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CAST OF CHARACTERS


Othniel Assis Veteran settler and founder of Ma’aleh Hermesh C. On his farm he grows vegetables and makes cheese. Husband of Rachel and father of Gitit, Yakir, Dvora, Hananiya, Emunah, and Shuv-el.

Gavriel Nehushtan (Gabi Kupper) Grew up on a kibbutz with his brother, Roni. After a religious awakening he moves to Ma’aleh Hermesh C.

Roni Kupper Gabi’s elder brother. After years of living in the United States, he arrives at Ma’aleh Hermesh C. penniless.

Hilik Yisraeli One of the first settlers of Ma’aleh Hermesh C., and Othniel’s right-hand man. Husband of Nehama and father of Boaz, Shneor, and Yemima-Me’ara.

Captain Omer Levkovich The IDF section commander with oversight of Ma’aleh Hermesh C.

Neta Hirschson Feisty right-wing patriot and cosmetician. Married to Jean-Marc and hoping to expand the family.

Nir Rivlin Studying to become a chef. Husband of Shaulit and father of Amalia, Tchelet, and Zvuli.

Yoni A young IDF soldier permanently stationed in Ma’aleh Hermesh C.

Shaulit Rivlin Teacher and wife (and childhood sweetheart) of Nir.

Rachel Assis Wife of Othniel and the first lady of the settlement. Head of the local nursery/kindergarten.

Gitit Assis Teenage daughter of Rachel and Othniel.

Yakir Assis Othniel’s eldest son. Manages the online orders of vegetables and cheese for his father. Second Life enthusiast.

Jenia Freud Russian-born math teacher. Wife of Elazar and mother of Nefesh.

Jeff McKinley Washington Post correspondent in Jerusalem.

Jehu Ma’aleh Hermesh C.’s young loner. Mostly seen on his horse, Killer.

Musa Ibrahim Resident of neighboring Arab village, Kharmish. Roni approaches him about a business venture. Father of Nimer.

Uzi Shimoni Veteran settler who founded Ma’aleh Hermesh C. with Othniel, but left after a falling-out.

Josh Levin Brooklyn-born settler. Shares a trailer with Jehu. The settlement’s de facto English translator.

The Gotliebs Nachum, Raya, Tehila (Tili), and Shimshon (Shimi): a new family who moved from an established settlement to this new and remote settlement.

Anna Gabi’s classmate from a neighboring kibbutz, who reappears later to claim a major role in his life.

Dad Yossi and Mom Gila Gabi and Roni’s adoptive parents on the kibbutz.

Uncle Yaron Roni and Gabi’s uncle, a war veteran who lives in a kibbutz in the Golan Heights.

Eyal A kid in the kibbutz, three years younger than Gabi, with whom he has a violent encounter.

Yotam and Ofir Gabi’s friends from the kibbutz.

Ariel A friend of Roni’s from his Tel Aviv days. He always has a new business idea.

Giora IDF’s head of Central Command and the most senior commander in the West Bank. An old friend of Othniel’s.

Meshulam Avneri Gabi’s boss in Florida at the Jewish National Fund.

Idan Lowenhof A former IDF commando who becomes Roni’s Wall Street mentor in New York.
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PROLOGUE


THE FIELDS

In the beginning were the fields.

Back then, Othniel Assis was living in Ma’aleh Hermesh, merrily raising a goat and growing arugula and cherry tomatoes in his backyard. The goat was for his kids, the arugula and tomatoes for his wife Rachel’s salads. And Othniel saw that it was good, and he tired of his job as a bookkeeper, and he found himself a small plot of land within the bounds of the settlement, on which to expand his crops. As fate would have it, however, the field bordered the vineyards of another settler whose grapes produced boutique wines that were sold to Tel Aviv’s Golden Apple restaurant and other fine-dining establishments, including, the vintner claimed, several in the Dordogne region of France, and in Paris, too. And the vintner turned up his nose, declaring that he had received a permit from the regional council to plant additional vineyards on the very plot of land that had caught Othniel’s fancy. The soil, he insisted, along with the cold winters and temperate summer nights, had imbued his grapes with an outstanding quality, a unique terroir, which produced a full-bodied wine with a nutty aroma.

And so it came to pass that Othniel deferred to the vintner and went out hiking through the surrounding land, for he deeply loved his country, and deeply loved solitude, and deeply loved to pray, and deeply loved to walk. Having left his job, he allowed his beard and hair to grow long, and wore only blue work clothes. He hiked through riverbeds and ravines, and across neighboring hilltops, until he came upon a wide-open plain, which wasn’t particularly rocky, and wasn’t already occupied by the olive trees of the neighboring Arab village of Kharmish. “Here,” he said, “I will stake out my fields.”

Othniel experimented—cucumbers and tomatoes, parsley and cilantro, zucchini and eggplant, radishes, and even lettuce. The crops wilted under the hot summer sun and froze stiff in the winter’s chill, and also fell victim to mice and desert tortoises. But Othniel persevered, and finally decided on asparagus in the field and mushrooms in a greenhouse—and, of course, the arugula and cherry tomatoes, which Rachel, his wife, and Gitit and Dvora, his daughters, snacked on like they were peanuts.

He duly requested council approval for his farming enterprise, and asked permission to bring a shipping container to the site to serve as both office and warehouse. Because the local military administration required governmental approval for all such plans, barring those that fell under British Mandate-era legislation, Othniel Assis asserted, “Sure, they’re Mandate Era; whatever you say, my Jewish brethren,” and promptly received his permits, with the political echelon none the wiser.

Othniel relocated his lone goat to the field, and took out a small loan to purchase five more, which he turned to milking, collecting their fine produce in small pitchers and taking it home to conduct various experiments in churning and cheese-making with Rachel’s help. And Othniel dared to dream, and he said to himself, There’ll come a day when I will establish a small modern dairy here, and I’ll plant vineyards, too, and the winery I set up will surpass that of my former neighbor, and I’ll show him what’s what, him and his Dordogne!

The World Zionist Organization’s Settlement Division required Othniel’s signature for a twenty-kilowatt power generator, and he then requested a permit for a guard hut, following an incident with the neighboring Ishmaelites, who had plundered the fruits of his labor. Armed with his Desert Eagle Mark VII pistol, Othniel stood guard now and then, but for the most part the hut remained empty. After all, his harvest had been raided just that one time, after which he rounded up some guys from the settlement, drove into the center of Kharmish, fired some shots in the air, and issued a stern warning to any villager who dared to do the same again.

One member of the posse was Uzi Shimoni, an imposing Jew with a beard to match, and a deep-seated devotion to the Land of Israel. Years earlier, he had studied with Othniel at the same yeshiva high school in Jerusalem, before Othniel left his religious studies in favor of full and active military service in an elite combat unit. Shimoni appealed to Othniel’s heart, and urged him to establish a formal settlement on his land. Othniel, however, was reluctant, because his permit pertained only to a farming enterprise and a guard hut.

“Don’t you worry,” said Shimoni.

“But where will you get the money for homes and construction and transport?” Othniel asked.

“I’ve organized a donation from a good Miami Jew,” replied Shimoni.

At the time, Othniel was planning to build a permanent home in Ma’aleh Hermesh but had run into a seemingly endless web of red tape with the council engineer, a troublesome neighbor, and a corrupt real estate attorney.

“Screw them all,” he finally said to Rachel. He’d had his fill of the exhausting bureaucracy, the sleepy, complacent bourgeoisie of Ma’aleh Hermesh, and the daily walk to and from his plot of land, a mile in each direction.

He loved the hilltop, the winds, the ancient landscape; and he longed for the pioneering spirit of his youth—the sorties into Hebron and Kiryat Arba, the visits down south to Yamit before the Sinai town’s dramatic evacuation, the Sabbaths spent in settlements reeling from the barrage of Arab terror during the first intifada, the stormy protests against the Oslo Accords, when he and his fellow demonstrators faced off against club-wielding riot police and water cannons.

Othniel gave in to the urgings of Uzi Shimoni, who had somehow gotten his hands on a pair of twenty-two-square-meter trailers, one of which Othniel, with the help of an expert welder, connected to the office-warehouse container and the guard hut and turned into a home for his family. The Shimonis settled in the second trailer. The two men went off together to the Registrar of Non-Profit Organizations in Jerusalem to set up an NPO, naming it the Hermesh Cooperative Farming Association.

Next came the clearing of an access road to the hilltop. Giora, the brigade commander of the sector, and a friend of Othniel from his military days, claimed to have been unaware of the newly cleared route, which ran, invisible from the main road, from Ma’aleh Hermesh B., down through the deep, dry riverbed, and up the hill. Soon afterward, however, following a call to a friend in the National Infrastructures Ministry, the Public Works Department erected safety guardrails along the dangerously steep makeshift road.

The brigade commander told later of receiving a call on his two-way radio one cold winter night with a report of five new twenty-two-square-meter prefab trailers that had been set up on the land adjacent to the Assis farm. He arrived on the scene to find several trucks and trailers at the site. The settlers, he said, blocked his command car from approaching. The head of the regional council turned up, things got heated, and the brigade commander, who came under a barrage of abuse, called the Civil Administration for advice on how to proceed. The new trailers, he was told, were there without a permit. However, their removal, too, required authorization, which they didn’t have. And thus the soldiers loaded the settlers onto the military vehicles and drove them away—with the records of the army and Defense Ministry duly noting that the outpost had been evacuated. The settlers returned the very next day, and the brigade commander turned his attention to more pressing matters.

Thus the outpost took hold.

The five trailers were leased from the state-owned Amidar housing company, with the Housing Ministry’s approval forthcoming, thanks to the regional council head’s ties with the deputy minister. Despite the biting cold, mosquitoes abounded, and the prefab structures themselves were somewhat dilapidated. But the settlers fitted nets to the windows, attached wooden doors to the makeshift homes, used a digger to carve out access roads, and paved pathways. One of the structures was set aside as a synagogue (a recently refurnished Jerusalem synagogue had donated its old items, including an ark in good condition, and one of the men turned up with a Torah scroll, without saying where it had come from). At night, after working long, hard days, they stood guard, because the Arabs from the neighboring village were keeping a watchful eye on them. The water and electricity supply remained erratic, but the residents made do with a rusty, leaking water tanker and oil lamps. A mountain hyena occasionally plundered food and items of clothes, and rock rabbits and rats liked to visit, too.

