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THE RUSSIAN

The Russian is poking my balls.

It’s awkward.

I’ve been trapped in this dank examination room since nine o’clock. In five minutes it’ll be nine-thirty, and I feel like a dope, what with my boxer shorts at my ankles and my dick in my hand so the Russian can get a good view.

“Hmm,” he says.

It’s Tuesday morning, the eighth of July, and I’m at the Israel Defense Forces Induction Center outside Tel Aviv. I arrived in Israel three weeks ago. Today is my first pre-army checkup.

The Russian says something in Hebrew, but I can’t understand him through his thick Russian accent.

“Huh?” I say.

He switches to broken English. “You pee-nus � hurt you?”

“Lo!” I say in Hebrew, and shake my head. “Penis tov! My penis is 
fine.”

The Russian scoots forward on his knees. He’s about sixty years old and bald. Even though he’s a doctor, he’s dressed like a plumber—plaid short-sleeve shirt, dirty jeans. I imagine that back in Russia he was a brain surgeon. Now he checks gonads for the Israeli Army.

“Up,” he says.

I lift my penis until it’s flat against my stomach.

He squeezes my testicles gently as if trying to pick the perfect peach. His forehead is inches from my belly. I’m a hiccup away from a dishonorable discharge.

“Cough,” he says.

“Huh-hem.”

He pulls his enormous Clark Kent eyeglasses off the crown of his head, presses them onto his nose, and jots a note on his clipboard, while I, in the meantime, try to think about anything in the world besides how much I hate holding myself while a nearsighted, balding Russian takes notes.

I try to name every team in the National League.

Cubs. Phillies. Mets.

My visit to the Induction Center began at eight this morning, when I showed up at the front gate without so much as an appointment. “I can’t let you in without draft orders,” said the soldier guarding the entrance. He was a chubby kid, with blond hair, sunglasses, and an Uzi. He stood in a white booth next to a chain-link fence. A hundred yards behind him were the three redbrick buildings that made up the Induction Center com-
plex.

I explained in Hebrew that because I’d immigrated to Israel less than a month ago, I hadn’t yet received my draft orders. “But here,” I said, pulling out my brand-new national ID card. “I’m Israeli.”

The soldier scrutinized my ID card. Then he looked at me, then back at the card, and then back to me. “Where’re you from?” he asked suspiciously.

“The United States,” I said.

“America,” he purred. “Where?”

“Chicago.”

“Chicago Bulls!” he cried. “Michael Jordan!”

“I’ve driven past his house,” I said.

He handed me my ID. “Straight ahead. Inside the middle building.”

The Russian grabs the edge of his desk and hoists himself to his feet. “Bend over,” he orders. He must see the look of horror that flashes across my face, because he quickly adds, “You can put on your pants first.”

Thank God.

I bend over and touch my toes. The Russian taps my spine. “Your back’s crooked,” he says.

“It is?” I shout through my legs, trying to sound surprised.

“You ever have back pain?” he asks.

The way I see it, I have two options. Option One: tell the truth, that is, confess to the Russian doctor that I was diagnosed with mild scoliosis when I was nine and that, three months ago, during a pickup basketball game at the JCC, I collapsed to the gymnasium floor with back pain so severe it took the paramedics thirty minutes just to roll me onto the stretcher. I would then have no choice but to inform the Russian that my personal physician in the States, Dr. Zielinski, had advised me not to enlist in the Israeli Army—not that Zielinski had thought the IDF would take me. “I can’t speak for Israel,” he’d said, “but a back as messed up as yours would never be allowed in the Marine Corps.”

The problem with Option One is that if the Russian finds out about my back, he will assign me to a noncombat desk job. But I don’t want a desk job. I didn’t immigrate to Israel to type memos or change tires. I’m here because since I was seventeen years old, I’ve dreamed of jumping out of planes, charging up mountains, and hiking the desert with a pack on my back as a combat soldier in the Israeli Army. For this reason, I choose Op-
tion Two:

Lie.

“My back’s perfect,” I say.

“Hmm,” says the Russian.

He massages the glands in my neck. He studies the soles of my feet like they’re a map of the sunken treasure. He sticks an icy stethoscope into my chest and orders me to breathe.

“Ah-huh.”

“Sit.”

I sit. He sits across from me at his desk. “Tell me about your family,” the Russian says. “Any medical history I should know about?”

I shake my head.

“Your mother?”

My mother has multiple sclerosis, walks with a cane, and at times is confined to a wheelchair. “Nope.”

“Father?”

My dad’s back is worse than mine—so bad that he’s had surgery on it twice. “Nothing comes to mind.”

“Siblings?”

One of my younger brothers has Crohn’s disease. The other had croup, two hernias, and an undescended testicle. “Not that I can think of.”

The Russian scribbles on my chart. “You’re going combat,” he says.

I pump my fist and smile. My scoliosis has been overlooked! My feet are arched! My balls are worthy of a medal!

