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For Abigail, of course.





If you’re going to tell people the truth, you’d better make them laugh. Otherwise, they’ll kill you.

—George Bernard Shaw






Author’s Note



As I write this note, things don’t look good in the Middle East. I’m not sure when you’re reading this, but I assume that things still don’t look good in the Middle East, because they never really do. If things looked good in the Middle East, it wouldn’t look like the Middle East. It might look like, say, Canada, with camels.

But things are always interesting in the Middle East. And relevant. Like it or not, the Israeli-Palestinian situation—along with the situation in the wider region, of course—is intricately tied to the credibility of the United States and to worldwide security. There are countless vantage points from which to look at the region, but my hope is that providing an account of my own bizarre experience—which I have tried to set out as faithfully as the significant limitations of memory allow—will bring some measure of clarity to one aspect of the situation.

Or at least show that, along with the tragedy, there are moments of comedy. Israelis frequently deal with their difficult situation by laughing about the absurdity that surrounds them. There is no reason outsiders should not do the same. Sometimes it is the comic details that best reflect the gravity of the larger picture.

G. L.

Paris, 2007







Shut Up, I’m Talking





Foreword



I was twenty-five years old and not even an Israeli citizen, but as a result of a bizarre series of events, I was sitting alone at the State of Israel’s seat at the United Nations General Assembly, minutes before a vote on a U.N. resolution.

Worse still: I had no idea how Israel wanted to vote, and very little concept of what the vote was even about.

How on earth had I ended up in this situation?

I looked at the Irish representative on my left and the Italian one on my right. Each of them was much older than me and had several assistants sitting with him. More importantly, they both clearly knew how their governments wanted them to vote. At very least, unlike me, they were citizens of the countries that they were representing.

For something like the tenth time, I called the office of the Israeli ambassador on my cell phone and asked to speak to someone who could give me instructions, but the terrible phone reception at the United Nations meant that I got cut off before I could get any help. Again. I looked across the room at the diplomat representing the United States and thought that maybe I should just vote however he did, since Israel often followed the lead of its closest ally.

Then I looked at the door leading out of the large hall, and thought that maybe a wiser option would be to run and not look back. I thought of that famous story from the middle of the Cold War when Nikita Khrushchev took off his shoe and angrily banged it on the table at the United Nations. I considered doing the same, for no reason other than delaying the vote.

I could see that the voting was about to begin, and I quickly tried my cell phone again. This time, miraculously, I got through to someone with authority at the Israeli Mission.

“They’re going to vote,” I whispered urgently, trying to keep my voice down so that the Irish and Italian representatives wouldn’t recognize the fact that I was an idiot.

“Who is this?” the voice on the other end of the phone said.

At this point, I came perilously close to throwing my cell phone across the room. Or maybe, I thought, I should slam my phone down on the table instead of my shoe.

“It’s Greg,” I answered. “I’m at the General Assembly, and there’s going to be a vote.”

“A vote? A vote on what?”

“On resolution number”—and I told him the specific resolution at hand.

“What is that?” he asked.

“I don’t really know,” I answered. “I was hoping that maybe someone there had some idea of what it was, and could tell me how I should vote.”

“I’ll look into it, and call you back,” he said, and immediately hung up.

The chairman presiding over the meeting called it to order, and began the prevoting procedure. I waited anxiously for the cell phone gripped tightly in my right hand to ring, the fingers of my left hand hovering uncertainly over the voting buttons before me.









1

There Must Be Something Wrong with You




When people ask me how I wound up writing speeches for the Prime Minister of Israel during one of the Middle East’s most turbulent times, my usual answer is, “Just bad luck, I guess.” This is mostly a joke. Although the two and a half years I spent as a speechwriter for the Israeli government were a sometimes rocky—and always very strange—ride, I feel privileged to have contributed to Middle Eastern diplomacy in some small way. This is the story of a typical twentysomething New Yorker who accidentally stumbled into the nerve center of the Israeli government—and an account of all that I saw along the way before realizing that I really had no business being there.

My story begins, to put it bluntly, with an overwhelming sense of boredom: I was in law school.

By the outset of my second year of law school, I had decided that I needed a break. At the end of the school year I would take some time off, leave New York, and volunteer to serve in the Israeli army. My reasons for this were somewhat complicated, but anyone who’s ever gone to law school will understand when I say that, at the time, the risk of being shot at or blown up by Islamic Jihad, or perhaps kidnapped by the Hezbollah and taken to Iran to be tortured and murdered, seemed almost preferable to the notion of continuing to suffer through another semester of classes.

In a way I blame my parents. Their decision to enroll me in Jewish day school two decades earlier had set me on a path that would, almost inevitably, lead me either to law school or to the Israel Defense Forces. That said, I’m pretty sure they were hoping I’d stick with the former.

A few years before I was born, my parents—South African Jews with no real connection to Israel—had decided that Johannesburg was not the place they wanted to raise children, and began looking at other options. One of these was Israel, and in the mid-1970s, they spent a few weeks exploring the country, with an eye to relocating. As a place to live, it was not to their liking. They roamed around, desperately looking for a place where they could see themselves setting up a home, and found that there wasn’t any. Also, my mother later told me, they “couldn’t stand the rudeness of the people.” Finally, instead of a desert land of ill-mannered people who had opinions about everything, they settled in a snow-covered land of cloyingly polite people who had opinions about nothing. Canada.

