute trustworthiness, good interpersonal skills, a cool head, the ability to carry things through, optimism, and a void to fill.”

“A void to fill? That’s new.”

“You’re going to say it’s just another one of my strange notions. But yes, a void to fill, a deficiency. We all have to be lacking something. A hole of sorts in our soul, a void we’re constantly trying to fill. Everything we do seeks to make up for that void, that deficiency. To find an answer for it.”

“I don’t feel I’m lacking anything,” Aslan said, his eyes glinting, his teeth gleaming white.

Ya’ara thought about it for a moment. “Perhaps you’re the exception to the rule,” she said. “Perhaps you’re so good at what you do because you’re at peace with yourself. But I’m brilliant at what I do because of my empty spaces.” She went silent. “It’s too early for such candor,” she continued with a smile. “It’s not even ten in the morning yet. But I think I’m right. We’ll look for people who are missing a part of their soul.”

“And yet they must still be trustworthy, stable, cool-headed, and all that.”

“Yes.”

“And aside from that, you named six traits. I asked for five.”

“A deficiency isn’t a trait. It’s something that needs to be filled. You can’t count that.”

“Okay, I’ll give you that one.”

“I was thinking, Aslan, that we’ll have to take into account just how far the people have already come in their lives. We need to find individuals who have come a long way. Who’ve had to deal with difficulties, with meager beginnings or with significant changes, who’ve already taken a beating, who’ve come out on top. People who’ve learned how to win.”

“And we’ll be doing all this without a recruiting department, without psychologists, without a list of names of former members of the military’s special forces or dean’s list university graduates . . .”

“Exactly. Just you and me. We’re the recruiters and the psychologists and the personnel department and the veteran field operatives. That’s just the point.”

“God help us,” Aslan sighed, pouring himself another shot of grappa.

“It can’t hurt to have Him on our side. I’m kind of counting on it.”
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They had gathered at a spacious holiday cabin, its living room window offering a view through a curtain of rain of the Western Galilee mountains, steep, towering, and cleaved by deep valleys, large rock formations rising from the earth like lost islands in a thick and tangled sea of greenery.

There were eight of them—Ya’ara and Aslan, and the six women and men they had recruited over the previous four months. It was the first time everyone had met, and they were sitting in a circle in absolute silence. Ya’ara sized them up one by one before opening her mouth to speak.

“Shalom,” she began. “As you all already know, my name’s Ya’ara Stein. And this guy next to me here is Aslan. Amnon Aslan actually, but only his mother still calls him Amnon. Thank you for coming. You’ll be assigned to your rooms later this afternoon. Meanwhile, we’ll start getting to know one another a little. It may take some time. And then we’ll discuss the training that lies ahead and the preparations required beforehand. As I’ve already informed you, the training will take place abroad. In Berlin. It’s going to be cold there for sure, but then again you’ve been promised a long journey in the dark. The cabins here are ours for five days. Today we’ll be dining on the sandwiches we’ve brought along with us. From tomorrow, you’ll be divided into pairs and each pair will be responsible in turn for preparing a light lunch and, primarily, a sumptuous dinner. The winners get free air tickets to Europe . . . and the losers get the same.”

She looked around the circle, giving each of her cadets a measured smile before continuing. “Let’s begin with me telling you something about myself. And then you’ll each have a turn to do the same. Any questions?”

Six pairs of eyes remained focused on her. No, there were no questions.

“About a year and a half ago, I murdered someone. While on active duty. He was a dangerous man. A piece of filth, to be exact, and I have no doubt that he deserved to die. But he still shows up in my nightmares.” An icy chill seemed to blow through the room. One of the cadets took a deep breath. Other than that—absolute silence.

“But let me go back to the beginning. I was born in Russia. In a small town in Siberia. I was eight when we immigrated to Israel. I grew up in Kiryat Haim and we were immigrants and we were poor. As a young girl, I was a dreamer, and I devoured books in Hebrew and in Russian. My parents struggled to make friends with their new homeland, but I loved the Israeli sunshine and the wonderful fragrances at the end of winter, in those areas where there were still orchards. I can remember the endless noise of the trucks and cars on the road to Haifa. My mother told me stories about Siberia and our life there, and she taught me how to read and write in Russian. I soon lost my accent. I’m not proud of that. I had a brother and a sister. But my sister, Tatiana, who was two years older than me, disappeared when she was sixteen. She simply didn’t return home from school one day. Her story didn’t make waves. Only in the neighborhood, but not in the press. Perhaps because we were new immigrants, or maybe due to rumors that she left home of her own accord. Some twenty years have gone by and, still, no one knows—I don’t know—what happened to her. Not a day goes by without my thinking of her.”