I skip to the door. “Chasnoff!” the Russian barks.

I freeze.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” he says.

Too late.


HERO OF THE JEWS

I’m the last guy you’d expect to join an army. For starters, I’m a Jew. And let’s face it, we Jews aren’t known for our military prowess. Jews make movies about war. In the case of Kissinger, we helped escalate a war. But when it comes to actually fighting wars, that’s not our gig. We prefer to leave that to the Gentiles.

Then there’s the issue of my body. I’m five foot eight and weigh 130 pounds soaking wet, which I rarely am since I don’t know how to swim. Where manly men have chest hair, all I’ve got are ribs showing through in a way that makes it look like I just barely survived a famine. And as for that big, mean tattoo most U.S. Marines have on their biceps, I could never have that—not just because I’m afraid of needles, but also because it’d be impossible to draw on anything that small.

Psychologically, I’m no more of a warrior. In college, at the University of Pennsylvania, I was an actor in the Mask and Wig Club, an all-male comedy troupe in which we played the women’s parts by dressing in drag. My svelte figure, high cheekbones, and willowy arms made me an ideal candidate to play any female lead. The comment I heard most often after shows, from old men and sorority sisters alike, was “Nice ass.”

Not exactly military material.

Nor do I have the stomach of a soldier. I pass out when I see blood. If I see somebody throw up, I throw up. I’m something of a worrywart, a trait I inherited from my maternal grandmother, Gramma Ruth, who has spent her life warning me about everything from botulism and flammable pajamas to poisoned Girl Scout cookies and fitted bedsheets. (She’d read in Reader’s Digest that a child could get strangled by the elastic in fitted bedsheets that hadn’t been properly tucked under the mattress.)

But the main reason you’d never expect me to join an army is that I’m a peacenik. I hate guns. I’ve never been in a fistfight in my life. I grew up listening to Peter, Paul & Mary and Simon & Garfunkel, and I truly believe that, as John Lennon said, we should give peace a chance.

In other words, I don’t hate Arabs.

So why would a peace-loving, left-leaning, lactose-intolerant Jew from the suburbs join the Israeli Army?

I grew up with a strong Jewish identity. Like most of my friends, my family was what’s known as Conservative Jews, which basically meant that we picked and chose which rules to follow and made up others as we went along. Friday nights, we ate Sabbath dinner and refrained from watching television, unless there was a Cubs game on. We ate only kosher food at home, but on vacation we ate pretty much everything except pork. This made being Jewish easy and fun: we simply followed God’s commandments until His laws became a pain in the ass.

From kindergarten through eighth grade, I attended a Jewish day school called Solomon Schechter, where I began learning Hebrew at age five. I was always at the top of my class in Hebrew and Torah studies, and not because I was smarter than my classmates, but because for as far back as I can remember, I genuinely loved being a Jew. At school, I volunteered to lead morning prayers as often as I could—so often that my teachers nicknamed me “Little Rabbi.” At the grocery store, I scrutinized the labels on packages of food to make sure every ingredient was kosher. And I couldn’t wait to have a bar mitzvah—not because I was excited for the party, but because it meant I could finally wear the tallis prayer shawl and leather tefillin in synagogue.

When I was six years old, my father’s parents, Zayde Daniel and Bubbie Rose, gave me an illustrated children’s Bible for Hanukkah. I loved my kiddie Bible. Every night, after my parents turned out the lights, I curled up under my blanket with a flashlight to read it. I loved the blood-curdling confrontations with evil Pharaoh, the breathtaking encounters with whales that swallowed men whole. When I read these stories, I imagined I was one of my Bible heroes, marching through the parted Red Sea and turning my staff into a serpent while Pharaoh gasped in fright. When I was eight, I dressed as Moses for Halloween. “T-t-t-t-trick or t-t-t-treat!” I stuttered, but my neighbors didn’t get it. They didn’t know Moses had a speech impediment.

What I loved most about my Bible was that these weren’t just stories, these were my stories. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were my ancestors. All these wonderful tales were things that had happened to people in my family. And where did all the action take place? In a magical, far-off land called Israel. The thought that I might one day visit this wondrous land was, in my mind, like being told I might one day visit Oz.

Then, in second grade, a miracle happened:

Israel became real.

It was my second-grade Hebrew teacher, Ruti, who made Israel come alive.

Ruti was the first Israeli I’d ever met. She was tall with dark skin, honey-colored eyes, and black hair down to her waist, shiny like a horse’s mane. Ruti was unlike any other teacher I’d ever had. During snack, she ate grapefruits with her bare hands. Unlike my other teachers, who dressed fancy in pantyhose and skirts, Ruti wore sweaters and blue jeans, like us. In spring, when she wore sandals, I could see the cracked, weathered soles of her brown feet—feet that looked as if they’d wandered forty years in the desert on the way to the Promised Land. As far as I was concerned, Ruti wasn’t just Israeli, she was an Israelite, straight out of my illustrated Bible.