But the school my parents eventually sent me to in Toronto, Bialik Hebrew Day School, harked back to their abortive Zionist experiment. It was somewhat anomalous as far as Jewish elementary schools go in that it focused almost entirely on Zionism and Israel, instead of on religion. Every day, we would dutifully rise to sing the Israeli national anthem, unaware of the incongruity of singing the song against the snowy Canadian backdrop outside. Along with our regular studies in math and English, we would then spend about half the day studying Modern Hebrew, Israeli history, and even Zionist literature. Since we didn’t know anything different, this all seemed normal to us, even if, when the school day ended, we went off to watch American television or play hockey with our friends from public school, the day’s Zionism forgotten until the next morning, when we would again rise for the national anthem of a foreign country.

Every year we would spend a few days putting together little gift packages for Israeli soldiers, and writing cards to them to express our gratitude—for exactly what I don’t think was ever made quite clear to us—and once a year an entertainment troupe from the Israeli military would visit our school to perform for us, just as they did for the troops back at home.

For some reason—probably because at six years old I was extremely excited about the idea of seeing honest-to-god soldiers—I still remember the first time this group came to visit us. We were ushered into the hall and given the impossible instruction to stay quiet until the show began. Beside me sat a boy named David, who, like me, was very eager to see the soldiers we had heard so much about: fearsome, proud, and strong Jewish soldiers who had come from so far away to showcase their skills for us. As we sat there, waiting for the older children—who seemed in no rush to see the performance—to file in behind us and be seated, we chatted quietly about what we were about to witness.

“No,” he told me, continuing the discussion we had been having since much earlier that morning, “there is no way that they will have guns.”

“But then how can they be soldiers?” I pressed.

“They have guns at home, but you can’t bring them on a plane with you!”

“You can,” I insisted, almost lecturing him, “if you are a soldier.”

This argument persisted until it was announced that the show was about to start, at which time we quieted down, gripping the seats of our rickety metal chairs and leaning forward in breathless anticipation.

The curtains parted—which is to say that a teacher pulled them aside—and standing on the makeshift stage was a group of men and women in army uniforms. I was disappointed to see that they were not only unarmed, but weren’t even wearing helmets.

“They’re not even wearing helmets!” I whispered to David, who didn’t respond.

And then, instead of gunfire or explosions, or whatever it was that we were expecting, music—of all things, music—started to play. Even worse, the soldiers started to dance around the stage, singing the same inane Hebrew folk songs that our teachers had been trying to shove down our throats for some time already. They pranced and jumped around, shaking tambourines in a manner that infuriated me.

What kind of soldiers were these?

This was my first experience with the Israeli army and at the time it seemed, well, just a little bit fruity.

 

Beyond the somewhat flamboyant soldiers, my only other childhood experiences with Israelis were with the teachers at my school, who seemed far more dangerous, and far less merry, than the visiting soldiers. I don’t know if the school actually chose its faculty from those Israeli women who were deemed too cruel to serve as jailers for Palestinian prisoners, but it certainly seemed like it.

My parents and the parents of my friends would sometimes tell us that in the future we would look back fondly at these Israeli teachers and the way they treated us, grateful to them for making us tougher and more studious. It’s now been over twenty years, and I’m still waiting for those warm feelings to set in. These teachers would berate us, insult us, even put down our families in front of our friends, and in doing so, they provided me, and many of my peers, with our first impressions of Israelis. It didn’t produce particularly robust feelings of ethnic solidarity.

The worst of these teachers, whom we referred to—in timid, hushed tones—simply by her appropriately sinister last name, Witchler, had apparently been in some kind of hard-core combat unit of the Israeli military. Or so the stories floating around suggested. Once, though, some of my schoolmates supposedly saw some confirmation that the rumors might actually have been true.

They were on a class trip to New York City, and had stopped at a pay phone near Times Square so that Witchler could call back to the school. Suddenly, in front of the group of frightened thirteen-year-old Canadians, a large man ran at her and grabbed her purse. Witchler would have none of that, though, and angrily ripped the purse back from him so forcefully—she was a big woman—that the would-be purse snatcher fell to the sidewalk in front of her. As the story was repeated to me several times afterward, she then began to beat the unlucky man with her purse while she waited for the police to arrive. Another teacher who saw this incident apparently later said that he actually “felt sorry for the poor man.”

Although I had plenty of contact with Israelis—or at least with this particular type of Israeli—I don’t think I ever met an Arab during my childhood. At least I don’t remember meeting any. They didn’t make up a big part of the student body at Bialik Hebrew Day School.

The idea of Arabs, though, was ever present in our classrooms, although we were really not accustomed to thinking of them as three-dimensional people. To us they were more or less just the villains of the Zionist stories told to us—not real humans so much as cartoonish “bad guys,” similar to the biblical enemies of Israel we were taught about, or even to the Nazis, whose presence seemed to hover above all the lessons we received.

The first time I remember the Palestinians being mentioned at all was in the third grade, when a teacher—second only to Witchler in notoriety, and later actually forced to resign because of allegations of misconduct—brought up the Palestinians in a discussion about Israel. After she had told us a little about some acts of terrorism perpetrated against Israel, one of my classmates asked about the Palestinians’ motivations.

“They don’t want us to have a country of our own,” she told us. “They want our land for themselves.”

We were silent for a few seconds, struggling to digest what seemed to us like an obvious absurdity in Palestinian psychology.

“What do you think of that?” the teacher asked, but no hands went up.

She surveyed the room and suddenly, for some reason, she looked straight at me. Staring up at her as she leaned threateningly above me, I thought, Good God, no!

“Greg,” she said. “What do you think about this?”