Two of the families left within the first few weeks, but the Assises and Shimonis stuck it out, while the third survivor was Hilik Yisraeli, a political science student in his late twenties whose scraggy face was adorned with thin-framed glasses and a mustache. Seeking to satisfy his pioneering spirit and belief in the redemption of the Land of Israel, Hilik, who grew up in Ma’aleh Hermesh but had tired of its gentrification, moved into one of the prefab trailers with his wife and two toddler sons.

But where there are two Jews, there are three opinions, and where there are three Jews, well, God help us. Hilik questioned Shimoni about the promised donation from the wealthy Miami Jew, as Shimoni appeared to be pumping sums of money into construction and infrastructure, but precisely how much, and who got what and why, remained unclear. Uzi Shimoni, in turn, went straight to Othniel to complain about “that cheeky kid I invited here and who now has the balls to ask me questions.” Othniel nodded in agreement, but after returning home and discussing the matter with Rachel, he realized that the young man had a point, and he went back to Shimoni to get some answers. How much money did they have? Could they get a more powerful generator? What about erecting a security fence and setting up lighting for nighttime? “Everything is under control” and “Stop worrying,” Shimoni grumbled in response. Othniel promptly began to worry.

And then, speaking to them through his car window one day, Shimoni informed Othniel and Hilik that two new families would be moving into the vacated trailers within the next few days.

“What families?” a surprised Hilik responded. “And who decided to take them in, based on what criteria?”

“Listen up, kid,” Shimoni said, glaring at the young man and stroking his thick beard. “Any more of those questions and you’ll find yourself out on your ass.”

From that moment on, Othniel and Hilik formed a united front. When they tried to delve deeper into the money-from-Miami story, the evidence provoked their strong suspicion that Shimoni was dipping his fingers into the NPO’s coffers. Othniel was livid. He had run into a fair amount of corruption in his lifetime, but stealing from the settlement enterprise took the cake. Was nothing sacred these days? He didn’t confront Shimoni directly, choosing instead to pull some strings of his own. Shimoni was well connected, but Othniel also was acquainted with council officials, and he had close ties with its head and with the secretary of Ma’aleh Hermesh. Little by little, Shimoni found himself excluded from the circles of influence.

One morning, Othniel was making his way up to the outpost in his Renault Express. Shimoni’s dog was lying in the middle of the road, scratching himself behind the ear.

“What the hell! Why him? What did he do wrong?” Shimoni yelled as he and the rest of his family came rushing out their home at the sound of the animal’s anguished cries.

“He jumped in front of the car. I couldn’t brake in time,” Othniel responded, still stunned by what he had done.

“Don’t lie! You ran him down intentionally. He’s never done anything to you!”

Uzi’s girls were sobbing. He looked at them in pain and then turned to glare furiously at Othniel. “I never thought you’d go this far, Othniel,” he growled. “Will you guys stop at nothing?”

Under the barrage of Shimoni’s continued accusations, Othniel’s shock soon transformed into a growing rage. “What about the NPO, Uzi?” he asked, glaring at Shimoni. “What’s with the finances?”

Shimoni didn’t respond. He drew his pistol, loaded it, and put an end to the dog’s suffering with a single shot. “Come,” he said to his family and turned back toward their home. The following morning, he packed everyone up and left for a hilltop in Samaria, branding Hilik and Othniel “worse than Korah,” the biblical villain who led a revolt against Moses.

Left behind were two families, united in their love for the land and in a singular viewpoint as to the nature of the outpost and its management, yet penniless. Slowly but surely, however, their luck changed. Because an Israeli anywhere in the Land of Israel is afforded protection in the form of a security perimeter to keep Arabs out, Israel Defense Forces troops were dispatched to the area to keep watch over the Assis and Yisraeli families and the three empty trailers, bringing with them a guard post, a water tower, and a generator that was ten times more powerful than the small one provided by the Jewish Agency. Othniel called in a favor from his friend Giora, the brigade commander in the sector, and asked to be allowed to draw electricity from the military generator and water from the tower for the trailers. “Sure. Why not?” Giora responded with a wink.

The WZO’s Settlement Division took to the idea of the farm. After all, who could say no to fresh asparagus and mushrooms, and fine goat-milk cheese, too, not to mention the true pioneering spirit of old? Settlement Division officials thus retroactively approved the expansion of Ma’aleh Hermesh B. and even included the farm in the Outposts Agreement—in which it was recorded under the name of “the South Hermesh Goat Farm”—in return for the removal from the site of one of the trailers. A new family moved in, however, and the trailer, in fact, was never removed—despite that family’s departure a few weeks later.

The Amidar housing company was then free to move additional trailers to the site.

And the Postal Authority had a green light to set up a mail-distribution post.

And the National Infrastructures Ministry could instruct the Public Works Department to make good use of days when Civil Administration officials weren’t patrolling the area, to lay down some asphalt.

And the Agriculture Ministry was able to approve Othniel’s status as a farmer and his eligibility for water quotas at a reduced cost.

And the deputy accountant general at the Finance Ministry could instruct Bank Tefahot to offer mortgages for housing units at the site—a move that brought automatic Housing Ministry authorization for infrastructure work and widened the Arab-free radius in one fell swoop.

And Amana, the settlement division of the right-wing Gush Emunim organization, got in on the act, proposing initiatives and determining criteria for working the land.

A combine harvester even turned up one day, courtesy of a German Christian organization sympathetic to the concept of a Greater Israel.

An aerial photography exercise perpetrated by some left-wingers resulted in calls from the Defense Ministry, the Interior Ministry, the Housing Ministry, and the prime minister’s office: Whose decision was it to establish a new settlement in Israel? Who owned the land and/or the rights to the land? Was it state land, state-designated land, survey land, or perhaps private land appropriated for security reasons, or maybe private land purchased from Palestinians, or even Palestinian-owned land that wasn’t purchased? And if the land was privately owned by Palestinians, was it being used for agricultural purposes or not? Was the land on record anywhere, registered anywhere? Was it Mandate-era land? Who gave the go-ahead? Were any formal planning procedures carried out? Had architects submitted master plans to the relevant planning committees? And if such plans had been submitted, were they approved? What was the jurisdiction of the new settlement? What did the state budget director have to say about it? Was there any word from the custodian general? Had they discussed the matter with the coordinator of the government’s activities in the West Bank? And the brigade officers, what did they think? And had they spoken to anyone at the office of the IDF commander of the area?

Endless questions!

All the callers were politely informed that the so-called new settlement was nothing more than an agricultural enterprise within—at least for the most part—the judicial boundaries of Ma’aleh Hermesh, merely an expansion of the existing settlement that was not subject to government approval, as the establishment of a new settlement would be, and there was nothing to be concerned about. What was the big deal? All Othniel Assis had sought was to grow the very mushrooms, asparagus, and arugula that these bleeding-heart left-wingers themselves cut into their salads and served steamed alongside a slice of salmon at their Tel Aviv dinners. So, please, give me a break, okay? The outpost nevertheless made it into Peace Now’s Outpost Monitoring Report, and even found its way onto the interactive map on the Haaretz daily’s news website. Civil Administration officials then showed up with orders to cease all work related to the family residences.

The move served only to prompt a flood of callers requesting to join the outpost.

Followed closely by approval from the defense minister’s deputy on settlement affairs for the transportation to the site of two additional Amidar trailers.

Then came assistance from the Housing Ministry’s Rural Construction Administration.

Along with a budgetary allocation from the regional council.

More families arrived, and young couples, and singles, too—some were lovers of the Land of Israel; others were lovers of serenity and nature; still others, lovers of low costs. Everything was out in the open—the minutes of the meetings dealing with the division of the land were posted on the synagogue notice board for all to see!—but no declarations were handed down. From time to time, threats of evacuation were voiced and scolding fingers were raised. But more babies were born on the hilltop, and thus, modern-day pioneering flourished, and Ma’aleh Hermesh C. grew and expanded.



THREE CAME AT NOON


FOUR YEARS LATER …


The Convoy

A hilltop. The earth light and still, almost barren: a brownish yellow, dotted with rocks and lonely olive trees, and, here and there, soft patches of green brought on by the rain. Cutting through the center of the hilltop ran a narrow and bumpy single-lane road. A trailer—a mobile home—attached to the back of a large truck slowly climbed and descended its winding path. A yellow Palestinian cab bearing a green license plate crawled along impatiently behind. And after the cab chugged an old and dusty white Renault Express, its rear window bearing stickers declaring MY GOLANI DOESN’T EXPEL JEWS; HEBRON—NOW AND FOREVER; AND BRING THE OSLO CRIMINALS TO JUSTICE. Behind the wheel of the Renault sat Othniel Assis—bearded, wearing a large skullcap, just as dusty as his vehicle. Weeping miserably in a car seat in the back sat his youngest, three-year-old Shuv-el. He had dropped his packet of Bamba as they rounded one of the sharp bends, and neither he nor his father could pick it up off the floor of the car. Yellow crumbs from the peanut butter-flavored snack had stuck to one of the child’s sidelocks. The fourth vehicle in the impromptu convoy that day on the rough road through the Judean hills was a military jeep, a David, carrying the section commander, Captain Omer Levkovich, along with his crew.