Ruti loved Israel, and her love was contagious. Her classroom was decorated with posters of Israel and Israelis: a cluster of Hasidic Jews dressed all in black at the Western Wall; a full moon rising over the Dead Sea; freckled, gap-toothed kibbutzniks in overalls and floppy hats, smiling in the sunshine. Fridays, just before we lit the Sabbath candles, Ruti called us up to her desk, one by one, to sound out Hebrew words in Israeli newspapers. It thrilled me to no end that there was a real, live country out there where the people spoke Hebrew and used money called shekels, just like in the Bible. That I, a Jewish kid in Chicago, could read their newspaper made it even sweeter. Sitting next to Ruti at her desk, her hand guiding mine over the Hebrew letters, I felt connected to this faraway land. I felt as if even though I’d never been to Israel, I had a place there.

Ten years later, I fell in love with Israelis.

I was seventeen years old and visiting Israel on a six-week teen tour. I’d been to Israel twice before, the first time with my father when I was nine, and again four years later with my parents and rabbi. But it was this third trip, as a teenager, that hooked me for life. Like most seventeen-year-olds, I was trying to figure out who I was and who my role models were going to be. Within days of arriving in Israel, I discovered my new heroes: Israelis.

They were the coolest, most exciting Jews I’d ever met. Back home, all the Jews I knew were doctors and lawyers, professors and accountants. But Israelis were different. They rode motorcycles. They smoked. The men were muscly hunks with tattoos and the women were gorgeous. It boggled my mind: here were these people with the same roots as us—yet they looked like supermodels, and we looked like Jews.

Most captivating of all were the Israeli soldiers. Here they were, just a year older than me, flying F-16s, carrying Uzis, and strutting around Jerusalem in olive-green uniforms and Ray-Bans. Compared to them, I felt like such a putz: they defended the homeland like Jewish Rambos while I walked around Israel in sunscreen and a fanny pack. All my life, I kept hearing about how Pharaoh had enslaved us, Hitler had killed us, and the Arabs wanted to wipe us off the map. In these Israeli soldiers, I saw a new narrative: Jews who kicked ass.

By the end of that enchanting summer, I’d decided two things. First, that it wasn’t fair that we American Jews called Israel our homeland but left Israelis to defend it. Second, I made up my mind that I, too, would one day be a soldier standing at the side of the road, hitchhiking with an Uzi slung across my back. Instead of just praying for Israel, I would fight for it. I, too, would be the hero of the Jews.

But there’s one more reason I joined the Israeli Army—and it’s about a girl. Her name is Dorit. She’s a Yemenite-Persian Israeli, with dark skin, curly black hair, and almond eyes—exactly the kind of Mediterranean princess I drooled over when I was seventeen. I met Dorit in January of my senior year of college. She was the Israel programs director at Brooklyn College Hillel, the organization for on-campus Jews; I’d been hired to perform stand-up comedy at the National Hillel Staff Conference in New York. During my show, I noticed her giggling in the back. Afterward, I found her at the pool table and delivered the single greatest pickup line in the history of man:

“Uhm.”

At first, we spoke a couple times a week. Soon, it was every night at eleven on the dot, our conversations lasting into the early hours of the morning. Dorit was unlike any Jewish girl I’d ever known. She was outspoken and fearless, a firecracker of a girl who’d backpacked across America on her own the summer she turned eighteen. After high school, she was a drill sergeant in the Israeli Army. When Saddam Hussein dropped thirty-nine Scud missiles on Israel, it was Dorit’s neighborhood that was bombed—a traumatic experience, no doubt, but for a reason I can’t quite explain, I found this incredibly attractive.

If Dorit and I end up staying together for the long haul, there’s a good chance we’ll live in Israel one day—and I told Dorit that I could never live in Israel without first serving in the Israeli Army. Every Israeli gets drafted when he or she turns eighteen. If I lived in Israel without serving, I’d feel like a freeloader and an alien.

I’d assumed Dorit would be thrilled that I wanted to join the Israeli Army—especially because part of the reason I’d be going was her. Instead she tried to talk me out of it. “The Israelis you’ll meet in the army aren’t the lovey-dovey Israelis they send to your Jewish summer camp,” she warned. “Real Israelis are animals. They’ll eat you alive.”


MR. BAY CITY HIGH SCHOOL

When I told my father I wanted to join the Israeli Army, he slammed both hands on the table and yelled, “What?!”

It was April of my senior year of college, and we were sitting in an IHOP. Any time my dad wanted to discuss something important, he took me to breakfast at an IHOP. Past IHOP conversations included Where Your Mom and I Think You Should Go to College, and I Think Your Friend Neil Smokes Pot. Today, the final Sunday morning of spring break, we’d come to discuss Your Future.

For a few seconds, nobody spoke. From across the table, my father glared at me like I’d just announced that I was Republican. And Muslim. And gay. When he finally regained the power of speech, my father sputtered the only argument he could think of: “You realize if you move to Israel you’ll have to pay double taxes the rest of your life.”