Ya’ara paused for a moment to sip from the bottle of water on the floor next to her. There was absolute silence in the room. The light coming through the large windows was weak, pale.

“The police conducted an investigation, of course. But they came up with nothing, not a single lead. And a few months later, the case fell by the wayside. Inquiries that my parents tried to make yielded nothing. But they couldn’t do much and had very few resources. I was a child and also couldn’t do anything really. Other than travel the entire world in my imagination to find her. And I did, of course. I found her every time. My mother spoke about her until her dying day. She passed away without knowing what happened to her older daughter. That’s my story, and my pain, and I have no intention of talking about it again. And none of you will breathe a word about my sister and her fate ever again—at least not to me.”

Ya’ara looked at the group of people sitting around her, held silent and still by her words.

“My parents sent me to a boarding school in Jerusalem. I served in the army for four years and was recruited by the Mossad immediately thereafter. I spent eight years as a field operative. It suited me. Your training course will give you a good idea what that entails. Prolonged periods abroad. Lots of living on the street. Long nights spent on stakeout. Tracking people. Getting close to people. Initiating contact with them. Disappearing from your friends, your family. Making up stories and offering excuses, until they’ve had enough and simply forget about you. Meeting guys and watching them shy away and back off because you aren’t ever there, and they don’t know where you are, and they can never call you, only you them, sometimes, and they don’t know who you’re with and what you’re up to. And you do things you didn’t believe were possible at all, and realize that this is what you can do when all your capabilities and character traits come into play. And you become addicted to this feeling of excitement and sense of ‘I can do anything.’ Omnipotence—that’s how I’d describe it. A sense of superiority, of great power.

“I had to get away from it all. I needed to be just like everyone else at least once. I took a year off to study, and then added another two years of unpaid leave. And I studied what I had always dreamed of studying—film. It was wonderful, and it was liberating. My final project is almost complete, and no, you can’t see it, not now. Maybe down the road at some point, if I finish it. But only if you promise to be particularly generous and kind.”

One of the young women in the circle spoke up. “You didn’t say what you did in the army,” she said.

“Military intelligence,” Ya’ara answered curtly.

“What you told us at the start, about the murder,” the young woman continued. “You said it happened a year and a half ago. Weren’t you at university at the time?”

“I was summoned. I dropped everything and reported for duty. I took another break from my studies, and I’m not even going to tell you about the trouble I had with the faculty administration,” she added with a smile that vanished in a flash. “When it all ended, I needed some space and time to myself. I traveled in South America and then the U.S. for a few months. My boyfriend left me. We were going to get married, but I couldn’t promise him that I wouldn’t ever disappear again.

“My disappearances were a part of me, not just a part of my job. You don’t get used to something like that. So he left,” she said in a clear voice that also held a warning. One of the cadets thought he saw a tear in her eye, but realized it might be the light playing tricks on him.

“And here we are together now, you and I—and Aslan,” Ya’ara continued. “I’m looking forward to it, to what lies ahead. We’ll take a ten-minute break now and afterward you’ll all have a chance to introduce yourselves. Over and above the profile dossiers we have on all of you, I’m expecting you to be totally open and honest. Ann, you’ll be first. And after you, Sayid.”
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They were milling around the hot water urn, making themselves Turkish coffee in paper cups. Or Taster’s Choice. Milk, a sachet of sugar. The refreshments also included halva cookies.

“I didn’t expect this,” one of the cadets said. “I didn’t think we’d be talking like this. From the heart, with such intensity. I was pretty stunned by what Ya’ara told us, that story about her sister.”

“Yes, I need to rethink what I’m going to say,” Ann responded. “I thought it would be something like reading out my CV—date and place of birth, school, university, hobbies—a checklist of sorts.”

“I’m not sure if I’m up for this. It seems a bit too much, don’t you think? Touchy-feely manipulation.”

“I don’t know. There’s something very impressive about it.”

“Everybody’s going back in. You ready to go?”