I really didn’t know what I thought about this. In fact, I didn’t actually think about this at all. Nervously, I tried to decide what to say. I was immediately close to tears, which was the state I always seemed to be in during my encounters with these Israeli teachers.

“Well,” I began slowly, “do they have their own country?”

On my part, this was an honest question. I had absolutely no idea what a Palestinian even looked like, let alone the status of their national sovereignty. But the teacher obviously didn’t see it that way. Her face darkened, her brow furrowed, and she walked quickly across the classroom toward me. I had clearly not said the right thing. My first thought was that she was going to strike me in some way, and I leaned back in my chair to avoid the blow.

There was a dangerous silence that seemed to last forever. The teacher appeared to be considering how she would most enjoy hurting me.

“They have twenty other countries!” she shouted angrily, her voice echoing through the room and out into the hallway, while I cowered in front of her. “They have twenty other countries! We have just one!”

With this, she regained her composure and backed away from my little desk. It is not as if I had any idea that she might be conflating Palestinians with other Middle Eastern Arabs, and implicitly denying the existence of a separate Palestinian nation. I was just glad that I had not been smacked by her, and was more than happy to accept whatever she told us.

 

That incident more or less summed up the rest of my time at Bialik Hebrew Day School.

When I attended public high school afterward, Israel faded far into the background and didn’t really cross my mind for months at a time. During college, it stayed mostly off my radar as well, and only after I had moved to New York in my early twenties, during the Second Intifada, did I really start to pay attention to it again.

In those days, Palestinian suicide bombers were blowing up Israeli buses and cafés on a frighteningly regular basis, and Ariel Sharon’s military was retaliating hard. It was difficult not to pay attention to it, especially living in the politically charged climate of post-9/11 New York City. I started to spend a fair amount of time following events in the region, reading up on it, even visiting Israel for the first times on a couple of short organized trips. I recognized that there was deep complexity in the situation, but perhaps partly because my school lessons were so ingrained in me, I almost instinctively took the Israeli side of the conflict.

I bore no grudge against the Palestinians whatsoever, and earnestly believed that the solution to the conflict was for them to have a real state of their own. I thought that the Jewish settlers were not helping the issue at all, but not having yet examined the situation fully, I didn’t really think that they were the root of the problem either. I did, however, have serious misgivings about their religious take on Zionism. Although I had grown up in a family that was vaguely observant of the most basic of Jewish customs, by the time I had begun high school, I was a declared agnostic, and by the time I had reached college, I was very firmly an atheist. And when Israel came back into focus for me during the Second Intifada, and I began to root for the country from the sidelines, my distaste for religion didn’t diminish at all. For me, Zionism was based on simple, secular Jewish nationalism, the idea that the Jewish people should have a national home like any other people, that that home should be in the land that was, at least in part, historically theirs, and that they should be allowed to fight to defend it. I didn’t trust anyone who put a religious spin on it, but I also didn’t trust anyone who denied that basic claim.

But by the end of my first year of law school, boredom—a much more powerful force than mere ideology—had me in its grasp. Studying literature in college, I had hoped to become the next Ernest Hemingway or James Joyce. Instead, I now found myself studying corporate tax law; the tedium was driving me crazy, and, still following the news from the Middle East daily, I gradually decided that my ticket out was the Israeli army. I would volunteer for one year of service, and by doing so not only get a break from torts and contracts, but also have my first real adventure—certainly Hemingway would approve of that.

So, in October of that year I signed up online for an army program especially designed for foreign volunteers. The website told me that I was required to be in Israel in May to study Hebrew before undergoing basic training and then being posted in the field for a year’s worth of combat duty.

Just a few clicks of the mouse, and it was all settled. I leaned back in my chair, looked at the screen in front of me, and suddenly my textbooks on corporate law seemed a lot less important than they had before—which, to be perfectly honest, wasn’t all that important.

In the meantime, I knew that I still had many months ahead of me filled with the monotony of law school, and with Israel on my mind, and hearing about my classmates all doing various internships and externships to gain practical experience, I decided to apply for an internship at the Israeli Mission to the United Nations. I had a master’s degree and was almost halfway through a law degree, so I thought I had a reasonable chance of getting a part-time internship at the Mission to help pass the time until my departure date.

I went to the Mission’s website, and emailed the general address listed there. After a week I had received no response, so I called the number on the site. Reaching the secretary’s answering machine, I politely listed my name and number and stated that I was interested in an internship. Again I waited a week and got no response. But if law school had taught me anything, it was that no ocean is crossed without a bridge of paperwork, so I faxed a letter to the number listed on the site, waited another week, and got no response. This went on for a few months, and I became convinced that they didn’t need or want interns, but I stubbornly refused to give up until I was informed of this fact directly.

Finally, during one of my phone calls, I spoke to an operator at the Israeli consulate who didn’t really understand English at all, and seemed to think I was a journalist. After a minute or two—probably mostly just to get rid of me—she transferred me to a woman at the U.N. Mission who dealt with the media. Her name was Maya and she was later to become a colleague of mine, but at this point she was just confused as to why I was calling her.

“I don’t really know why they transferred me to you,” I told her. “I think they thought I was a journalist, but—”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m the one who deals with journalists.”

“Well, I’m not a journalist,” I told her.

“Then why are you calling me?”

“Look,” I said, “I’m trying to apply for an internship at the U.N. Mission. I’ve been trying to apply for about two months now.”

Perhaps sensing the irritation in my voice, she assured me that if I faxed my résumé directly to her, she would pass it on to the right people. It had taken me a long time to reach anyone there, much less to get any information, so I was grateful just to speak to her.