“That’s not true,” I countered. “I went to the consulate—”

“Consulate?”

“The Israeli consulate in New York.”

“You went to the consulate?”

“To look into it.”

“How long have you been cooking this up?”

My dad and I have a complicated relationship. On the one hand, I worship him for his accomplishments. On the other hand, I resent these accomplishments because it’s impossible that I could ever achieve as much.

A quick look at my father’s intimidating curriculum vitae:

He was born in a Houston housing project and raised in a Podunk town called Bay City, Texas. By age twelve, he was an Eagle Scout; at fourteen, a lifeguard. He was valedictorian of his high school class and played Curly in Oklahoma! Senior year, he was voted Mr. Bay City High School. He then put himself through college and medical school and is currently one of the world’s leading experts on babies born addicted to cocaine. In 1986, he was a guest on Oprah.

In high school, if I had trouble falling asleep, I’d tiptoe downstairs to my dad’s office and read his yearbook. I’d stare at the photo of my father on the first page. With his buzz-cut hair and chiseled jaw, he looked like a prince. Then I’d read the caption—“Mr. Bay City High School, 1965”—and wonder what challenges I might overcome to achieve his level of greatness. I, too, wanted to be a self-made man. But how the hell was I supposed to pull myself up by my bootstraps when my ass was already strapped so firmly into the saddle?

“It’s not definite,” I hedged.

“What about acting, and comedy?” my father asked. It was an ironic thing for him to say. The last time we’d spoken about career plans, in December, I’d told my dad I wanted to be a comedian and actor, and he hadn’t been thrilled. “How in God’s name are you going to support yourself?” were his exact words. But compared to the Israeli Army, show business sounded as stable as med school.

“I’ll pursue comedy when I come back,” I said. “The comedy clubs will still be there in a year.”

My dad took out a pen. On a napkin, he wrote the word momentum. “Right now, your career’s headed in the right direction,” he said. “You’ve got momentum.”

He had a point. The previous fall, I’d begun touring college campuses with my stand-up comedy act. I’d just been cast as Dave the Wife Beater in an educational theater company that would perform in battered women’s shelters across Pennsylvania. And I was about to begin my second season with the Philadelphia Phillies as an on-field and in-the-stands performer in their new improv troupe. Not exactly Broadway, but the ball was rolling.

“But you know what happens if you go to Israel?” my dad asked.

I shook my head. My father drew a big X through momentum.

“Got it?”

So I moved to New York. I rented a “furnished garden studio,” as the Village Voice had called it, in a Brooklyn neighborhood of Hasidic Jews. The apartment was a dungeon. It came with a beat-up futon and a black-and-white TV. The kitchen sink belched rusty water in spurts. There was one window, but it was plastered over with cement. And all for only four hundred dollars a month.

To make ends meet, I temped at a trade magazine called Dressings and Sauces. “We’re the New Yorker of condiments,” the publisher, Bruce, explained to me my first day on the job.

“Neat,” I lied.

Nights, I pursued my plan to become an A-list comedy star. I figured this would take about a year. First, I’d do my act in the clubs. A couple of months later, around November, I’d land an agent. A few months after that, I’d book a spot on Letterman or Leno. Then in May, at the start of pilot 
season, a network scout would fly me to L.A., cast me in a sitcom, and I’d be set.

Four months after college graduation, I walked into New York’s most prestigious comedy club, the renowned Comic Strip, and signed up for the next available audition spot—a Monday night nine months later, in early June. Seinfeld, Sandler, and Rock had all started out at the Comic Strip, and rumor had it that once a comedian passed the Strip, he could work any club in the city. I was sure I’d pass my audition because like most beginning comics, I was pretty certain I was God’s gift to comedy. The way I saw it, the only difference between me and Jerry Seinfeld was not that his jokes were funnier, but that he had more of them: whereas Seinfeld could perform for an hour, I could do nine minutes.

You should’ve seen my audition. I killed. When the MC brought me offstage, the crowd went wild, cheering and whistling as I left the showroom.

Around eleven, an emaciated man with a black mustache appeared next to the bar. It was Lucien Hold—the legendary booker of the Comic Strip.

Lucien motioned me into his office. The room was cramped, his desk littered with Chinese take-out containers. My heart pounding, I sat on a wooden stool next to the door.

“So, Joel,” he said in a raspy voice. “You said onstage that you’re from Chicago. Is that true?”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“In your opening bit, you talked about how people in Chicago are nicer than people in New York.”

“That’s right.”

“Something about how, in Chicago, people will actually say ‘Excuse me’ when they run into you with their cars.”

“Exactly,” I said, beaming. I was proud that he’d remembered my joke.

Lucien shook his head. “Nothing original there. Everyone knows New Yorkers are tough. Then you did a bit about Wheel of Fortune in China. Not an ounce of truth in that joke. Soon as I heard it, I knew you were amateur.”