The road rose sharply. The truck shifted down a gear; its engine screamed and carried the vehicle up the incline, the same slow pace of the herd of goats that ambled indifferently along the side of the road. The cabdriver mumbled something in Arabic, blew his horn, and pulled off a dangerous passing maneuver. Seconds later, one of the cab’s tires blew—a dull thud, the sound of rubber being dragged across the tarmac, the car bouncing along the road, the driver’s curses. The cab came to a halt, blocking the road. Out stepped Jeff McKinley, the Washington Post’s Jerusalem correspondent, on his way to interview a high-ranking Israeli government minister who lived in a settlement some six kilometers from where they had stopped. McKinley looked at his watch and wiped a bead of sweat from his wide brow. The evening before, his father had told him about the snow that was falling in virginia; here he was in February, already perspiring. He had ten minutes to get to the meeting at the minister’s home. He couldn’t wait for the flat to be fixed. McKinley handed the cabdriver a fifty-shekel note and walked off in the direction of the hitchhiking station he spotted a few dozen meters away.

But, as if the perspiring, the time crunch, and his heavy breathing—a sign of his lack of fitness and an urgent need to diet—weren’t enough, someone had beaten him to the station and was first in line for a ride. Dressed in a finely tailored suit, the man stood there with his arms folded across his chest, a large suitcase at his feet, a broad white smile on his face, uttering words in Hebrew that McKinley didn’t understand.

Before McKinley could reach the ride station, the dusty Renault signaled and pulled over.

“Shalom, fellow Jews!” Othniel Assis called out.

“Where are you headed?” the man with the suitcase asked the driver.

“Ma’aleh Hermesh C.,” Othniel Assis replied, glancing at the blue suit, and then into the man’s eyes, which appeared weary.

“For real? You’re a star, bro,” the man said, picking up his heavy suitcase from the faded tarmac.

“Do me a favor, buddy,” the driver said. “Help the kid—his Bamba fell onto the floor.”

Othniel then turned to the American. “What about you, dude?” he asked in Hebrew.

“Can you get me anywhere near Yeshua, where Minister Kaufman lives?” McKinley responded in English. “

What?” said Othniel.

“Settlement?” McKinley said in an effort to simplify matters, after repeating his first question to no avail.

“Settlement, settlement—yes!” Othniel smiled. “Please, please.”

McKinley’s limited knowledge of the area didn’t include the fact that its hilltops were home not only to Ma’aleh Hermesh and its two outgrowths, B. and C., but also to Givat Esther and its offshoots, to Sdeh Gavriel, and to Yeshua, where the minister resided. He squeezed into the backseat alongside the child.

The convoy—a trailer home on a truck, a company commander and his crew in a jeep, and a dusty pickup, carrying a settler and his child and two hitchhikers, an American and an Israeli—turned onto a second road. This road was even narrower, and steeper, too, and so, once again, the two smaller vehicles were doomed to crawl along at the snail’s pace dictated by the larger truck. Captain Omer’s gray-green eyes remained firmly planted on the rear of the trailer, displaying a touch of apprehension at the thought of the vehicle’s load detaching and crashing down on the jeep behind it. He glanced at his watch and then turned to gaze into the side mirror.

“Tell me something, don’t I know you from somewhere?” Othniel asked his Hebrew-speaking passenger.

The man stared for some time at the driver’s large head and at the wide skullcap that covered it.

“I don’t know,” he replied. “My brother lives here with you, but we don’t look alike at all.”

Othniel cast a quick look over his shoulder at the man with the black hair and then turned to focus on the road again.

His passenger offered some assistance. “Gabi Kupper. Do you know him?”

The driver frowned. “We don’t have anyone by that name,” he said. “We have a Gavriel. Gavriel Nehushtan. A great guy. A real prince. He works with me on the farm.”

“Nehushtan?” Roni Kupper replied, his turn to frown.

The American journalist glanced impatiently at his watch.

The slow climb up the hill ended at the entrance into Ma’aleh Hermesh A. The three vehicles drove through the gate, turned right at the traffic circle, and made their way through the well-established settlement with its stone homes, paved streets, and small commercial area comprising a winery, a horse ranch, and a carpentry workshop. They then headed across a desolate hilltop before reaching the trailers of the sister settlement Ma’aleh Hermesh B., beyond which the tarmac ended and a dirt road plunged steeply down into the wadi, traversed the dry riverbed, and began climbing up the other side.

“All gone, Daddy!” Shuv-el announced, on finishing his Bamba.

A sickly sweet stench filled the car.

“Did you go, sweetie?” the father asked his son.

“Holy crap!” hissed Roni Kupper. “What is this place?”

Jeff McKinley did his utmost to refrain from retching.

A yellow dust rose from the wheels of the vehicles into the crisp sky above and after snaking their way along for a while, they came to a water tower bearing a crudely drawn Star of David, followed immediately by an IDF guard tower, and finally the eleven trailers that made up the outpost, spread out along a circular road. Manning the guard post stood Yoni, the soldier, a rifle at an angle across his chest, his one hand on the butt, welcoming the arrivals in his Ray-Bans with a boyish smile on his face.

An untamed landscape stretched out before them—the Judean Desert in all its splendor and beauty, with its arid hilltops and the Dead Sea tucked away at their feet, and beyond it, rising up on the horizon, the mountains of Moab and Edom. Occasional villages and settlements dotted the expanse of land, while farther in the distance stood the truncated summit of the Herodium and the homes of a large Palestinian town, some of which appeared wrapped in a giant gray concrete wall, like a gift that couldn’t be opened.

A large improvised sign stood just beyond the entrance to the outpost, the handwriting almost like a child’s, in Hebrew and English, reading: “Welcome to Ma’aleh Hermesh C.”


The Ceremony

When Othniel Assis’s Renault Express reached its destination, Jeff McKinley asked, in English, to be pointed in the direction of the home of Minister Kaufman. Othniel gestured to him to wait just a moment, called out toward the house, “Rachel! Get all the kids together and come to the ceremony,” and then turned back to McKinley to say, “You come with us—we have American guy.”

Jeff McKinley traipsed along with Othniel and Rachel Assis and their six children to Ma’aleh Hermesh C.’s new playground, abuzz with dignitaries and residents, where the promised American, Josh, explained to the reporter that Minister Kaufman lived in Yeshua, the settlement across the way, on the other side of the wadi. You can see his villa, the one with the tiled roof, Josh pointed out, less than a kilometer away from where they stood as the crow flies, but quite a few winding kilometers by road. McKinley looked at his watch again and then, realizing just how late he already was, pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and called the minister’s aide to explain his predicament and ask for a postponement, but his request was rejected, with the aide explaining that the minister was expected in Jerusalem in an hour and intensely disliked to be kept waiting. McKinley apologized profusely, and after hanging up, he cast his eyes over the crowd around him, stopping in surprise at a tall man with an impressive paunch and thick, meticulously groomed eyebrows. “Tell me”—he turned to Josh—“isn’t that Sheldon Mamelstein?”

The playground appeared to have been lowered to the ground by a giant Monty Python-like hand of god, transplanted like the organ of a stylish New Yorker into the body of a wretched Bedouin nomad. There was a rectangular patch of grass the size of a basketball court; a pair of wooden swings that swayed with a quiet, well-oiled efficiency; an expansive system of slides; and three spring-mounted rides, one in the form of a seal, another a rooster, and the third—perhaps most appropriate, given the landscape—a camel.

Laborers had worked for weeks installing the playground in the center of Ma’aleh Hermesh C.—preparing the ground, laying the strips of lawn, assembling the apparatus, and even installing trash bins and erecting signs as befitted the settlement’s new hub of social activity—and it had all culminated that day in the official dedication ceremony, in the presence of the donor, Mr. Sheldon Mamelstein of New Jersey, the settlement enterprise’s good friend, Member of Knesset Uriel Tsur, and various local dignitaries.

A chilly wind whistled into the microphone, through the pair of large speakers, and out into the crisp air around the playground. Most residents of the settlement and their guests were in attendance, a crowd of forty or so. The kids scampered among the swings and rides before being rounded up by their parents and placed in strollers or on the grass to listen to the speeches.

“Just a few years ago, not even five,” began MK Tsur, “there was nothing here but rocks, foxes, and thorny burnet shrubs.”

On the podium alongside the politician stood the donor, Sheldon Mamelstein, whose head was tilted toward Josh, formerly of Brooklyn, with his red hair and beard to match, who was serving as his simultaneous translator.

“But here we are now, in the Hebrew month of Shevat, 5769, marveling at your accomplishments, your inspiring tenacity, your good and hard work, your settlement pioneering values, and your uncompromising belief in the sanctity of this land. You, dear residents of Ma’aleh Hermesh C., have built a wonderful community …”

MK Tsur paused briefly. The wind whistled through the microphone and echoed off the hillside. Sheldon Mamelstein lifted his head and rubbed his neck. Pregnant women and teenagers shifted their weight from one leg to the other. The little kids asked if it was time now to go play on the slides and swings. Soon, said the parents. And Captain Omer thought, What’s with the Shevat, 5769? Why not simply say February 2009?

Tsur’s address was followed by a few more words of gratitude from a number of other functionaries, with Sheldon Mamelstein the last to take hold of the microphone. Josh translated his words into rudimentary and horribly accented Hebrew. His speech was met with modest applause.

Mamelstein unveiled a plaque engraved with his name and the date. He gracefully disregarded the spelling mistake in his name—an unnecessary h after the s in his surname, as per usual in Israel—and posed for a photograph with the MK, settlement residents, and a number of children. The ceremony came to a close. The kids reveled in the new playground to the sound of their parents crying, “Careful!” Women spoke to one another about pregnancies, shared recommendations for Sabbath wine, and discussed goings-on at the school in the mother settlement. Fathers chatted about Hilik’s doctorate and the Knesset member’s Volvo S80, and paying half price to replace a cylinder head at Farid’s in Kharmish. They’d be heading off slowly in a few minutes for late-afternoon and evening prayers in the makeshift synagogue farther below, alongside the traffic circle, two trailers that had been joined together and christened with a traffic circle sign. MK Tsur struck up a conversation with Sheldon Mamelstein and tried to set up a meeting with the American. Othniel offered the dignitaries a tour of the outpost. The MK looked at his watch and said, “Oh my God,” before shoving a Bluetooth earpiece into his ear, hastily exchanging handshakes, waving good-bye, and getting into his car. And after everyone was done watching the Volvo S80 drive off into the distance, they all turned their gazes in the opposite direction, toward the slopes of the ridge below them, and were surprised to see a huge truck off-loading a new trailer, accompanied by much noise, loud shouting, and carefully measured maneuvering. How did the truck get there? they wondered. And whose trailer was that? Why had it arrived today? But before they had a chance to ask him, the truck driver turned the vehicle around and headed off.