Of course, even after faxing my résumé to Maya, I still didn’t hear from anyone. So I decided to give up the whole idea, and left for Christmas break.

 

But shortly after I returned to New York in January, I was sitting on the couch in my apartment, with the latest dreary law school readings on my lap, when my cell phone rang.

“Hello?” I answered.

“George Levey?” asked a man with a thick accent that I did not immediately recognize.

I hesitated.

“Do you mean Gregory Levey?”

“No, eh, it says here George Levey.”

“Well, my name is Gregory Levey.”

“Eh, hold on,” he said, and disappeared. I waited for what seemed like a very long time and was debating hanging up the phone when he came back.

“Eh, Gregory,” he said, with no apology. “This is Yaron, from Israeli security.”

“Hello.”

“I, eh, need to ask you some questions.”

There was no explanation, no information, not even really a request—just, more or less, a demand. But I had nothing to hide.

“Okay,” I said, and when he asked me his first question, it sounded like he was shuffling documents, probably my CV.

“You live on the Thirteenth Street?”

“Yes.”

“What number?”

“Two twenty-four.”

“What side of the street is that?”

“What?”

“Is that on the north or south side of the street?”

I had no idea what the point of this question was, unless he was planning to visit me, but I answered nonetheless, “South.”

“It’s on the south side?”

“Yes.”

“Gregory, eh, you are sure?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

And it proceeded like this. The questions on this first call were basically just confirming some of the details on the résumé, but Yaron informed me that he would probably be calling back with more questions in the near future, which he did—almost every day for the next two weeks.

I also got a call from the deputy ambassador’s secretary informing me that I would have a meeting with him after this security check was finished, which made Yaron’s calls more understandable, if no less maddening. At least once a day, sometimes more, Yaron’s calls came in, increasingly intrusive and weird. It got to the point where I would be in a cab or walking down the street, and when my cell phone would ring, I would answer it, “Hey, Yaron. What’s up?”

“Hi, George,” he would respond. “How are you?”

Then he would ask me about the Jewish summer camp I attended as a child, or the classes I had taken in college, or even, again, what side of the street my apartment was on. The reasoning behind a few of the questions was clear, but a lot more of them didn’t seem relevant at all and I could not see their connection to any security risk I might pose.

Sometimes, in response to a question that seemed particularly frivolous, I wanted to ask, Yaron, does that really matter, or are you just being nosy?

I imagined him answering, No, you’re right. I didn’t really need to ask that. I was just curious.

But I answered the questions fully and patiently, and eventually this security check was completed and I was invited to the Mission to meet the deputy ambassador.

 

I dressed in a conservative suit, took the subway to Grand Central station, and walked a few blocks to the address they had given me. The Mission, along with several other Israeli offices, was housed in the New York consulate. It was a large square building with no real indication that it belonged to Israel unless you strained your neck upward to see the Israeli flag waving atop it. Also, if you looked carefully at the plant boxes arrayed in front of the building, you could tell that they were actually cement blocks to protect against car bombings—not the kind of thing sported by the typical New York office building.

Inside, quite obviously guarding the elevators, was an enormous man with a totally shaven head. Israeli security. At first I thought that he must have been at least three times my size, but as I got closer to him, I decided that was probably an underestimate. He wore a dark suit and tie, and the way he held himself—feet apart, his gigantic arms folded in front of him—seemed to say, Good morning! I’m a secret agent!

I stopped in front of him and said, “Hello.”

He said something in Hebrew that I didn’t understand at all, and when I just looked at him in confusion, he said in heavily accented English, “Your ID.”

“Oh,” I said. “Sure.”

I fumbled in my pockets for my passport and handed it to him. He opened it to the photograph and then glanced up at me, with a look that said, Both you and I know, of course, that I could crush you.

As he examined the passport for what seemed like an unnecessarily long time, I couldn’t help but compare him to almost every other Jew I had ever known. First of all, he was the combined size of entire families with whom I was acquainted. He also readily exuded the threat of violence. I was quite sure that nobody who had attended Bialik Hebrew Day School with me had grown up to be anything like this.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

“For an interview for an internship.”

“With who?”

“Ambassador Mekel.”

At this point, still holding my passport tightly, he looked down at me with half-squinted eyes. I couldn’t tell if he was suspicious or just trying to scare me, and I decided to just stare back at him. We squared off like that for a few seconds until he was confident that he had driven home his main point (which was that he could crush me).

Once it was clear that I had received the message, he handed me back my passport and told me what floor to take the elevator to. Then he folded his arms in front of him again, watching me as I got on and pressed the button. As the doors closed, he was still staring me down, and if my quickened heartbeat was any indication, his intimidation tactics were working just fine.

When the elevator doors opened and I stepped out, I found myself in a sort of antechamber. Two heavy metal doors looked firmly locked. Behind a thick glass window sat another, somewhat smaller security guard in a suit.

“I’m here for an interview,” I told him.

“Give me your ID.”

I slid it through a little slot at the base of the window, and he examined it studiously. He then picked up a phone and called someone else, speaking in rapid Hebrew.

“Go through that door,” he instructed me, pointing at one of the two doors that flanked his window and pressing a button that released the door lock for me. I went through the door, expecting to be inside the halls or offices of the consulate. Instead I found myself in an even smaller room, this one dominated by a large walk-through metal detector of the type you find in airports. There was yet another locked door in front of me, and on my right another thick glass window looking onto the security guard’s desk. There was another suit-wearing security guard in the room with me. He asked me to empty my pockets.