“But people laughed,” I said, my heart sinking.

Lucien pulled a folded-up piece of paper from his pocket. “This is my roster,” he said. “I’ve got three hundred comics on here. Most are white guys with dark hair, like you. Now, if you were black, or a woman, or gay—are you gay?”

I shook my head. For the first time in my life, I was genuinely disappointed I wasn’t gay.

“If you were gay, maybe I’d pass you. But if you’re a white guy with dark hair, you need to show me something original. Talk about your family. Every comic who’s made it big talks about his family.”

“Seinfeld doesn’t talk about his family!” I blurted out.

“But Jerry’s so goddamn cute,” Lucien replied.

I stood up and slumped to the door.

“One more thing,” Lucien called. “Look at me.”

I turned around.

“You’ve got really thick eyebrows,” he said. “Much too thick for Hollywood.”

Outside the Comic Strip, it was midnight and warm. Since I had nowhere to be, I walked in big circles through the Upper East Side, past delis and bakeries, through the park, and then south on Central Park West to Times Square.

When I was in high school, my dad and I visited New York every winter for an annual father-son getaway. With no wheelchair to push and no little brothers dawdling behind, we’d conquer the city on foot at superhuman speed. Then, after dinner and a Broadway show, we’d walk to Times Square and stare up at the lights.

Alone this time, I jostled my way past the peanut sellers and Black Hebrews shouting biblical quotes into megaphones, past throngs of tourists and policemen on horseback. At 1 a.m. Times Square was a jukebox. High above, Joe Camel lit up and disappeared.

I walked to the pay phone on Forty-fifth Street, picked up the receiver, and dialed.

“I didn’t pass,” I said.

“Oh,” said my father. For a couple of moments, neither of us said a word. Then my dad said, “It’s a tough business. Even the great ones take years.”

I hung up the phone. Two weeks later, I was on a plane to Tel Aviv.


BASIC TRAINING

SUMMER
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FIFTY-EIGHT SOLDIERS IN FORMATION, ONE SOLDIER GUARDING THE BUNK, AND CLEMENTE’S TAKING A SHIT

I am Israeli soldier number 5481287. I’ve been assigned to Platoon Two, Company B, Battalion 71 of the 188th Armored Brigade. I’m at the Armored School, in the south, halfway between Jordan and Egypt. It’s the 30th of July, day one of basic training, and I’m in shock that I’m actually here, in uniform, on a military base, a soldier in a foreign country’s army.

I’m dressed like a soldier but I look like a clown. My uniform’s three sizes too big, and it’s stiff, so it looks like I’m wearing a suit of green construction paper; I’d thought I would look sexy in uniform, but I don’t. I’ve also got a new look—I’m buzz-cut and shaved—and a new name: instead of Joel, I am now my Hebrew name, Yoel, and my last name, according to my dog tags, is Shetznitz.

“You misspelled my name,” I said to the guy at the dog tag machine.

“So don’t die,” he said, and shooed me out the door.

Yesterday morning, back at the Induction Center, I sat in a gated courtyard with hundreds of other new recruits, each with an entourage of family and friends who’d come to see him off. The atmosphere was like a tailgate party. Families picnicked and sang songs. At one table, friends took turns shaving their buddy’s head. When, finally, a soldier’s name was called over the loudspeaker, his friends marched him to the bus with claps, songs, kazoos, whistles, tambourines, and in one case, a trumpet. As they hugged good-bye, his parents—and sometimes even the new recruit—cried. Then the boy climbed onto a bus and rode off to become a man. It was a much more genuine coming-of-age ceremony than the typical American bar mitzvah.

Inside the Processing Center, teams of girl soldiers fingerprinted me, X-rayed my teeth, and cut my hair. I was then handed a paper cup and instructed to fill it. Behind the locked door of a bathroom stall, I unzipped my backpack and pulled out a Coke bottle one-third full with urine. The bottle was warm. I’ve got this strange condition called paruresis, a.k.a. “shy pee,” in which I can’t pee when I’m nervous. I knew the army would ask me to piss into a cup. So instead of taking my chances, I brought pee from home.

As I exited the bathroom stall, someone called, “Hey, bro.” Ambling toward me was a short kid with buzz-cut blond hair, an eyebrow ring, and baggy jeans much too large for his tiny frame. His eyes were bloodshot. He looked like a tripped-out Friedrich von Trapp.

“Smoke grass?” he whispered.

It was like I was right back in Brooklyn. “No thanks,” I said, and shook my head, but not too violently—I didn’t want to spill my cupful of piss. I slithered out and started for the door, but the kid pressed his hand into my chest and pinned me to the wall.

“How about it, brother?” he begged. “Can I borrow some piss?”