The Tour

Still in his work shirt and shoes from the morning, Othniel Assis, the outpost’s longest-serving resident, led the tour, along with a spruced-up Hilik Yisraeli, wearing a checkered button-up shirt, his hair well combed, accompanied by Natan Eliav, the secretary of Ma’aleh Hermesh, the mother settlement. Red-haired Josh translated for the American millionaire and his companions. The section commander, Captain Omer, who had come to speak to Natan and Othniel about “something important,” walked along with them, Othniel assured him he would make time for him immediately after the promised tour for the honored guest from America. The Washington Post’s Jeff McKinley tagged along too. No one paid him any attention: the residents assumed he was one of Mamelstein’s entourage; Mamelstein’s people assumed he was a local. A handful of bored children trailed behind.

The delegation made its way on foot through the vineyards, past the prickly pear shrubs and flower beds, the makeshift synagogue, the goat pen, and Othniel Assis’s organic fields. Junk lay strewn among the yards and residences—a bicycle missing both of its wheels, a treadmill tipped over onto its side, half of a Peugeot 104 that still boasted stickers reading BEGIN FOR PRIME MINISTER and GOD ALMIGHTY, WE LOVE YOU, sofas and refrigerators and rolled-up carpets. Above all, and omnipresent—the majestic landscape, the exalted landscape, the wild landscape that appeared to be crying out, and sometimes whispering, and also playing a melody: This is the desert. This is the Bible. This is Genesis.

“What wonderful fresh air!” said Sheldon Mamelstein, filling his lungs with a deep breath. The twilight had turned the landscape into a moonscape. Standing there, they could imagine the Creation, as if thus the universe was created, and thus it had remained. “Hats off to you,” Sheldon Mamelstein exhaled emotionally, and his entourage was struck silent by the splendor.

Mamelstein stopped suddenly and pointed in astonishment. “A camel!” he exclaimed.

“That’s a cow,” Othniel said, using the Hebrew term for a female camel, and Josh struggled a little with the translation.

“Does it belong to one of the families?”

“It’s Sasson’s,” Othniel responded, and left it at that. “Come,” he said instead, “we’ve reached my house. Let’s go inside for coffee.”

The Assis family residence consisted of the same basic mobile home that had been welded to the initial guard hut, with the subsequent addition of a shipping container and a wooden porch, the structure then partially covered in Jerusalem stone—a patchwork of assembled pieces making up some seventy square meters in area and serving as a crowded home to eight individuals: Othniel, his wife, Rachel, and their children, in descending order from the age of sixteen down to three—Gitit, the twins, Yakir and Dvora, Hananiya, Emunah, and Shuv-el, the little one. The inside of the home was dominated by the usual disarray of toys and children’s books, mismatched furniture collected over the years from charities and urban streets, and a bookcase of Jewish and Torah literature that stood on the warped, peeling floor. The large windows and porch looked out over the barren desert hills and a smattering of homes on the edge of the Arab village Kharmish.

The place was bursting at the seams. Rachel served coffee and cake. The sun had set, the cold seeped in through every small opening, and the electric heater was turned up to high. Loud whistles could be heard coming from the open space under the trailer, where the wind blew among the work tools and other stored equipment. The sections of the thin, dry wall that hadn’t been covered by stone offered scant acoustic protection or thermal insulation.

“Is this a legal outpost?” Mamelstein asked.

Othniel exchanged a glance with Hilik and smiled from within his beard. “All the settlements are legal,” he responded. “All were established with government knowledge and approval. We are a neighborhood of Ma’aleh Hermesh, within its jurisdiction.” He pointed in the general direction of the mother settlement. “Besides,” the longest-serving resident of the outpost continued, “Ma’aleh Hermesh C. cannot be illegal.”

The American millionaire chuckled, and his staff followed suit. Othniel was very familiar with Sheldon Mamelstein and his political views. Nonetheless, a man of his standing clearly could not afford to be involved in anything that might be construed as criminal in nature. “What do you mean, it can’t be illegal?” Mamelstein asked.

“Ma’aleh Hermesh C. cannot be illegal because, according to Defense Ministry records, the outpost was evacuated years ago,” Othniel replied. “The outpost, in fact, doesn’t exist. But we do have an approved agricultural farm, which the military protects.”

Mamelstein raised an eyebrow and turned his gaze toward the IDF officer and female soldier standing on the porch, both busy texting on their phones. His eyebrow dropped and his mouth widened in a smile. “But doesn’t the army fall under the responsibility of the Defense Ministry?” one of his advisers wondered out loud.

“It does. So what? As far as the Defense Ministry is concerned, the outpost has been evacuated; and as far as the army is concerned, there are Jews here and therefore a guard post and soldiers, too,” Othniel responded, glancing over at Captain Omer, who was on the phone.

“The Settlement Division of the World Zionist Organization arranged for the establishment of the agricultural farm, which doesn’t require government permits. Through the Civil Administration, they also secured the generator, and the army took care of the water supply. Most of the trailers were provided by the Housing Ministry, via the Amidar public housing company. Fortunately for us, the right hand has no clue what the left one is doing.”

Othniel smiled as Josh translated his words into English. Hilik smiled, too; he took a sip of coffee and cautiously placed the glass on the table again.

On leaving the house, the millionaire took a closer look at the Jerusalem-stone covering that ran along the bottom half of the walls of the trailer, nodding in astonishment. Captain Omer again tried to engage Othniel in conversation. “Five minutes and we’re done here,” Othniel hissed. “What do you think—that we aren’t just as keen as you to be over and done with this?”

They passed by the guard and water towers and returned to the new playground. “What the hell! What’s happening over there?” the American benefactor suddenly asked, pointing a finger at one of the homes. Everyone turned to see Elazar and Jenia Freud’s trailer shaking like a Parkinson’s patient, dancing and vibrating on the backdrop of the darkening skies.

“Ah,” said Othniel Assis, “you should know that if the trailer is shaking and everything inside is moving about, it isn’t an earthquake, only the washing machine!”

On hearing the translation, Mamelstein’s raucous laughter was infectious, managing to put a smile even on the face of the IDF officer. “I must tell Norma about this!” the American said, slapping his thigh.

They all bade farewell with mutual expressions of appreciation, embraces, and kisses, got into their cars, and disappeared in a cloud of dust. Washington Post correspondent Jeff McKinley headed off on foot toward the entrance to the settlement. He had thought of asking Mamelstein’s people for a ride but decided against it, preferring instead to keep his identity to himself.

Othniel turned to Captain Omer Levkovich. “Now, my friend, you can tell us what’s been eating you,” he said, looking at the soft-faced, fair-haired officer.

Omer opened the file he was carrying under his arm. “This,” he said, handing over a document, “is a land demarcation order signed by the head of the IDF Central Command.”

“A demarcation order? What are you on about?” Othniel eyed the document suspiciously. “What’s this all about?” Hilik, too, peered at the piece of paper in Othniel’s hand.

“A demarcation order,” the section commander affirmed—and then continued, fully aware of what was going through the minds of these seasoned settlers. “Not the suspension of illegal construction. Not a Civil Administration issue. Nothing to do with the demolition of isolated structures—you know all too well that your trailers have been under demolition orders for years, and that no one has done anything about it because they know you’ll just bring in others in their place. That’s why they’ve issued a demarcation order. The structures aren’t the issue, the entire area needs to be evacuated—all the residents, all the belongings.

And all the structures are to be razed. What do you think, that the right hand has no idea what the left is doing?” Othniel read the order:

All individuals are required to vacate the area in question within eight days of publication of this declaration. Additionally, effective immediately on publication of this declaration, all construction activities in the area are banned, including entry into the area of individuals or equipment for the purpose of carrying out construction operations.

The order had been signed by the head of the Central Command and came with a map that outlined the demarcated area—Ma’aleh Hermesh C. in its entirety, all its structures and agricultural land.

Othniel stopped reading and glared at Omer. “You people are such ags,” he said. “Oh well, I guess we’ll have to take it up with the Military Appeals Board, and if that doesn’t help, we’ll petition the High Court of Justice, and if we lose there, we’ll wait out the two years until the order expires, God willing. In any event, you aren’t going to forcibly evict us, right?” He searched for a glimmer of a smile or supportive look on Omer’s face—but found none. All he encountered was a look of curiosity and the cautious question, “What are ags?”

Othniel drew a breath and let out a deep sigh. “Aggressive little pains in the butt,” he spat out as he punched the council head’s number into his phone.

“Good luck and Shabbat shalom,” the section commander responded before signaling his driver to start up the engine and climbing into the jeep. They pulled over at the gate alongside the soldier.

“Take these, Yoni, and tell your men to post them this evening on all the structures in the outpost,” Omer said, handing over a pile of papers on which the order had been printed. He allowed the American journalist, who was hitching a ride just outside the gate, to get into the jeep, and then disappeared down the slope, into the darkening twilight and the winds. Yoni, the soldier, shifted his gaze from the departing jeep to the pages in his hands and closed the gate.


The Brothers

Roni Kupper didn’t attend the ceremony. After Othniel Assis dropped him off outside the trailer belonging to “the only Gavriel in the settlement,” he dragged his suitcase out of the trunk and wheeled it along the short but rough pathway that led to the property, entering through the gate and walking to the front door through the yellowish yard. ENTER BLESSED, read a perplexing sign on the door. It wasn’t locked. “Gabi? Gabi?” he called out, walking through the rooms of the home. He sniffed at the air—a strange dank odor. His eyes were drawn to a dark stain in the corner. He wheeled his suitcase into the room on the right, which appeared to be the living room, and lay down on his back on the raised mattress that was serving as a sofa. He looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and then opened them again. He turned to look at the simple bookcase. His eyes passed over the rows of red-bound books, religious literature that Roni understood nothing about at all, taking in the titles one by one: the Zohar, the Shulchan Aruch, compilations of sermons and writings by Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, The Guide for the Perplexed, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook’s Orot, and more. “Gabi?” he cried out once more, thinking he heard something, but no one responded.