He took my wallet and, as he spoke to me, started going through every card and piece of paper in it.

“Gregory,” he said. “It says on your CV that you speak a little Hebrew.”

A bit taken aback by the continuous layers of questioning, I nodded. I noticed that he was actually holding a copy of my CV in one of his hands.

“Where did you learn this Hebrew?”

“I only know a little,” I told him. “I learned it in school as a child, but I’ve forgotten most of it.”

“What was the name of the school?” he asked.

I thought that this was getting sort of ridiculous, but answered. “Bialik Hebrew Day School.”

He had now finished going through my wallet and, apparently finding nothing of note, handed it back to me.

“Pass through the metal detector,” he told me, and I did. It did not buzz or make any other kind of sound, but he started frisking me carefully anyway. When he found nothing on me, he nodded at his colleague behind the glass, who buzzed me through the second door. I was finally in the consulate itself.

 

A woman about my age was waiting for me.

“Gregory, follow me,” she said immediately, not bothering to introduce herself.

I followed her up a narrow staircase, down a long nondescript corridor, and into Ambassador Mekel’s office. It was a large corner office with a big wooden desk, shelves full of books about the Middle East, a conference area with some couches and plush leather chairs, and a framed picture of Prime Minister Ariel Sharon hanging on the wall.

Ambassador Mekel was a stocky man in his late fifties with crinkly gray hair, large glasses, and a crooked smile. My first impression of him, though, had nothing to do with his personal appearance, and everything to do with the fact that it looked like he was precariously close to tipping over. Mekel’s feet were both on the desk, but not in the usual relaxed, reclining manner. Rather, one foot was perched on the edge so that, because he was sitting very close to the desk, it was essentially resting on his chest; the other was splayed out far to his left. It was hard to say if his center of gravity was actually on his chair or on his desk, or somewhere else entirely, and so my immediate impression was that he was about to fall to the floor. When a second or two passed and he didn’t fall, I realized that he had for some reason put himself in this position intentionally.

I’d done my research. Ambassador Arye Mekel, Israel’s deputy permanent representative to the United Nations, was a man with a long and distinguished career of public service. At various times he’d served as a foreign policy adviser to a prime minister, as the head of Israel’s state TV and Radio Authority, and in a variety of consulates and embassies around the world. And apparently, I thought as I reached out a hand to greet him, he is also some kind of contortionist.

Mekel adjusted his precarious position somewhat in order to shake my hand.

“It’s an honor to meet you, sir,” I said, but he brushed this off with a dismissive gesture, as if to tell me not to waste time with pleasantries.

The first thing he said to me was: “You look perfect on paper, so there must be something wrong with you.”

I was not quite sure how to respond to this, and stared at him blankly, trying to think of a witty retort.

“Why are you here?” he asked me, after he had deduced that no witty retort was forthcoming.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re applying for an internship?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding.

He glanced down at my résumé on the desk in front of him, then looked up at me again.

“We don’t offer internships,” he told me.

Oh, wonderful, I thought. Then what exactly am I doing here? Why had I been put through their intense security procedures? And why did some disembodied voice named Yaron now know the names of most of my childhood friends, my opinions on the different law school classes I was taking, my sexual preferences, and the nationality of my roommate? I fought the urge to start yelling incoherently out of sheer frustration.

Ambassador Mekel asked, “Do you want a job instead?”

“Pardon me?” I replied, thinking I had misheard him.

“The chances of you getting a job here were exactly zero,” he told me, which I thought was strange after he’d seemingly just offered me a job. “There is generally no chance for a résumé to reach me, and if it does, I usually just throw it away.”

He paused to gauge my reaction. I must have looked like someone trying hallucinogenic drugs for the first time.

“I don’t know how it got to me in the first place, or how you got in the door,” he continued. “Normally I throw these things out without looking at them. It just so happens, though, that our speechwriter is leaving soon. Would you like to come on as a sort of deputy speechwriter on a part-time basis, and then if everything goes well, this summer you will become the actual speechwriter and take over?”

Slightly frazzled and more than a little bit shocked, I didn’t know what to say.

Mekel smiled in obvious amusement, and repeated, “Because we don’t offer internships.”

I accepted Ambassador Mekel’s offer, but told him that as a Canadian, I was not eligible to work in the United States. He shook his head before I even finished the sentence and said, “I can hire anyone I want. We’ll just change your status from student to diplomat.”

So that was it. From the U.S. State Department’s point of view, I was going to be an Israeli diplomat, even though I wasn’t an Israeli citizen. It was hard to take it all in. I had come in just hoping to get an internship.

There were still a few more details to deal with. First, a committee interview that Ambassador Mekel assured me was just a technicality, and then a much more intense security check, which could take up to a few months.

I was ushered into a small office, where one of his staff members was sitting, and told to wait there for the committee interview to start. I sat down and introduced myself. Almost immediately, the staffer volunteered that one of the people who would be at my committee interview was “a total bitch.”

“I don’t even know why she is part of the committee interview,” he said. “She works for the consulate, not the Mission, and she’s the biggest bitch you’ll ever meet.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to this. Was this some kind of intricate test of my social skills? I just smiled slightly, and nodded. I had no idea at this point that this was nothing more than typical Israeli directness, which can be a bit startling to North Americans accustomed to cordial pretense.

The woman in question would, in fact, turn out to be one of the most unpleasant people I had ever encountered. Without a doubt, “total bitch” was an accurate description. I was told that she was an administrative diplomat for the Israeli Foreign Ministry. When I heard her name I remembered that she had been one of the people I had called during my months of trying to find an internship. She had obviously just ignored my phone call.