It wasn’t an issue of quantity—I had a Dixie cup nearly overflowing with healthy pee. A few drops of my piss could’ve meant one more Israeli soldier and a safer Jewish homeland. But if the girls in the urine lab found out, I’d have been kicked out of the Israeli Army before I was ever in. And what would I do when word of the scandal found its way back to Chicago?

You see, Rabbi, my son was all set to defend the Jewish state when he got caught sharing his pee with a reefer addict �
 “Sorry,” I said, and bolted past him, my piss sloshing beneath the rim of my cup.

Three hours later, I found myself staring up at a leathery-faced officer from the Manpower Division.

“Nu?” he barked. “Have you decided where you’d like to serve?”

“Paratroopers,” I declared. I’d always dreamed of being a paratrooper, just like my idol, Yoni Netanyahu, the leader of the infamous Raid on Entebbe in July 1976, where a crack squad of Israeli soldiers rescued hijacked airline passengers in Uganda. After Yoni died in the raid, his letters were collected into a book called Self-Portrait of a Hero. In high school, I read Yoni’s book twice a year.

The officer opened a manila file folder and immediately snapped it shut. “Paratroopers is full. How about Tanks?”

I cleared my throat. Dorit had warned me that part of being an Israeli soldier was knowing how to stand up for myself. “With all due respect, sir,” I said, “I came from America to be a paratrooper. I refuse to leave this office until you grant my request.”

“You can go to Tanks, or you can go to jail,” he said.

“How about Tanks?” I said.

Which is why I’m now standing in bedroom 3, bunk 6 at the Armored School. The room is small, the size of a dorm room. Five rickety bunk beds stand pushed against the freshly whitewashed walls in the shape of a U. Above the door there’s an air-conditioning unit—one of the perks of the Armored Corps. (“Join Armored!” an Armored sergeant barked at the Induction Center. “You’ll get air-conditioning in your room!”) Scotch-taped to the doorway is a six-inch plastic mezuzah—the tiny case containing a piece of Torah parchment on the doorposts of Jewish homes and, apparently, army barracks. On the bed opposite the door, a kid named Ronen Peretz sits with his head in his hands. He has brown skin and thick eyeglasses. “Lo ma’amin!” he groans in Hebrew. “I can’t believe it.”

“What’s with him?” says one of my new roommates, a skinny kid who stuffs a pillow into a pillowcase.

“He lost his kit bag,” says a guy with glasses and a bumpy nose.

“I didn’t lose it—someone stole it!” Ronen Peretz whimpers. “It had my cell phone, my keys. I knew I never should’ve joined Armored!”

“Poor Ronen Peretz,” says the skinny guy. He unwraps a chocolate bar, shoves it front of my face. “Chocolate?”

I shake my head and walk outside into the courtyard and the ovenlike heat of the Negev Desert.

The Armored School is a four-square-kilometer island in an ocean of sand. The base is bordered on three sides by a chain-link fence topped with concertina wire; the fourth side, directly behind my bunk, is a firing range that opens onto miles of brown nothingness. On the far end of the base, near the front gate, are the dining hall, administrative offices, and an obstacle course consisting of red-and-white-striped climbing equipment that looks like giant candy canes. Behind those is a city of dormitories, classrooms, ammunition sheds, and a parking lot where thirty battle tanks sit in a line with their cannons pointing into the desert. A paved service road snakes through the various buildings. Olive-green jeeps zoom around the road at speeds well over ninety miles an hour. In the middle of the base is the town square—a concrete parade ground with an Israeli flag and a Coke machine. Every half hour, an air-conditioned bus screeches to a halt in the courtyard and spits a fresh batch of eighteen-year-old recruits into the steaming heat.

My platoon is one of three assigned to Company B of the 188th Armored Brigade, the brigade responsible for defending Israel’s north, including the Golan Heights and the border with Syria. Three other Armored brigades protect the Galilee and Israel’s center and south. All told, about one thousand eighteen-year-old Israeli boys will arrive at the Armored School today for two months of basic training, followed by two months of Tank School, three months of advanced warfare training, and a tour of duty in Gaza, the West Bank, or Lebanon.

From the looks of it, the Armored School has everything a soldier might need. There’s a weight room, a canteen, a barbershop. There are even women—every now and then, a female soldier wanders into our bunk to check up on us and chat. The only thing missing are adults. I keep looking for some kind of authority figure, maybe a general with a chest full of ribbons, a clipboard in his hand, and a whistle around his neck—I imagine him looking like a camp director—someone who’s unequivocally in charge of the commanders, who are all nineteen and twenty years of age. But there is no such authority figure to be seen. Even the officers, designated with a silver bar or two on their shoulders, are a mere twenty-one years old. What’s clear is that I’m the oldest one here by a long shot—a proposition I find unnerving. In fact, although I’ve dreamed of serving in the Israeli Army since I was seventeen, I am, at the moment, shit scared.

A dark-skinned kid with black hair and long eyelashes shoves a piece of paper under my nose. “Ata po?” he says in Hebrew. “Is your name on this list?”

I take the paper. “What is this?”