Gavriel had attended the dedication ceremony for the new playground and had gone from there to the synagogue for late-afternoon prayers, after which he had hung around with everyone to chat for a while. Only afterward did he return home to find a large suitcase that was taking up half of the living room floor and his elder brother snoring loudly on the sofa, facing the ceiling, a look of utter serenity anointing his face. Gabi looked at his brother. At the rise and fall of his chest, at his lips trembling with every snore, at his arms folded across his chest in perfect rest, at his broad feet in their formerly white sports socks with their threadbare heels. His eyes wandered back to the large suitcase. Oh, Roni, my brother, he thought—and smiled at him, and tugged on his nose. Roni responded with a snore.

Gabi went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. He turned on the light. He’d drink first and then make dinner for them, and then say the evening prayers. He turned on the kettle, which responded a few seconds later with an ever-loudening groan until the final bubbling noise and the automatic flip of the switch. He placed a Wissotzky tea bag into a glass cup with a thin handle and mixed in the sugar, clattering the teaspoon against the side of the glass.

“Make me one, too, whatever it is you’re having,” came a gravelly voice from the living room.

“Already have,” Gabi responded, walking back into the living room and placing a glass, the granules of sugar still swirling on the bottom, on a small shelf beside Roni’s head. “Tea,” he said, and sat down on the armchair on the other side of the room. He recited the customary blessing, blew on his tea, and cautiously sipped the hot beverage. “Welcome, my brother. It’s been a while.”

Roni sat up, stretched, and tried to exorcise the sleep and jet lag that were clouding his mind. “Aahh!” he yawned out loud. He picked up the glass and sipped noisily. “Sweet,” he said. Roni looked over at his brother, who was still smiling. “I’m going to have to stay here for a while,” he said.

“I got that. The suitcase gave you away.”

“Yes.”

They drank in silence. What’s with the big white skullcap with the pompom on top? Roni thought. The beard’s still thin, but a little longer now. And those sidelocks? Aren’t those only for people in the ultra-Orthodox Mea She’arim neighborhood? He admitted to himself, however, that the look suited his brother. Religious observance seemed to sit naturally on his slender build, to suit the dreamy brown of his eyes and his fair skin. Of the two, Roni had always looked like the true kibbutznik, with his dark skin and solid frame, the self-assured, sometimes arrogant, yet more lighthearted look on his face, which always appeared to be on the verge of breaking into a smile.

“How about a cookie or something?” Roni asked.

Gabi glanced toward the kitchen—but he didn’t need to. There were no cookies. The silence settled in again, broken only occasionally by the sound of the two brothers sipping their tea.

“So, what’s up?” Gabi finally asked, fixing his brother with a long stare. “The last time we spoke was on your fortieth birthday. You said you were busy and that you’d call back, and I haven’t heard a word from you since. That was months ago. And the time before that was on your previous birthday. Aren’t you supposed to be in America?”

Roni stood up from the sofa. He looked out the window. The wind whistled under the trailer. “What a view, eh? Really something else,” he said, turning to face his brother. “How are things with you? The guy who gave me a ride told me you were a great guy, a prince.”

Gabi laughed. “Just great, thank God. Wonderful.”

“Wonderful? What’s so wonderful?”

“Everything, everything’s just wonderful. I’m pleased you are here.”

“So I can stay for a while, then? This ‘wonderful’ you’re talking about isn’t a girl or something, is it?”

“For you, wonderful always has something to do with a girl.” “I just need to know if I can stay for a while.” “You can stay for as long as you like.”

“So why the sad face? Is it too much for you to have your brother as a guest?”

“No sad face at all.”

Roni walked into the kitchen. “Where’s the bathroom?” he asked.

Gabi remained in the armchair, an example of simple workmanship from the 1970s, with its worn brown upholstery—his furniture was a collection of items found over the years on the streets of Jerusalem—and drank his tea. He could hear his brother’s thick stream of urine splashing directly into the water in the toilet; Roni was never one to try to muffle the sound by aiming at the porcelain sides of the bowl. Gabi closed his eyes.

“Don’t sit there looking upset,” Roni declared on his return. He picked up his cup of tea. “I was always there for you when you needed help.”

“I’m not upset,” Gabi replied serenely. “But how could you have known that I needed help if you haven’t been in touch for years?”

The trailer was suddenly thrown into darkness. Gabi stood up and looked out the window. “The generator’s down,” he said. “Thankfully, it’s not from my kettle, so we have tea to drink at least until the darkness passes.”

“I’m going out for a walk,” Roni said, and began feeling his way to the door. Passing by his brother, however, he turned to him suddenly and spread out his arms. “Come here,” he said, “give us a hug.” Their embrace was a little clumsy, and brief. The darkness hid the expressions on their faces but Gabi’s, presumably, was reserved, Roni’s perhaps a touch forced.

“I’m pleased you came,” the younger brother said after they had let go of one another. Roni didn’t respond. He left, slamming the door behind him and causing the entire structure to shake. Gabi decided to say his evening prayers at home.


The Night

The trailers cast in darkness. The entire hilltop blacked out. The profound silence, the all-encompassing blackness, the sounds from the Arab village—so different from his own life in recent years, yet still capable of summoning a vague familiar feeling, from his childhood on the kibbutz, perhaps. Roni felt exhausted from the long journey and jet lag.

The strumming of a guitar could be heard coming from the far end of the outpost. A sad, slow song, somewhat solemn. Roni imagined himself heading toward the notes. He passed by a number of people and spotted the man who had given him the ride, standing outside his home alongside a young boy wearing a skullcap, a tranquil expression on his spotty face.

“Good evening,” Roni said.

Othniel Assis smiled. “Well,” he said, “did you find your brother, the saint? Was it him?”

“Yes, yes, thanks.”

“We’re going over to see what’s up with the old generator. Wanna tag along? We may need a helping hand.”

Roni Kupper followed Othniel and his son Yakir to the entrance to the outpost. Yoni was already there, shining a flashlight, and one of the other soldiers was restarting the generator with a sharp tug on a cord.

“How many more years will we have to wait before we’re connected to the electricity grid?” Othniel growled as lights flickered on in the nearby homes. “There are women and children here; they shake in fear every time the generator goes down.”

Roni continued to tag along behind the group, which headed back from the gate toward the center of the settlement. “Did you know anything about a new trailer?” Othniel asked Yoni as they passed by the latest arrival.

“No,” the soldier responded.

“Did Omer not say anything about it?”

“Omer didn’t say a word aside from telling me to post the new orders. He was with you all the time.”

“True,” Othniel said, rubbing his beard thoughtfully. “Interesting.” He took the flashlight from Yoni and directed the beam at the silent structure. “Very interesting,” he mumbled, and then walked around the trailer. “He simply off-loaded it here without a word to anyone. There’s no infrastructure here, no preparations for water or power or sewage. Hello there?” Othniel called out. “Anyone home?” He approached the door and knocked. There was no door handle.

Roni bade farewell to the group and continued walking. Minutes later, he noticed that he had left the confines of the outpost and that the darkness now weighed heavier around him, and he was overcome with a sense that civilization was a step too far away. He turned and walked back. The sound of the guitar grew louder, the same slow, sad melody. Roni thought for a moment that he recognized the song, but the playing suddenly ceased.

“Halt!” came a sudden instruction from the darkness. Roni turned to see a thin young man standing some ten meters away from him. It took him a second or two to recognize the glint of a weapon, pointed directly at him, and another few seconds to see the guitar beneath it. “Or I’ll shoot,” the young man added, trying to disguise the tremble in his voice.

“No need for shooting,” Roni responded, raising his arms. He was tired and unfocused, and couldn’t decide whether to be amused by the fact that a young man with a guitar was now pointing a gun at him, or to panic. Despite the cold, he could feel sweat oozing from the pores on various places over his body. He replied confidently nevertheless. “I’m just walking around, having a look,” he said.

“Why would you want to be walking around here? What’s there to look at, especially in the dark?” The young man approached him, still hesitantly.

“Perhaps you should get that thing out of my face.”

The young man’s hand remained motionless. “First you need to tell me who you are,” he said. “The generator goes down and a suspicious stranger suddenly appears. I have to follow procedures.”

“I’m simply visiting my brother here for a short while.”

“Who’s your brother?”

“Gabi. Gabi Kupper.”

“Gabi Kupper? There’s no one here by that name.” The barrel of the pistol moved a few centimeters closer to Roni’s forehead.

“Ah, yes, he changed his name. Gavriel … Umm, Gavriel … Shit, I don’t—”

“Gavriel Nehushtan? So why didn’t you just say so? Yes, I can see a resemblance,” the young man said, lowering the weapon. “It is subtle, but it’s there. Would you like a cookie?”

The cookies, the young man went on, were baked by Jenia Freud, a math teacher who lived in the trailer adjacent to the gate at the entrance to the outpost with her husband, Elazar, a lieutenant in the reserves who worked in computers and had grown up in a settlement on the other side of Jerusalem. Jenia, he continued, was in the habit of making cookies for the soldiers and leaving them out on a tray at the guard tower.