In the committee interview, she sat directly to my right, leaning toward me in what seemed like a hostile manner. Also present were Ambassador Mekel and another diplomat. The difference between their behavior and hers during this meeting couldn’t have been more stark. Whereas they would ask relevant job-interview-type questions like “What is your writing background?” and “Are you going to be able to handle the stress of this particular job?,” she would ask things like “What is the big story in New Jersey politics these days?” and “Could you please give me a brief rundown of the United States’ involvement in the Second World War?”

Her curt manner seemed to say: Clearly this person does not know anything about the United States’ involvement in the Second World War. Look at him. He doesn’t even know how to put on a tie properly.

I remember this question about the Second World War in particular because it made me think of high school history class discussions in which I’d wondered along with my classmates what the point of those classes were when they clearly would never help us get jobs. Outside, I did my best to keep a straight face.

I suppose that my answers satisfied her or, as actually seems more likely after having gotten to know her since then, that she herself had no idea what the correct answers were. Possibly, as Ambassador Mekel had said, this interview was more of a technicality anyway. In any case, after the other diplomat—for no apparent reason and with no explanation—briefly tested my very mediocre ability in French, they told me that the job was mine and that all I had to do now was get my security clearance.

In a state of mild shock, I went home to digest it all. I had no idea what lay in store for me.
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The Only One Who Turns Me On




A few days after I was offered the job, the security people responsible for the Mission called me to arrange a “security interview.” They told me that during this meeting I would be asked some questions to “get to know me better.” Ominously, they refused to say how long the meeting would last.

Once more I had to face the giant bald man in the foyer, who again asked for my passport before allowing me in. If he remembered me, he certainly didn’t let on. I then had to pass through the metal detector and the frisking again, and, as before, the whole procedure seemed unnecessarily long. This time, once all the obstacles had been overcome and I was inside, I was ushered into a little conference room and told to wait for the security agent responsible for my file. He eventually arrived, and after introducing himself and shaking my hand, he proceeded to close a latch on the door, effectively locking us in and anyone else out.

DID YOU JUST LOCK ME IN? I felt like shouting, but resisted, since it wouldn’t have helped my chances of getting my security clearance.

Although much smaller than the behemoth in the lobby, my interviewer had the same shaven head and dangerous air about him. But, at first anyway, he seemed pleasant enough, welcoming me and asking if I wanted anything to drink.

Then the questions began, and suddenly Yaron’s daily telephone inquisition seemed like polite chitchat. I was asked about all of my friends and family (“Tell me about your father”), about ex-girlfriends (“Explain to me why you didn’t break up with her earlier”), alcohol use, drug use, gambling, petitions I had signed, and demonstrations I had attended. I couldn’t help but laugh a little at some of his questions and about his reactions to some of my answers.

When he asked me about alcohol, for example, I told him that I drank occasionally, and he asked me what my favorite liquor was.

“Whiskey,” I said.

“But whiskey is very harsh,” he replied.

“I guess so.”

“I don’t like whiskey,” he informed me. I wasn’t sure exactly how I was supposed to respond to this, but he paused for a long while, seemingly waiting for me to change my answer to strawberry daiquiris. I said nothing.

He then asked whether I had any connections to mysticism, terrorist groups, extremist organizations, or cults. This last item—cults—was another question that made me laugh a little, particularly as my questioner came back to it several times, as if he had some information that I was in fact involved in a cult of some sort.

“Gregory, are you sure you understand what a cult is?” he asked me, after I had already told him that I was not a cult member. He clearly had not ruled out the possibility that he was dealing with an idiot, and not just any idiot, but one who might, in fact, be a member of a cult.

“Yes,” I told him, smiling a bit. “I know what a cult is.”

“And you are sure you have never been a member of one?”

I waited for a second or two before answering so as to suggest that I was considering my past carefully, and that my answer would be based on all the evidence available to my clearly limited intelligence.

“Yes, I am sure I have never been a member of one,” I told him.

He didn’t seem fully convinced, but moved on anyway. He asked whether I had any medical problems, whether I had taken any psychiatric medication, whether I had seen a psychologist, and several vague questions about how I dealt with stress and pressure.

After about two hours of this, he told me that for the next six weeks or so, “agents in the field” would investigate my story, my answers, and my life. My expression must have betrayed how foreign all this was to me. He smiled at the look on my face, and volunteered that even he did not know exactly what these agents did or how they did it.

So I went home, and for the next two months, I imagined that every Middle Eastern–looking person on the street was spying on me, every click on my phone was a wiretap, and every action of mine was being watched. I expected men in dark suits to visit my parents’ home or the workplaces of my close friends. Instead there was nothing, or at least nothing noticeable—either they were very good at what they did, or as I increasingly suspected, they weren’t doing anything at all.

Later, when I was finally working at the Mission, I spoke to an eighteen-year-old college student who was doing an internship with the Israeli consul general, and he told me that his security interview had left him spooked for weeks. While the person who interviewed me was relatively friendly and not particularly intimidating—except in the absurd amount of detail he wanted to know about my life—this intern had had a very different experience.

The security agent who interviewed him was a six-and-a-half-foot Russian Israeli, with a thick Russian accent. At first, though, despite his imposing appearance and manner, this interviewer had seemed very pleasant and spoke in a soft and reassuring tone.

“We are very open-minded,” he said. “We just want to know the truth about your life and your past. It doesn’t matter what you have done—we just want you to be open with us. Be honest and everything will be all right.”