“The Guard Duty List.”

I check the page. “No.”

“Then you’re guarding,” he says.

“Guarding what?”

“The bunk.”

“How do I guard the bunk?” I’ve got no rifle, no bayonet. Just a pocket notebook and a pen.

“How should I know?” he says with a shrug. “Just walk back and forth through the courtyard. Make sure no one goes in our rooms except guys from our platoon.”

“How do I know who’s in our platoon?” I say.

He puts a hand on my shoulder. “Look. Some sergeant told me to post a guard in the bunk. So just guard. Beseder?”

Since I don’t have a choice, I pace the open-air courtyard in the middle of the two-story concrete bunk and try my best to look important.

At one end of the courtyard is an orange pay phone; at the other, the showers and latrine. Our bedrooms line the courtyard, lengthwise, three per side. At this particular moment, the bunk is a circus. Eighteen-year-old Israeli boys chase each other in and out of doorways, whooping and hollering like freshmen on the first night of college. Rock music blares from a boom box. In the corner near the bathroom, twenty soldiers sit in a clump and swig Coke from one-liter bottles while one of them strums a guitar. Next to them, two guys kick a soccer ball back and forth as hard as possible, nailing the occasional passerby in the head. Everyone looks alike, as if we’re genetic mutations of the same creature—a creature with closely cropped hair and Semitic features in a starchy green uniform two sizes too big.

As I watch my new platoon mates yelp and bounce off the walls like wild monkeys, I get the sick feeling that this is all a big mistake. I always thought it’d be so cool to be a gun-toting Israeli soldier. But now that I’ve done it, it’s obvious I have no business being here. I look at their faces, which are so foreign, and I wonder if I will ever know them. I have this sinking feeling I will spend this year as the outsider of the platoon, alone, constantly reminding people of my name. It’s like Dorit said: these Israeli kids will eat me alive. If I wanted to help Israel, I should’ve mailed a check to the Jewish Federation like everyone else.

As I wander back and forth, I notice two posters on the wall by the pay phone. The first poster says, in big Hebrew letters

KNOW YOUR ENEMY: HAMAS

Below the headline is a photo of masked Hamas gunmen, rifles raised high in the air. Some of the gunmen hold children dressed in black headbands with red tubes taped to their chests, like kiddie suicide bombers. Together, fathers and children burn an Israeli flag.

I’ve seen this kind of scary photo before—usually in ads for pro-Israel organizations that try to raise money by scaring the bejesus out of American Jews. In the past, I dismissed photos like this as propaganda. But today, I have a different thought:

Holy shit—these people want to kill me.

The second poster is titled

KNOW YOUR ENEMY: HEZBOLLAH

I lean in for a closer look. The poster is a crude, hand-drawn sketch of a Lebanese hillside. In the picture, three Hezbollah guerrillas set booby traps under a full moon. The guerrillas have dark skin and beards. They wear sneakers, white T-shirts, and jeans. One guerrilla stuffs dynamite into a fake rock. A few yards away, his buddy covers a land mine with a branch. The third guy holds a remote control device that, I suppose, will blow up 
the explosives in the rock.

I peer at the three guerrillas. In their sneakers and jeans, they look more like high school riffraff than enemies of the Jewish state. I try to imagine what it’s like in that nightmare called Lebanon, where monsters in T-shirts and jeans set booby traps by the light of the moon. Suddenly, I’m overcome with a fresh wave of fear. It hits me that my stint in the Israeli Army isn’t just some crazy adventure. It’s real.

I’m jolted from my reverie by frantic shouts of “Meesdar!”

Meesdar means “Formation.” It’s a chain reaction: one soldier shouts “Meesdar!” and sprints to the courtyard, then the few who heard him all shout “Meesdar!” and sprint to the courtyard, and so on, until every soldier in the platoon is running hysterically, like a pack of headless chickens, frantically shouting “Meesdar! Meesdar!” in each other’s faces, while they begin the impossible task of lining up in formation.

Lining up in formation should be simple. All we have to do is stand in three parallel rows:

[image: Image]

PLATOON FORMATION—BIRD’S-EYE VIEW

If the number of soldiers present is not divisible by three and there are, consequently, one or two leftovers, the extra soldier(s) stand(s) in the second to last column on the left:

[image: Image]

PLATOON FORMATION WHERE THE NUMBER OF SOLDIERS 
PRESENT IS NOT DIVISIBLE BY 3—BIRD’S-EYE VIEW

Easy, right?

Actually, it’s impossible. Because in our haste to line up quickly, we behave like morons. Five soldiers cram into the same column instead of just moving over to a different column in the formation. Guys fight for the right to stand in one spot instead of another as if their very lives depend on where they stand. This cramming and pushing leads to name-calling and a barrage of insults concerning one another’s mothers’ vaginas, and all while three angry sergeants stand off to the side and shake their heads at our incompetence.