The smell of wet earth enveloped them, with rain falling continually and the air turning cooler. The strong wind was blowing the raindrops onto the covered porch. Ann wrapped her arms around herself, clutching the thick, warm sweater that clung to her long and slender torso. She felt alert and happy. She had the sense that she had finally found the thing she had always been looking for. She wondered how she could express that feeling in words, voice it in a manner that everyone would understand.

  • • • 

“Okay, shalom, my name is Ann McFarlane.” Her voice, with its rolling accent, sounded deep and low. She appeared a little embarrassed, but her shyness was accompanied by a beautiful smile. “As you can hear, I’m from England. I came to Israel about three years ago, which feels such a long time ago but also like yesterday. Everything here seems new to me, and I’m never sure if I’m doing the right thing. So please forgive me from now on. It’s not that I’m clumsy or awkward or just a bit dim . . . I’m simply new here.

“I was born and raised in York, in the north of England. My mother is a stage actress, and still quite the diva today. She wasn’t around much for me as a child because she was on stage in the evenings—or with her lovers. As I learned later. Or her theater group was on tour, in London and many other cities in the UK. My father is a branch manager for Barclays Bank. My relationship with him was always an easier one. He’s conservative, always in a gray suit, but he has a great sense of humor. Even as a child I wasn’t able to understand the connection between them. They were like two strangers in the same house. But I knew he loved her, my sweet father, and she broke his heart so many times. I’m still in touch with him, a lot less with her. It’s much easier when you live overseas, I mean here,” she concluded.

“I’m not Jewish,” she continued after a deep breath. She felt as if she had dropped a bomb in the room but there was no reaction from the others, who simply kept their eyes on her. “I’m here because of love . . . I love . . . No. To be precise, I’m in love. Still in love. With Daniel. We’ve known each other for seven years now, almost eight. We met at Oxford. I was studying mathematics and the philosophy of science. Daniel was doing his PhD in history. He’s a professor today at Tel Aviv University, and he’s the most adorable lecturer in Israel.”

“Are you married?” asked one of the young women in the circle, who couldn’t restrain herself.

“We had a big English wedding. With around eighty guests, perhaps. And yes, I know, that’s considered a small wedding in Israel.” Ann smiled. “Shortly afterward we returned to Israel. Lucky for me, I pick up languages easily. I think my Hebrew is not too bad. I hope so. Otherwise it would have been hell. I also speak French and German. And I know Latin from university. I was in Israel just once before then, with Daniel, and it was one big party. After the wedding, we came for good, forever. And that’s a completely different feeling. There’s something more to that, a commitment of sorts. I suddenly feel I have a responsibility. Daniel is important to me. His family is now my family, too. And they’re important to me as well. I look at you and I feel closer to you than I ever felt to my friends at Balliol College. And I don’t even know you yet.” Ann no longer looked embarrassed. Her cheeks had taken on a slight flush, and her beauty was suddenly breathtaking.

“I have one brother. He’s two years younger than me. He also left York. He’s an English literature student at Dublin University. He also followed his heart. You see, the English aren’t as cold as people say they are. Love, that’s what it’s all about. There’s a movie like that. Hugh Grant is prime minister. For those who like romantic comedies.”

“Tell me, Ann, did you do anything with the mathematics? Did you ever work in the field?”

“I wasn’t sure if I wanted to continue studying toward a PhD or find a job in the City, with an investment firm. To do mathematical analyses of the activity on stock exchanges around the world. I earned a living doing something completely different during my studies. I was a model. Mostly photo shoots. But in the summer, when I wasn’t at university, I did shows, too. To be honest, I hated it. It was easy money, but there I was just a pretty face, legs. It was as if my brain didn’t count for anything. My personality, too. And there’s always going to be someone younger, prettier, thinner in the room, and you show up thousands of times only to be selected occasionally. And you’re surrounded by lowlifes, too. You need to be able to handle them. I can be a bitch or a badass when I need to be. In any event, I decided I would never work in that field again.” Ann smiled, as if to make light of her words.