“Not that I’m a soldier,” said Nir Rivlin, armed with a guitar and pistol, as Roni enjoyed the coconut-chocolate cookies. Rivlin gave him the lay of the land. There were usually four to six soldiers stationed at the outpost; one of them, Yoni, was there permanently, while the others came and went. The soldiers did most of the guarding, but the residents helped out on occasion at night. Guard duty was divided equally among all the men, although there were some who paid others to take their shifts—men with families would usually pay the young single men, who had more time on their hands, to replace them. “Not that I’m single,” Rivlin stressed. He had a family but was happy to guard; besides, he didn’t have the money to pay someone to take his shift. He was studying to be a chef at the Kosher Culinary Arts School in Jerusalem, and he was being tested that week on his knife work, advanced dicing and slicing. The week before, there was a seminar on basic pastry making—quiches, crumble, yeast dough … Nir Rivlin rambled on until finally the exhausted Roni suggested, “Why don’t you play something?” Nir picked up the guitar and asked, “What would you like to hear?” Following a brief discussion, they agreed on Lou Reed’s “Perfect Day.”

They sat on a tattered sofa that someone had discarded and gazed up at the stars twinkling above the dark desert. The generator hummed monotonously.

“Do the other guards pray and play music during their watch, too?” Roni asked.

“To each his own,” Nir responded. “You can spend two hours walking around and pondering, and sometimes studying and praying. I play the guitar. Some watch DVDs on the laptop, or merely sit here with a cigarette and coffee. Sometimes you get a chance to chat with someone walking or driving by.”

“And my brother?”

“Gavriel? He’s a true saint. He always asks for the midnight shift and then recites the Tikkun Chatzot prayer. Do you know what that is? Have you heard ‘To declare your loving kindness in the morning, and your faithfulness every night’? You’re a nonbeliever through and through, right? Nighttime is the principal time for solitude, when the world rests from its troubles; the time to muster up the good from within the evil. Sometimes he stands in the guard tower and memorizes the teachings of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov. And sometimes you can see him walking to the edge of the hilltop, with not another soul around, only him and the stars and the desert. Speaks to the Almighty’s desert. ‘In solitude, turn sadness into joy.’ Want a hit?”

Nir reached into the inside pocket of his coat and pulled out a joint he had rolled before beginning his shift. He puffed on it noisily, exhaled a thin plume of smoke skyward, and passed it to Roni. “Grass. ‘How wonderful it would be if one could only be worthy of hearing the song of the grass. Each blade of grass sings out to God without any ulterior motive, and without expecting any reward. It is most wonderful to hear its song and worship God in its midst.’ Pretty good stuff, no?”

The darkness lay thick and heavy, as it is wont to do far from big, illuminated cities. The outpost had no streetlights. They could hear frogs croaking, grasshoppers gnawing, crickets chirping, the occasional whinny from a horse in its stable (“That’s Killer, Jehu’s horse”), dogs barking in their yard (“Othniel’s dogs, Beilin and Condoleezza”), the wind rustling, the wailing cry of a baby (“Nefesh, perhaps, or Shuv-el”). At night, at the height of winter, Nir told Roni, the rain came down with deafening force, and the wind threatened to carry the trailers off into the heavens. The summer nights, meanwhile, meant weddings and parties and festivities in the neighboring village, and then the music would blast out loud, along with the beating of the darbukas, and singers would entertain the revelers of ever-higher octaves that rose up into the night sky, and on occasion there’d be a good dose of fireworks, too—primitive insofar as visual spectacles go, but impressively loud, thereby frightening Condi and Beilin and Killer and the young children into a long and loud symphony of their own design, startling the men of the outpost from their slumber and causing them to reach frantically for their weapons, their hearts pounding.

And then, too, particularly in the small, deep hours of the morning, there was the silence. When all were in their homes, after putting the children to bed, and dinner, and showers; after they had watched the news, and read, and finished off some work and housework, and had gone to sleep under thin ceilings, above which the stars shone boldly. Sleep brings a departure of the mind, its purification, and makes way for inspiration. During sleep, the soul rises to the next world, and sleep serves as the mind’s pathway.

“I should get some sleep.” Roni yawned. “I’m still on American time, everything’s upside down.”

Nir Rivlin turned to him with a look of surprise, as if he had forgotten Roni was there. He looked at his watch. “Almost midnight, the end of my shift!” he said, dipping his hand into his pocket to retrieve a piece of paper. “Let’s see who’s replacing me … Hah! Your dear brother! Thank God. Come, let’s go shake him from his dreams.”

Approaching the trailer, they spotted Gabi stepping out into the darkness. Weary-legged, he shuffled across the hilltop in the biting cold, the coffee in the mug in his hand cooling rapidly. Carried on the wind came the sound of distant Arabic music.

“Hey there, O righteous one,” Nir said.

“Shalom, shalom,” Gabi’s weary voice responded. His gaze wandered back and forth between Nir Rivlin and his brother, Roni, and he stopped in his tracks for a few seconds before turning again to Nir. “How’s Shaulit doing?” he asked.

“God be praised.”

“When is she due?”

“God willing. She’s just gone into her ninth month.”

“Wow.” Gabi smiled. “I wonder if it’ll be a March or an April baby.”

The three stood there in silence. Even Nir, who hadn’t stopped talking for the past two hours, appeared too tired to find another word to say.

“Okay, off to bed, you guys. Good night.”


The Morning

When Gabi returned from morning prayers, Roni was still fast asleep in the living room. He laid down his tefillin bag quietly enough, but his brother woke to the noise of the teaspoon clinking against the side of the glass cup.

“Good morning,” Gabi said. “Tea?”

“Coffee,” his brother’s sleep-laden voice responded. “Wow! I couldn’t figure out where I was for a moment. I slept like a log!”

“‘Sleep is sweet and good,’” Gabi said, quoting Rabbi Nachman. “It’s the silence.”

Roni pulled out a cigarette from a light blue box. Gabi glanced at him cautiously. “Should I open a window?” the elder brother asked, but when Gabi stood up to open one, he continued, “Isn’t it too cold for an open window?”

Gabi opened one nevertheless. “Listen, I don’t have much food; I didn’t know you were coming,” he said. “If I get to Ma’aleh Hermesh this morning, I’ll get some. But it’s Friday, there’s not much time.” An idea came to him. “Do you have a car, perhaps? I could take a quick drive before work.”

“I have nothing,” Roni said.

Gabi raised an eyebrow.

“So, tell me, what’s this Gavriel Nehushtan all about?” Roni asked, releasing a plume of smoke through the netting in the window frame. The gray fumes drifted through gingerly, seemingly testing its boundaries.

“It’s me.”

“What’s you? The Gavriel, I get. What’s with the Nehushtan?”

“Kupper in Hebrew is nehoshet. Didn’t you know? Our forefathers in Germany must have been coppersmiths. Copper is the strongest material in the world.”

It was Roni’s turn to raise his eyebrows. Gabi looked at his brother’s body slumped limply in the armchair—no longer the muscular physique of old, but still manly, stubbled and thick-haired, a soft mane covering his dark-skinned chest. His brother was the broader of the two, shorter, and more hairy. A stranger might struggle to pick out any resemblance at first glance. Even though their brown eyes cut the same shape, Roni’s expressed warmth and playfulness, while Gabi had been told his own reflected caution and naïveté. Gabi continued, “Someone once told me that when the Ice Age returns at some point in the future—and it’ll happen for sure; after all, God spins nature in a cycle—the entire world will be covered by a layer of ice several kilometers deep. And the immense weight of this layer of ice will crush the whole world we know today into a thin layer, just a few centimeters thick. Everything will turn to dust. But if someone during that coming Ice Age were to dig deep into the heart of the earth and look at a cross section of that two-centimeter layer of what used to be humanity, they would see mostly copper. And that’s because we use so much of that material and it is so strong. Everything else will turn to dust, into nothing. But the copper will survive.”

“And what is that supposed to say about our family? That we’re strong?” Roni laughed his small laugh. Gabi shrugged. “Did you change your name officially, at the Population Registry?”

“No.”

They drank in silence for several minutes. Then Gabi asked, “What do you mean by ‘I have nothing’? What’s happened?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I’m listening.”

Roni opened the screen and threw out his cigarette butt. “Not now,” he said. “We’ll find the time. Aren’t you off to work now?”

“Yes, but I’d also like to know what has happened to my brother. And it’d be nice to know how long you intend to stay. Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“No, no, everything’s great, nothing’s happened. I simply need to air myself out a little. Who’s that? That’s quite a look he has there,” Roni said, pointing at a picture the size of a large postcard that stood on one of the bookshelves, a black-and-white photograph of a bearded man wearing a furry hat.

Gabi looked at the picture. “That’s Rabbi Kook, Ha-ra’aya” he said, using the common Hebrew acronym for the revered Torah scholar.

“Ha-raaya? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Such zeal, right?” Gabi responded, turning to face his brother again. “But why are you changing the subject? Is it ‘nothing’ or is it ‘a long story’?”

Failing to elicit a response from his brother, Gabi went back into his bedroom, returned shortly afterward dressed in blue work clothes over his tzitzit, and sat down to lace up his heavy work shoes. He then smiled and stood up. “Okay, we’ll talk later. I really do need to get going.”

“Don’t worry,” Roni said, “I won’t be a burden for long. I just need to chill, get back on my feet, and then move on. In any event,” he continued, getting up to put his head out the window and look around, “I haven’t got what it takes to live in a place like this for too long.”

Gabi smiled. “Okay, I’m outta here. Have a good day.”

“Have a good day, Gavriel Nehushtan!” Roni exclaimed, breaking into a loud laugh, but when the door shut behind Gabi, the smile on his face instantly disappeared.

“What an insane morning,” Gabi heard Shaulit Rivlin say to Nehama Yisraeli as he passed by the two expecting mothers and nodded in acknowledgment without looking at them directly. The morning sun felt good on the back of his neck. He walked by the new trailer and then the new playground just beyond it. God must be so righteous, he thought. If He had sent his brother to him on a day filled with new and joyous beginnings for the settlement, surely that must be a blessing. Something caught his eye. A small shoe. He picked it up off the playground grass. A Nimrod sandal, size 23. He took it over to the toddlers’ day-care center before continuing on to Othniel’s farm. Othniel was there already, standing outside with one hand shielding his eyes from the sun and the other holding a telephone to his ear. “Let’s get moving, Nehushtan!” he said, hastening Gabi along. “We need to prepare the crates for Moran. Just a minute, I’m on the phone.”