Suddenly, the intern told me, the Russian’s voice got louder and sterner, and as he smashed his hand violently down on the table, he near-yelled, “THE ONLY THING WE WILL NOT TOLERATE IS LIES!”

He continued speaking loudly and angrily for the next two hours. The easy, relaxed attitude of the first minute of the interview had apparently been some sort of ruse.

Still another colleague had been subjected to an even stranger security interview. Whereas my interviewer had asked a little bit about past romantic relationships and why or how they had begun or ended, he had not asked for too many particulars. My friend’s interviewer had demanded far more intimate details. My favorite of his questions was “Tell me—have you ever engaged in any abnormal sexual conduct?”

I suggested that my friend should have paused thoughtfully for a moment, asked, “Could you define abnormal?,” and then touched the interviewer’s leg.

 

After about six weeks of waiting, I received a phone call to say that my security clearance had come through. I was delighted, and very eager to start my new job. The secretary on the phone told me that Ambassador Mekel wanted to talk to me first thing in the morning on the day that I started. This sent my imagination spiraling. Would he reveal some hidden truth to me? Something top secret about the Israeli government?

“It’s true,” I pictured him saying. “Jews do control the media.”

Or maybe even: “The Holocaust? We made that up.”

I arrived at the Mission on my first morning in a brand-new suit, very excited to be there, and went into his office. Once again he was twisted into an impossible position in his chair, his left leg this time resting on the floor but pushed out far to one side and his right leg on the desk and bent so that his knee was almost touching his shoulder. I was pretty impressed with his flexibility.

At this first official meeting, I expected some serious briefing about what was happening in the Middle East or at the United Nations, an explanation of the responsibilities of my job, or even just some sort of introductory discussion. Instead, Ambassador Mekel told me an incredibly dirty joke—one totally inappropriate for inclusion here, but involving a beach, a genie, and a man whose wife didn’t satisfy him.

After the joke, Ambassador Mekel gave me a very brief talk about how I should go about learning my job by shadowing the current head speechwriter and reading past speeches written at the Israeli Mission. He then passed me over to the Mission coordinator, Avi, an Israeli a few years older than me, whose job it was to handle the logistics of the Mission’s daily activities. Avi gave me a tour of the Mission before showing me to my office. The Mission occupied one floor of the consulate building, with two halls lined with the offices of the diplomats and support staff. At the end of one hallway was the office of the ambassador. At the end of the other was the office of the deputy ambassador. My own office was tucked away in a corner between the bathrooms and the computer department. It was a very tiny room that not only had no windows, but was also lacking a doorknob, which I noticed as I was shown inside and had to open it by wedging my fingers through a little hole in the wood.

“Yeah,” Avi said. “That.”

When I took over the head speechwriter’s position, he told me, I would move to a better office.

“In the meantime,” he said, “hopefully you will also get a doorknob.”

“That would be very nice,” I told him.

“I’ll put in a request,” he said, “but let me warn you—things here take a long time to get done.”

He smiled broadly at this revelation for several seconds, but didn’t expand on it.

Avi left me alone, and I sat down in my chair with a folder of past speeches, trying to get my mind around the fact that this was real. I had brought two books with me, and I took them out of my bag and put them on the shelves in the corner. The first was a collection of some of history’s most famous speeches, given to me as a congratulatory gift by my roommate Meny, an old friend of mine from Toronto. It had the inscription, “I know that you have always wanted to be the smell of our people, but for now, you will have to be satisfied with being the voice of our people. Hopefully this book will help you.”

The second book was a Hebrew–English dictionary purchased for a Hebrew class I had been taking. Since the vast majority of people who worked at the Mission were Israeli and the working language was Hebrew, I’d started taking Hebrew classes three times a week.

Because I’d scheduled my law classes at night so that I could start work when my clearance came through, my Hebrew classes had to be at lunchtime. It turned out that the other people taking Hebrew classes in the middle of the day in New York were very old women.

Not everyone in the class was ancient, but the next youngest person to me was probably in her early sixties. The average age was somewhere in the seventies, and there were one or two women well over eighty. And yes, they were all women.

The whole thing was a bit awkward, but there were some particularly bizarre moments. Once, one of the women returned from a vacation to Israel with a box of Israeli chocolate. She distributed some to everyone, saying, “For your grandchildren.” When she got to me, she said, “For you, Greg!” and, in addition to the chocolate, gave me a lollipop.

“Thank you,” I said, looking down at the lollipop in front of me—I was the only one who had been given one—and at the old women arrayed around the table, smiling broadly at me. I’m twenty-five! I wanted to yell.

Another time, I was in the elevator after a class with one of my classmates on the older side of the spectrum.

“Greg,” she said. “I have a question for you.”

I had dealt with Israeli security’s questions, so I figured I could deal with anyone’s.

“Yeah?”

“Well,” she said. “I have a granddaughter who just graduated college and came back to New York.”

“Oh,” I said, already queasy about the direction this conversation was taking. Although I was most definitely single, and always on the lookout for potential girlfriends, I still wasn’t keen on being set up by grandmothers.

“She went to Cornell,” she said. “That’s Ivy League!”

“Yes.” I nodded. “I know.”

“Now, hold on,” she corrected herself. “Actually, only part of the school is Ivy League. Part of it is not.”

I nodded again, anxiously waiting for the elevator to reach the lobby.

“But she was in the Ivy League part.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But she hasn’t been in the city for four years now, so she needs to make some new friends. I thought maybe you’d like to take her out.”

“I’d love to,” I told her. “I’m just very busy at the moment—with law school and everything.”