“So here I am now, with you. I asked Ya’ara why she offered me a place on the team, and I don’t know if I’m allowed to say . . .” Ya’ara looked at her and nodded. “Ya’ara said: Because you’re a fanatic. You’re absolute. I was very surprised by what she said. I’ve never seen myself as someone like that. I’m hoping the training will allow me to discover things about myself. Anyway, I wanted to tell you something, and I’m not even sure if I’m expressing it very well. This group, the things that lie ahead for us together, even the rain—they all give me a sense that I’ve come to a place that’s me. It’s strange, because I’m not from here. But I’ve never felt so, so at ease as I feel right now. So significant.”
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An email notification appeared on the screen of Ya’ara’s iPhone. She moved away a little from the group, which was gathered once again around the refreshments table, and opened the email. A chill went down her spine. Matthias. She hadn’t heard from him in four years. Another one of those connections that had vanished from her life after she left the Mossad. Connections that had slowly died off would be a more accurate term. Matthias Geller was the head of the BND’s Hamburg station. Clearly aware of the inherent potential of naval personnel and businessmen in terms of reporting on events outside Germany, the country’s Federal Intelligence Service operated a station in the huge port city. Matthias was a vastly experienced naval captain who was recruited by the BND at a relatively advanced age. It didn’t take more than a single brief glance to know that he was a hard and seasoned man of the sea. He had captained huge merchant ships and was said to have docked at every major port in the world, associating effortlessly with hard men like him who chose to live on large oceangoing vessels and remain months on end away from home. Following an abbreviated training period, he rose very quickly through the ranks of the intelligence service. Within three years, he was already overseeing the Hamburg station. To his handful of friends he said with sober irony at the time that his rapid—meteoric, some would say—rise through the ranks had also heralded the termination of his advancement within the organization. He wasn’t going anywhere from there. He knew that the Hamburg post would be his final position in the BND. As head of the service’s naval station, he was in the position that suited him best. He couldn’t picture himself sitting behind a desk at BND headquarters, or at any other station either, any station that didn’t specialize in the sea. He loved the ships, the smell that permeated the ports, the people whose lives were tied to the ocean highways. That rumble, deep and powerful, emanating from the belly of a ship as it sets sail from the harbor. The odor of fuel and machine oil, mixing with the smell of sea salt. The screeching of seagulls, the wake of foam trailing behind the ship. The smell of wet seaweed.

When Ya’ara first met him, he was already forty-five years old. The Mossad wanted to get to a Russian submarine that was lost in the Baltic Sea, to retrieve secret equipment that had also been supplied to one of the Arab states. Matthias was the German intelligence service’s representative in the operation. And with Matthias’s help, Ya’ara and her team reached the site on board a large ship captained by one of his agents.

Eight or nine years had gone by since, and they had run into each other now and then during that time. On one occasion, they were again together on the deck of a large ship, waiting as always for the signal to set their operation in motion. The call came in on the satellite phone in the middle of the night. Matthias passed the handset to Ya’ara, who was standing next to him. He saw the blood drain from her face and heard her say, in English, a cold formality in her voice, “Thank you for letting me know. No, I can’t be there right away. We’re in the midst of negotiations. Ask them to wait for me.” She turned to Matthias, buried her head in his chest, and he felt her entire body shake as she sobbed. He stroked her head. They stood like that for several long minutes, the ship cruising slowly in a circular pattern, maintaining its position in the waiting area, the crashing of the sea against the hull rising like a distant echo to the bridge high above. Her tremors finally subsided, and Ya’ara pulled away from him. She wiped away her tears on the sleeve of her sweater, and the apologetic smile she then offered tore his heart. “My mother’s dead,” she said. “I didn’t know it would hurt this much.”

He held her hand, which suddenly went limp, and they stood like that without a word. “I’m ruining your sweater,” she said a few minutes later, rubbing the tear stains with her hand. He poured her some cognac from the metal hip flask he always carried in his pocket, and there, in silence, facing the purple sea, the sky above dotted with large stars, they stood motionless. Only when it was all over, with the white helicopter approaching the deck with a deafening sound, did they raise a silent toast to the memory of Ya’ara’s mother. Only then did she let go of Matthias’s hand, move toward the helicopter that was hovering about a meter above the deck, throw her bag through its open door, and grab hold of the hand of a crew member, who pulled her inside. As the helicopter rose and turned sharply to the west, she noticed that Matthias had his eyes fixed on her, his long, light hair disheveled.