Fridays were short workdays, and getting hold of anyone at a government ministry was no easy feat, but, thank God, Othniel Assis had the mobile telephone numbers of several influential individuals, the first being MK Uriel Tsur, who had spoken yesterday at the dedication ceremony for the playground.

“Good morning, Uriel, Othniel here … Yes … Thank you … Tell me, do you know anything about this demarcation order we received yesterday? … Demarcation, demarcation … Captain Omer … Berkowitz, no, Levkovich … Yes, after the ceremony … Okay, thank you, thank you … But before Sabbath, right? Thank you, sir.”

Othniel spent a fair deal of time on his phone that morning. Gavriel, meanwhile, worked alongside him, preparing the crates of vegetables and dairy products for Moran, their distributor. Regarding the new trailer, explained Natan Eliav, the secretary of Ma’aleh Hermesh A., who had personally made calls to Dov, to the council head, to the IDF Central Command, and to various other officials, apparently there had been a mistake. The new home was intended for a different outpost, Givat Yeshua, an extension of the Yeshua settlement on the other side of the wadi. After losing his way and failing to reach anyone on the phone, the truck driver simply off-loaded the trailer at the first seemingly vacant spot and departed.

As it turned out, the removal of the trailer from the settlement would probably take some time. Yesterday, Natan Eliav continued, there was a transportation permit for the mobile structure, but there was no construction permit or approval for its connection to any infrastructure, which would have allowed for the home to be off-loaded and placed on the ground. Since then, apparently, a construction permit had come through with the help of their guys at the Housing and Construction Ministry, but the defense minister himself had intervened and was no longer willing to issue a second transportation permit. Someone must have gotten word to him, leaked something to him.

“Who knows, perhaps you’ve got a Shin Bet security service informer among you,” Natan Eliav muttered, which got Othniel thinking, Perhaps we do—it wouldn’t have surprised him. But who? Maybe that new guy, Gavriel’s brother? He glanced over at Gavriel, who was working beside him, and wondered if he should say anything. You never know. In any event, Natan continued, the defense minister won’t allow it to be moved. In fact, he added, the defense minister’s antisettlement intervention means that the new abode will be staying in the settlement for quite some time, so perhaps it would be a good idea to go through the waiting list and invite a new family to set up home there.

Othniel knew precisely in which drawer at home the waiting list could be found. Rachel, his wife, headed the settlement’s Absorption Committee, together with Hilik Yisraeli. He decided to wait a few days, and if the defense minister remained adamant about withholding a transportation permit, they’d move a family in. He went outside to help Gavriel with the crates.

MK Tsur eventually got back to him. “The order has something to do with the separation fence,” he told Othniel.

“What!” Othniel replied. Surveyors and architects and military officers and various other officials related to the fence had indeed been wandering around the area. But they had been doing so for years, and no one paid them any attention. “I thought they weren’t building the fence in this area.”

“I don’t know if they really are going to build it, but apparently they’ve decided to do something about it there,” the MK said. “And based on what I was told, it is supposed to run through the olive groves of your neighbors from Kharmish.”

“So what’s that got to do with us?” Othniel questioned.

“Well, the area that falls under the seizure order issued by the IDF for the purpose of building the fence and for the security zone on either side of it includes a portion of your land.”

“But how is that possible?” Othniel cried out. “Since when have they been building the fence through Israeli settlements? Haven’t they heard of democracy and basic human rights over there in Jerusalem?”

“You’re right,” the parliamentarian replied, “it is unusual. The land they are appropriating this time is again private Palestinian land, but it seems you have settled on part of it. There’s another problem, too. Your settlement doesn’t appear on any map.”

“What are you talking about?” Othniel responded, knowing all too well, like Tsur, that this was indeed the case, and thankfully so. It would be better if the maps weren’t updated and for the air force to refrain from any aerial photography. It spared everyone headaches. Years of experience in the settlement enterprise had taught them this.

“Besides,” Tsur continued, “the lefties are making noise with the Defense Ministry. They want to know why the fence is being built through an olive grove belonging to Arabs when right next to it sits an illegal settlement that has continued to expand, with a playground, new trailers, and the like. The defense minister wants to look good, so he’s telling them that the outpost, too, will be evacuated, and he’s sent you the demarcation order. Are you with me?”

Othniel’s one hand held the phone up against his ear. His other hand rested on his forehead. He tried to think. Who had told them about the playground? And what new trailers? Only one had arrived, and mistakenly, at that.

“Anyway, Shabbat shalom, my friend. I wouldn’t worry too much if I were you. We’ll take care of it next week. Hang in there. Give my regards to the lefties,” Tsur said, and laughed.

“What lefties?”

“Haven’t you heard? The lefties are staging a demonstration this afternoon in your Arab village.”

Othniel closed his eyes and rubbed them. As if he didn’t have enough to deal with before the Sabbath, he thought. “But … What are they demonstrating about?” he asked. “They got what they wanted, didn’t they? The order’s been issued.”

“God only knows! Against the fence. Against the outpost. In support of the Arabs’ olives. There’s no shortage of things for the lefties to demonstrate about in Judea and Samaria on a Friday afternoon, is there? Trust them to find something. Okay, my friend, today’s a short one. Shabbat shalom.”


The Demonstration

The tip, the point, the bulge. What was it about them that excited him so much? His eyes were always drawn to them. He knew it was impolite, but he wasn’t the one who made the decision, his eyes did, and they always went there, before anywhere else. And the best days were those last days of the winter, when the caress of the morning sun created a sweet illusion that suggested dressing in short, thin clothing, before the sun remembered that the spring had yet to arrive and disappeared behind the clouds, and a sudden chill set in.

What he liked most was that there was no barrier, nothing in the way, and that they were right there, just beneath the thin cotton. That was a far more beautiful image than bare breasts, which left nothing to the imagination; they could be too thin, too big, too small, asymmetrical, saggy, eggplant-shaped. Bare breasts could look exactly like the things they are—fatty milk glands, and fatty milk glands did nothing for him. Titties, too. Titties was a word for teenagers. But breasts—breasts was a man’s word. And when they were right there, hidden minimally under a thin layer of worn silk or cotton, that was what really got his blood pumping.

And that’s what Roni could see, freely bouncing up and down under a shirt bearing the slogan THE OCCUPATION WEAKENS US—large and juicy, and at their center, poking against the fabric, erect, fleshy nipples of volume and experience, the nipples of someone who knows they are there and how to leverage them.

When he left San Francisco two days earlier, with no intention of ever going back, thin, revealing clothes were a distant memory. And after arriving in Israel, and heading east from Ben Gurion Airport, he figured that such sights, which, with the coming of the spring, would sprout up and flourish in Tel Aviv, would be lacking at the settlement where he was headed. Less than twenty-four hours later, however, he was standing, arms folded across his chest, in the large olive grove of an Arab village adjacent to his brother’s outpost, facing dozens of demonstrators brandishing signs that read DOWN WITH THE SEPARATION FENCE and SETTLERS GO HOME—OUTPOST OUTLAWS, with his deviant eyes unable to budge from that one protestor’s magnificent chest, until he forced them to do so and his gaze drifted up to her pleasant, somewhat porcine face, and to the placards, and then across to a group of residents from the village. And he couldn’t help but notice the eyes of one of them fixed precisely at the right height, their lines of sight intersected—Up with promiscuity! Down with the separation bra! End the occupation of the breasts!—and, like sharers of a secret, their mouths curled upward into smiles of mutual appreciation. There are some things that transcend politics and justice.

Roni’s gaze wandered on, aiming higher and farther afield, and then stopped suddenly in its tracks in surprise: Herodium! And he became aware of the perfect roundness of the hilltop in the distance, how it surged forth sensually from the body of the flat desert, light in color and so inviting—a breast! A breast in the middle of the desert! I’ve come to the right place, Roni thought, and looked around at the hilltops, at their soft curves, their gentle contours, and their feathery, after-the-rain covering. A few days from now, Nir would tell him that Yosef Ben Matityahu or Titus Flavius Josephus himself had written of the Herodium that it looked just like the breast of a woman.

The leader of the demonstration, a thin, spectacled young man with a prominent, square jaw, bellowed slogans into a megaphone: “Cease construction of the fence! End the theft of Palestinian land! Stop the government-supported expansion of the outposts! No more settlers!” He was standing at the forefront of a small group of youths wearing T-shirts emblazoned with the logo of the left-wing Meretz party, a handful of anarchists, a number of silver-haired individuals from the old generation of the Peace Now movement, and the attractive protestor. Across from them were a number of folks Roni recognized, among them Gabi. Roni approached him and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Great action, brother!”

“I’m pleased you’re enjoying yourself,” Gabi said, and smiled, and then went on to explain why so few of the outpost’s residents had bothered to show up. It’s Friday, the women are baking cakes for the Sabbath and are cooking meals for the coming twenty-four hours; the boys and girls are helping in the kitchen or looking after their younger siblings; and the men are returning from errands in Jerusalem.

“Who’s that orange one?” Roni asked, gesturing with his eyebrows in the direction of one of the woman settlers, who was wearing an orange head scarf.

“Ah, yes, that’s Neta Hirschson, she wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Gabi responded.

The woman marched purposefully toward the demonstrators, fixed them with a stare, and began shouting: “You should be ashamed of yourselves! Enemies of Israel! It’s all over; your rule has ended! You had your chance and you failed! You had Peres, you had Rabin, you had Oslo. And you’re still shooting your mouths off? What chutzpah! After the things you did to this country, you should be ashamed to show your faces here!”

Someone answered her, “Land thieves! Criminals! You’re stealing the budgets of the development towns and the poor! You’re wasting the soldiers’ time! You’re shaming us around the world, the country is sick of you!”

And Neta responded, “Lunatics! No one gives a shit about you! So much self-hatred! Look at you, groveling at the feet of the Arab enemy! You have no God, you have no future! Get out of here, you won’t achieve a damn thing!”