We, the soldiers of Platoon Two, Company B, Battalion 71 of the 188th Armored Brigade, will train together for the next seven months. These are the comrades with whom I’ll learn to survive under the bleakest of conditions. It is for these brothers in arms that I may one day sacrifice my life. For the moment, however, we kick and whine like angry dogs.

“Nu, zuz, ya hatichat hara! Move over, you piece of shit!”

“Fuck you! I was standing here!”

“Your mother’s cunt.”

“Your mother’s cunt!”

I remind myself they’re only eighteen years old.

But still, wouldn’t I have been able to stand in a column of three when I was eighteen? Or fourteen? Or ten?

“Enough!” shouts one of the sergeants.

We freeze.

“Guard!” he snaps his fingers and calls me over from where I’m standing watch by the pay phone.

I scurry over. The sergeant has a husky chest voice like a Harley rider. Physically, though, he looks like an infant. His pale blue eyes, soft features, and wisp of blond hair make him look like the Gerber baby.

“Listen to me, soldier. In exactly thirty seconds, this platoon will be standing in three perfect rows. Go.”

I face my new platoon mates. The formation is a mosh pit. I run around back, grab two guys by the elbows, drag them to the front row. “Stand here,” I say. Next, I push two guys, one skinny and the other chubby 
and wearing a yarmulke, into place behind the first two. “You stand here.” I grab more guys by the elbow and line them up, one by one, into rows like a kid setting up dominoes. Finally, we stand in three perfectly parallel rows.

“What’s your name?” barks the sergeant.

“Yoel,” I say.

“Yoel what?”

“Chasnoff.”

The sergeant shakes his head.

“Shetznitz?” I say.

“No. Yoel, Staff Sergeant. When you speak to me or your other commanders”—he points to the two sergeants standing behind him—“you address us as Staff Sergeant. Everyone hear that?”

“Yes, Staff Sergeant!” we shout.

“Yoel,” he says, “how many soldiers here?”

I run to the far left side of the formation, count the soldiers, one-two-three-four—

“Yoel!” the sergeant screams.

I freeze.

“How many rows in this formation?”

“Three, Staff Sergeant.”

“So if you were smart, you’d count the number of soldiers in the first row and then multiply by three. Right?”

“Yes, Staff Sergeant.”

“So how many in the front row?”

I speed-walk past the formation and count.

“Eighteen, Staff Sergeant.”

“And eighteen times three is �”

I open my mouth.

Air.

“Are you an idiot? Eighteen times three! Let’s go!”

I was a math minor at Penn. In high school, I got a 5 on my BC Calculus AP test. And yet I cannot, for the life of me, figure out eighteen times three.

“Well?” the sergeant barks.

“Uhm � fifty-four?”

He scrunches his face into a scowl. “Really? That’s it? Fifty-four?”

I stare at him bug-eyed. What the hell does he want from me?

“There are sixty soldiers in this platoon, Yoel.”

I nod.

“So where the hell are they?” he roars.

I face the platoon. “We’re missing six guys!” I shout.

My comrades mumble among themselves, discussing in earnest, and finally word reaches me that three soldiers are in the dining hall setting up for dinner, two soldiers are in the infirmary, and another soldier is off somewhere else.

I face the sergeant. “Three are in the dining hall,” I say, “two are in the infirmary—”

“No, no, Yoel. From the beginning.”

“Fifty-four soldiers here, Staff Sergeant. Three in the dining hall, 
two in—”

“Wait!” the sergeant barks. “Do not! Make me! Do the math! Tell me the exact total each step of the way.”

I feel a bead of sweat trickle down my cheek. “Fifty-four soldiers in formation, Staff Sergeant. Three in the dining hall, that’s fifty-seven.”

“Excellent.”

“Two in the infirmary, fifty-nine. And one � one �”

I face the platoon.

“Who’s not here?” I whisper.

They mumble.

“Ronen Peretz!” shouts a voice in the back row. “Ronen Peretz is looking for his bag!”

The sergeant orders me to step forward. “Platoon Two, open your ears!” he barks. “At all times, each of you must know the exact whereabouts of every soldier in the platoon. In six months, you could be in Lebanon. God forbid you’d be in Lebanon and don’t know exactly where each of your 
friends is.”

A hush falls over the platoon as we process the word: Lebanon.

“For the next two months of basic training, Yoel is the platoon scribe. You know what that means, Yoel?”

Yes. Bad news.

“It means that you, Yoel, are responsible for keeping track of every soldier in this platoon. If I wake you up at three in the morning—and I will—you’ll be able to tell me who’s guarding, who’s sick, and who’s lying in bed awake because he’s scared of the dark. Clear?”

“Yes, Staff Sergeant,” I say.

“The rest of you: When you go somewhere, you tell Yoel first. If you go to the infirmary, tell Yoel. If you go to take a shit, tell Yoel you’re going to take a shit, and the minute you’re done wiping your ass you tell Yoel you’re back. Understood?”
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