They met several more times over the years, unexpectedly becoming friends. Matthias appreciated her operational mind-set, her grit and courage, but it was the wild and dangerous side he saw in her that brought them closer. Her tenacious ferocity was the thing that drew him to her. Since that single occasion, he had never seen her break down like that again, but he knew that the potential to do so existed inside her, that there was an element of softness under the tempered steel. He thought sometimes that she reminded him of something in himself, something that had existed once but was now gone. Matthias and Ya’ara were in direct breach of procedures when they exchanged phone numbers and email addresses and remained in touch now and then. And when they met up, they were like two open and honest individuals whose profound affinity failed to have any bearing on their daily lives. Matthias viewed Ya’ara as a younger sister, and he wasn’t quite sure how she saw him. Still, their connection had faded in recent years. Ya’ara was focused on her film studies, and Matthias felt too old, a part of a different era. And now, out of the blue, his email lit up on her screen. She could picture him as she read his words. His light-colored hair a mess. His face tanned and lined. A man who had spent many a day under the strong sun. Dressed as always in the same thick black sweater.

The email was almost laconic. “Dear Ya’ara,” it said. “Forgive me for disappearing. I need to see you as soon as possible. Uncle Matthias is about to get married and he needs your blessing. Let me know where and when. Does tomorrow work?”

Uncle Matthias is about to get married. That’s what it sounds like when a German tries to be funny, Ya’ara thought. He doesn’t need my blessing, he needs help. Urgently. Otherwise he wouldn’t have suggested tomorrow.

“Dearest Uncle, I’ve missed you. Of course we can meet. How does the Dan Carmel Hotel sound? Let me know when you’ll be arriving. Your fiancée knows by now that you’re not easy, right? You can’t let her be shocked and surprised. Warm hug. See you.”

Ya’ara had no idea what kind of help Matthias needed. Had he gotten himself into trouble, and how? She decided not to think about it. Their now-tenuous connection wasn’t going to allow her to make a wise guess. Anyway, she’d know soon enough. Matthias, she assumed, would be in Israel within twenty-four hours.
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When he rose from his seat, the others saw a short, thin, young-looking man. He had a handsome and gentle face, with light eyes. He smiled and his smile wasn’t directed at anyone in particular. “My name is Sayid. Sayid Cohen-Tsedek,” he said. “I was born in Algeria, in the city of Algiers. My mother died when I was a child. My two older sisters married and immigrated to Canada. They’re both still living in a suburb of Montreal. After my sisters had left, my father, may he rest in peace, contracted that awful disease and died within less than three months. I was left alone. I was one of the last Jews in the city. All the others were old. I didn’t want to stay there and I didn’t want to join my sisters. They’re my beloved sisters, but I knew there was nothing for me in Montreal, where I’d always be the little brother, always under their wing. I gathered all my papers and certificates. I asked the university for a certified English and French translation of my curriculum and grade records. I handed the keys of the house to the elderly synagogue caretaker. Perhaps he’d be able to sell it once I was gone. I went to the Jewish cemetery and said good-bye to my parents. And afterward, carrying two suitcases, I boarded a ship bound for Marseilles. From there I continued to Paris by train, took a room in a small hotel in the Seventh Arrondissement, and then reported to the Israeli Consulate. A week and a half later, I landed at Ben-Gurion Airport. I wanted to kiss the ground of the Land of Israel, but there was only a jet bridge displaying advertisements for a bank that led from the airplane to the terminal. I was a young man, just twenty-two. It was the year 2000. That’s a good year to begin a new life.”

Sayid stopped for a moment and looked at the faces of the other cadets. They appeared to be a single tight-knit entity, and he didn’t know if he’d find his place among them. He hoped he would. His Israeli experience thus far had been a complex one. He loved the country and inhaled its sacred air deep into his lungs. But his gentleness had been shattered time and again by the aggressiveness of his surroundings. As a child, he had learned a little Hebrew from his father, but it wasn’t enough. So he studied his heart out at the language school and his Hebrew was now fluent, and often elegant. But he hadn’t managed to shake his accent and was often mistaken for an Arab.

“People think I’m an Arab,” he continued. “Because of my accent. Because of my name. And perhaps because of my appearance. And it’s true. I am an Arab. An Arabic Jew. And an Israeli. I’d like to explain myself. A Jew who comes from France has no qualms when it comes to saying he’s French. And the same goes for a Jew who has immigrated from Russia or the United States. But Jews who have immigrated from Arab countries are afraid to identify with the countries from which they came. They may say they’re Egyptians or Iraqis; but when people in Israel say that, they’re talking about ethnicity, not a country. And they certainly won’t say they’re Arabs. Because the Arabs are our enemy, and because Arab culture in Israel is looked down upon. But I feel Arab . . . Arab as well as Jewish. Arabic is my mother tongue. It’s the language I spoke to my parents, the language in which I think, and my culture is Arabic, too. Arabic and French. So I am an Arab. But I was born a Jew, and I want to be a Jew, and I could read from the Torah already by the age of four. In Algeria, I went with my father to synagogue every Friday and every Saturday, until there were simply so few Jews left that it shut down. Now, I’ve been an Israeli for fourteen years.