And the other one, “You’re contemptible. Here you are, living at our expense, on our taxes and our blood, with our children in the army to protect you, and yet you’re still complaining? Take a look at yourself, teaching your kids to be bullies and to hate! What happened to All Jews bear responsibility for one another’? What happened to ‘Love thy neighbor as thyself’? Enough with the hatred! Down with the fence!”

And it was on that precise point that Neta refrained from differing with the protestor. She had already heard from Othniel and Hilik that the planned fence would encroach on the settlement’s land. Besides, the entire idea of the fence, which created a border and, for all intents and purposes, created a Palestinian state in the Land of Israel, was contemptible to the core.

“Yes, down with the fence,” Neta yelled.

“Stop the barrier from running through here,” the left-wing demonstrator shouted back.

“Stop the barrier from running through here,” the settler cried out. And for one brief moment, the two united, like two ends meeting to form a circle, but the harmony was soon shattered when a soldier approached the demonstrator and was greeted loudly with “What’s your name, you piece of shit? Don’t you dare touch me!”

Neta watched the protestor walk away, still mumbling “You’ll stop at nothing” and “Go back to where you came from” in a lowered voice, perhaps to herself. She then glanced at her watch and quickly headed toward home; she had a booking with a client from Ma’aleh Hermesh A. who needed an urgent pre-Sabbath manicure and pedicure.

Aside from the incident involving Neta and her rival, the demonstration passed quietly. The soldiers who had been deployed from the outpost remained idle. And when it was over, Roni kept track of the attractive demonstrator. He saw her approach the Palestinian who had been eyeing her earlier. Son of a bitch. The two exchanged words. Roni moved closer. The woman handed over some money to the Palestinian and received a large metal container in return. Someone else, also in an End the Occupation shirt, produced some cash in exchange for another container. Roni edged nearer. The braless woman looked at him and he responded in kind.

“You should be ashamed of yourselves,” she blurted out, and walked off. The Palestinian’s eyes followed her for a few seconds, and then he turned to Roni and winked.

“What’s all this?” Roni asked, gesturing toward the Arab’s wares.

“Olive oil, dirt cheap,” the Palestinian said.

“How much is dirt cheap?”

“Eighteen liters, three hundreds of shekels.”

Roni did the math in his head—a little over fifteen shekels a liter, less than four dollars. Cheap indeed. “Two-fifty and it’s a deal?”

The Palestinian smiled. “No, three hundreds of shekels. Dirt cheap,” he said.

The two men looked at each other. Roni fixed his stare, hoping the Arab would break. He recalled a business school lecture from his time in New York. The professor had said that all commercial negotiations—whether they be haggling in a marketplace or merger talks between two giant conglomerates—were a duel in which body language played a decisive role. The Arab stared back at him, refusing to back down.

“What’s your name?” Roni asked, wrinkling an eyebrow in the direction of the olive farmer.

“Musa Ibrahim,” replied Musa Ibrahim, a well-built man with a white mustache and white hair that started far back on his scalp, in stark contrast to his tanned skin.

“Pleased to meet you. Roni Kupper,” said Roni Kupper, extending a hand. Musa shook it. “So, you say there’s a chance I can get you down to two-fifty?” Roni inquired.

“Did I say there was?” Musa smiled.

Roni took out his wallet, which he had found one day in the snow in New York, and opened it. “Well, look at that, bro, I’m spending my very last shekel on your oil,” he said, counting out a total of exactly 292 shekels in notes and coins, shrugging apologetically. Musa snatched angrily at the handful, and Roni hoisted the tin container onto his shoulder and turned around.


The Sabbath

The Sabbath settled on the hilltop like a shawl on hair, pleasing and soft.

The soldiers went off to rest. The left-wingers were gone. And the distributor Moran’s pickup truck was already on its way westward carrying crates of asparagus, mushrooms, cherry tomatoes, and arugula, as well as cartons of yogurt and goat-milk cheese—all bearing the label Gitit Farms, named after the Assis family’s firstborn daughter, and Moran’s address in the Sharon region of the country.

Gabi, with the help of the slightly built Yakir Assis, gathered up a large piece of canvas that read STOP THE EXPANSION OF OUTPOSTS UNDER GOVERNMENT PROTECTION—they’d use it to help fence off Othniel’s fields, which were already demarcated by stretches of canvas bearing the slogans END THE OCCUPATION AND TWO STATES FOR TWO NATIONS, in response to a long length of canvas glorifying Rabbi Nachman of Breslov that the Arabs of Kharmish used during olive-harvesting time.

The Sabbath settled on the hilltop like a veil on the shoulders of a bride, quiet and airy.

Roni made his way to his brother’s home, the eighteen-liter jerry can of olive oil digging deep into his shoulder. The air filled with the smell of meals being prepared. He could hear the rustling of pages of weekend newspapers being turned. A young girl slept soundly in a hammock in one of the yards. The dogs, Condoleezza and Beilin, gnawed on bones. A dusty sedan, laden with bags and children, unloaded a visiting family that had arrived from God knows where to spend the Sabbath on the hilltop.

Final pre-Sabbath preparations were under way in Gabi’s home: his cell phone was switched off, the Sabbath hotplate was switched on, light switches were flipped up or down, toilet paper was torn into measured lengths, for the twenty-four hours ahead. The Sabbath dropped down like a generator that had crashed. The outpost’s generator crashed, and came back to life just minutes before the deadline. A siren heralding the Sabbath was barely heard coming from distant urban neighborhoods. The Sabbath came down like a setting sun, to the accompaniment of soft gusts of wind.

“What’s that?”

“Olive oil, man. Eighteen liters for two-ninety shekels, a great deal,” Roni responded. “It’s on me, my brother, use as much as you need. There’s enough here for months.”

“I thought you were broke. And suddenly now you’re spending three hundred on oil?”

Roni plucked a cigarette from the sky-blue box. “I had just the right amount,” he said.

Gabi looked at him, astonished. “Are you telling me you spent your last three hundred on olive oil? What are you going to do now?”

Roni bent over to reach into his sock and retrieved a purple banknote. “They weren’t my last,” he said. “Look, I have another fifty. And some dollars, too. I’m going to need a little help in the meantime.”

“I don’t get you. Do you expect me to fork over money? All I earn, I spend on my home and food. And why buy from the Arabs? We have excellent olive oil here, made by Jewish hands. I have some in the kitchen.”

Roni went into the kitchen. He opened several cupboards before he found the bottle, which still bore its price tag. He did the math in his head again, and his eyes widened. “Dude! It’s almost twice the price!”

“And right before Sabbath, no less,” Gabi continued. “You appear out of nowhere, without forewarning, you won’t tell me what has happened, and say you’ll be staying. I said you were welcome, but now all of a sudden, you’re asking for money … Didn’t you make millions in America? Where did that go?”

Roni smoked in silence and looked out toward the olive groves of Kharmish. His brain kept doing math.

“And I’d rather you didn’t smoke inside. Certainly not on the Sabbath.” Gabi went to his bedroom to take his white Sabbath clothes out of the closet.

Roni stubbed out his cigarette and called after him, “There we go, it’s out.”

“Why have you come here?”

“Do you want me to leave?”

Gabi returned to the living room, buttoning his shirt. “No, I’m pleased you’re here. But what happened?”

The brothers exchanged a long stare. Neither backed down. Roni’s face finally broke into a smile. “Nothing, I’ve already told you,” he said. “I simply need some space, that’s all.” But the smile had faded, and the stare went on.

“What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into, Roni?” Gabi asked, the doubt in his eyes deepening. “Will anyone come looking for you?”

“No, no, what are you worrying about? You’ve always been one, a worrier. Take it easy.”

Gabi backed down. “I’m not worried. An eye that sees and an ear that hears, and all your deeds are written in a book,” he said. “Are you coming to prayers? At the very least, come help make up a minyan if we are short.”

Roni smiled. “Sure, I’ll be there. Go, go, I know where the synagogue is. I’m just going to change my shirt and I’ll come. Start without me.”

After the door closed behind Gabi, Roni rose from his seat, went over to the window by the door, pulled back the curtain, and watched his brother walking off down the path. An eye that sees, an ear that hears, what’s all that crap? He chuckled. He returned to the living room, heading straight over to the shelf on which his brother had left his cell phone. Roni switched it on. He sat on the sofa, the phone in his hand, and forced his eyes shut. He struggled to remember a number he hadn’t used in a long time. Finally, he dialed.

“Hello.”

“Ariel? It’s Roni.”

The line went quiet for three or four seconds. “Roni! Really? Where are you? I can’t believe it. Holy crap! What’s up? Have you popped over for a visit?”

“Yes. No … Never mind. I’ll explain another time, I’m a little rushed now. All okay with you?

“Never a dull moment with you, is there? Fucking hell.”

“Are you still married? Still at the office? Still looking for business opportunities?” Roni asked, knowing all too well that the answers to all would be yes. Ariel was one of the most stable people he knew. Aside from losing his hair, and perhaps having children, he would never change. And that’s why Roni had called him. He was a drab accountant, not one of the Tel Aviv bunch, whom Roni wanted to avoid. Ariel lived in Herzliya.

“Do you know of a business opportunity?” Ariel asked. Roni smiled to himself. “Three hundred shekels for eighteen liters of olive oil, is that a good deal?”

“I’ll check it out. Is it good olive oil?”

“Good isn’t the half of it. It’s the crème de la crème of olive oils. Straight from the tree and into the bottle.”

“Organic? Organic’s the rage now.”

“Of course it is. Originally organic,” Roni said, glancing over at the unlabeled tin container.

“Which press does it come from?”

“Which press? Roni and Musa Limited. Who cares which press?” Roni said.

“Musa? Where are you? Okay, give me two minutes, I’ll get back to you. You’ve caught me on a Friday afternoon, but I know who to call.”

Roni used the time to rummage through his suitcase and find a nice shirt. He then went into the bathroom to roll on deodorant under his arms, apply a spray of cologne, and put the shirt on.
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