She paused for a moment, clearly disappointed.

“Education is the most important thing”—she nodded—“but if you have time in the future, you must let me know.”

We often performed little skits in class to practice our Hebrew, and whenever one called for a male part, the teacher assigned it to me. Many of the skits involved romantic dialogue or love scenes. In one interminably long scene where both parties pledged their undying love and devotion, I was reading opposite Ellen, who was well into her eighties.

In front of the rest of the class, we read the syrupy dialogue to each other. Then we did it again, translating to English as we went.

“You are the only one I long for,” I told her as earnestly as I could.

“You are the only one I desire,” she responded.

“You don’t understand,” I said. “You’re the only one I could ever be with.”

“I understand,” she responded in her raspy Queens accent, “for you are truly the one that is made for me.”

I looked at her, hunched over in front of me, the pages pressed up close to her wrinkled face so that she could read them. If any of my friends—investment bankers and medical students—knew how I passed my days, I would never live it down.

Things became worse when Ellen, who was straining her eyes even to read the words, came across a phrase that she translated as “You are the only one who lights up my world.”

“No,” the teacher said. “That’s not quite the right translation. Can anyone figure out what the real meaning is?”

The rest of my geriatric class leaned forward, carefully examining the Hebrew script in front of them. It suddenly dawned on me, with a bit of horror, what the phrase meant, and I found myself forced to look toward this very old woman, bent over the page, still straining her eyes to read it, and say, “It means that I am the only one who turns you on.”

“Exactly,” the teacher said. “It means that Greg is the only one who can turn Ellen on.”

These were awkward times.

But when my security clearance finally came through, it felt a bit like I was saying good-bye to my grandmother—only in plural. These women, though so much older than me, were the kind of Jews I had always known. Had I actually met their granddaughters, they would probably have been exactly like the girls I had gone to school with back at Bialik Hebrew Day School in Toronto. Their world was one that I shared.

I knew, though, that I was now going to be surrounded by Jews of a wholly different kind, Jews whose world was entirely foreign to me.

 

So there they were on my shelf: the book of collected speeches and the Hebrew dictionary. And in that weird little office, with no windows and no doorknob, I sat down to sort through the file of previous speeches, statements, and official letters.

After a few days, they all began to blend together. Hezbollah or Hamas or Islamic Jihad or Fatah had shot at, bombed, tried to shoot, or tried to bomb Israeli targets, and Israel’s ambassador to the United Nations, Dan Gillerman, was urging the international community to insist on the dismantling of terrorist organizations and a renewal of the peace process. Alternatively, Israel had taken some sort of military action against Palestinian or Hezbollah targets, the U.N. Security Council had been called to address the situation, and Ambassador Gillerman was explaining Israel’s actions.

It became somewhat monotonous, and as I read the documents, there was a frequent distraction: the constant screaming from down the hall.

I had no idea who was screaming, or what they were screaming about, but every hour or so, I would hear the muffled sound of somebody screaming loudly and angrily. The first few times I ignored it, figuring that it was none of my business, but by the morning of the second day, I began venturing gingerly out into the hallway whenever I heard it. I stood out there, and was able to determine the direction from which the screaming was coming, but still not which office. The hallway itself was always completely empty.

It took me about a week of sneaking out of my office and down the hallway to locate the source. Eventually, I discovered that it was coming from behind the closed office door of the Mission’s librarian, a man Avi had introduced me to during my tour of the Mission. Avi had told me then that the librarian served as our researcher and archivist. If I needed any documents, I was to call on him.

I had realized within a few days, however, that this was only marginally more useful than asking the watercooler to retrieve documents for me. Within my first two weeks there, in fact, I actually helped him find something, and when I told one of my new colleagues about this, he nodded knowingly. Nobody could quite figure out the librarian’s purpose, I was told, or what he had been doing for twenty years.

The librarian had been at the U.N. Mission longer than anyone else in the history of the State of Israel—roughly two decades. He had seen ambassadors come and go, including one who would go on to become the prime minister of Israel, and had served through several wars and two Palestinian Intifadas. He had outlasted everyone else, and though he was well into his sixties, it seemed that he would outlast all of us as well. All this was impressive. The only problem was that nobody seemed to know what he actually did.

Much later on, in fact, a little birthday party was held for the librarian, and Ambassador Dan Gillerman, ever the diplomat, made a speech in which he said, “To be perfectly honest, I don’t really know what you do all day, but I’m told you must be doing a good job. If you weren’t, I’m sure something would go wrong here at the Mission.”

Whatever he was doing in there, he seemed to consider it very important, even top secret. Unlike most of the offices in the Mission, which had regular doorknobs (or mine, which had no doorknob whatsoever), the librarian’s door had a large bolting mechanism with a code, so that only he could open it.

“But there is no reason for that,” Avi told me. “There is no reason why his door has to be closed all the time either. And nobody knows why he needs a code and all this security—it’s just that he was here before anybody else and set it all up at some point. What the hell is going on in there?”

Now and then I would walk by the librarian’s office just as he was coming or going to his strange little room, and I’d try to sneak a look inside to figure out why he needed so much privacy. The place was a ridiculous mess. There were books and papers piled everywhere, no empty tabletops, no order or organization of any kind whatsoever. Besides anything else—such as the fact that if his job was to keep ordered records, he was failing miserably—it was an enormous fire hazard. In fact, several times over the years, inspectors had come from Israel to survey the administration of the consulate building and had threatened to fire him if the room was not ordered in some way. After they left, though, nothing ever changed.
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