“I studied economics at Constantine University. What was supposed to be a shortened military service turned into a four-year stint in uniform. I enrolled afterward in various supplementary courses to complete my BA, and then went on to obtain my master’s in economics. You can just imagine how difficult it is to get credit for courses you studied at an Algerian university. Having my bachelor’s degree recognized was out of the question, of course. Over the past six years, I worked for First International Bank’s Research Department, and God only knows how and why I quit a steady and stable job in favor of Ya’ara’s madness.

“Frankly, I told Ya’ara that if my parents were still alive, I wouldn’t have joined, because I wouldn’t have been able to explain myself to them. I wouldn’t have been able to justify my choice. But as things are, on my own, I am willing to dive headfirst into an empty pool. Besides,” he added with a smile, “I was told I could meet nice girls here.”

“Honey, you really have come to the wrong place for that,” one of the young women in the circle responded. “Serious, intelligent—yes, for sure. But nice?! Us? You shouldn’t count on that.”

“What’s your name? Nufar, right? I’m sorry. I was kidding. Although you’re surely not as fearsome as you’d like to make out.”

Nufar gave him a stern look, but Sayid noticed the smile she was trying to suppress.
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“I’m Nufar Ben-Bassat, from Ramat Hasharon. Everyone’s clearly laying their cards on the table, so here are mine: My father was a contractor, the owner of a large construction company, Ben-Bassat and Brothers, you may have heard of it, although there weren’t any brothers, my father was an only child. He built primarily in Petah Tikva, Kfar Saba, Kfar Yona. These days he spends his time in Hadarim Prison, serving a three-year sentence for tax offenses. He always worked long days, but one day he came home early and told us—me, my mother, and my sister—that he had messed up. His face was gray, and his voice, which was always rich and full of life, was dead. His voice was the thing that made me realize that everything wasn’t going to be just fine. You see, I had always looked up to him, ever since I was a young girl. My friends used to say he looked like he just stepped out of a television commercial. He always drove a big car, an American car. Back then, when it happened, he owned a black Cadillac, which my mother hated and refused to travel in. But he was proud of his projects. When we were kids, he used to take us on weekends to his construction sites, to show us what he was building, and how the work was progressing. He was proud of his company’s reputation. ‘We set a standard for others,’ he’d say.

“My mother’s a judge. Still is today, on the bench of the Herzliya Magistrate’s Court. We looked like the model family. Well-established. Educated and wealthy parents who had acquired status in the world. And as for me, I did as they expected of me, I studied what they thought I should study, and I completed my economics degree at Tel Aviv University with distinction. I was on a summer break from my studies toward an MBA at INSEAD at the time. I felt I was on top of the world, studying in the best business school in Europe. And my sister, Tamar, was a recently released air force officer, just two months away from her big trip to the Far East. Our mother had been on duty that day at the court for remand hearings. She always returned home a little frazzled from days like that, and our father came through the door like a dead man, a walking dead man. He asked us to come and sit down with him in the living room; my sister offered him a glass of water and he just waved it off. I don’t really know why I’m telling you all of this, in such detail, but if everyone shares in . . . So anyway, my father, the squeaky clean and straight-as-an-arrow contractor, Ben-Bassat, told us he was in trouble. Really serious trouble. Certain factors had left the company facing a crisis, and the accountants did indeed warn him, but it wasn’t their company, damn it, it was his company, he explained. He had to come to its rescue. The investigators, he told us, had shown up at the company’s offices with a warrant that same day, in the early hours of the morning, and had seized computers and papers. His lawyer had already put him in touch with a firm that specialized in white-collar crimes. He couldn’t look my mother in the eye, and she just sat there holding his hand, with her own eyes fixed on some imaginary point in the distance. Two people incapable of looking at each other. Her face was pale, as if she, too, had joined the world of the walking dead.
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