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‘When the Heart Is Sick, the Body Follows’
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1
INFECTED MUSHROOMS

‘No one knows and no one sees, and the cemeteries are full of 
innocent men’ – Natasha

Avi was in bed with Natasha when the telephone rang.
His head still pounded with Infected Mushroom beats. The 

night before, at the Barbie. Strobe lights and a cloud of cigarette 
smoke. Ecstasy. He held a bottle of Goldstar instead of a gun. He 
was off duty and besides, the spare was tucked in his trousers in 
the back.

Figures moved through the haze, no faces. That’s what made 
it safe for them to meet publicly like this. Not that Natasha didn’t 
make an entrance. She always did. Came right up to him in her 
fur coat and gave him a kiss on the lips. She stuck her tongue in 
his mouth and slipped him a pill and laughed. He kissed her back, 
hungrily. He couldn’t get enough of her.

The telephone kept ringing.
Avi fumbled for the receiver. Avid said, ‘What?’
The room was in darkness but light broke in through the gaps 

in the Venetian blinds. He heard car horns outside, drills beating 
asphalt from where they were digging up the road. The voice on 
the other side was brief. Avi’s mouth tasted like an ashtray. He 
kept grinding his teeth. He was bugging out.

‘What is it?’ Natasha said. She rolled over and pressed against 
him. Her skin burned hot. Avi said, ‘Alright,’ and replaced the 
receiver. He said, ‘I have to go.’

Natasha pouted. She reached between his legs and smirked 
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when he hardened against her. She moved her hand, up and down. 
‘Are you sure?’ she said.

Avi’s teeth ground. Natasha kept stroking. Avi fumbled for the 
remote control. He turned on the TV.

Sirens, onlookers, a collapsed building, the metal skeleton of 
a burned-out car. Army and police sealing off the area. A news 
anchor with a microphone. Avi turned the volume up.

‘Early this morning a car bomb exploded on Yehuda Halevy 
Street,’ the news anchor said. ‘As the adjacent skewer grill 
restaurant began to open, children walked blithely to school and 
tragedy struck.’

Avi’s head pounded. Natasha said, ‘What—–?’
Her hand slackened on his prick.
‘The car bomb, packed with explosives, blew up in a ball of 

flame,’ the news anchor said. He spoke in that sort of monotonous 
voice with a sing-song rhythm, all the syllables spoken evenly 
until the last, where it rose suddenly for emphasis. Tragedy str-
uuck. Ball of fla-aame. Avi’s breath came ragged.

‘Amidst the rubble were familiar scenes. The wounded. The 
dying. And the dead.’ The news anchor paused.

And the deeee-aaad.
‘Two children were among the casualties. Five people in total 

are dead, and many more were injured in the heinous attack.’
Natasha sat up, her hand covering her mouth.
‘That’s awful,’ she said. She turned and looked at Avi. As though 

he could save them. He couldn’t escape her eyes. They were bright 
and guileless. They reminded him of the Dead Sea at sunset.

He said, ‘I’m mad about you, Tash.’
‘Police and Red Magen David ambulances were on the spot in 

minutes. No terrorist organisation has yet claimed responsibility 
for the attack. The Prime Minister has spoken from Jerusalem to 
say no stone will be left unturned until—’

Avi pulled away with effort. He found the remote control and 
switched the television off. He said, ‘I have to go.’

‘It’s not far from here,’ Natasha said.
Avi grabbed his jeans off the floor. In the back pocket, inside 

a twist of paper. He palmed the pills and dry-swallowed. The 



5

maror

high-pitched whine in his head turned into a buzzing of bees. He 
pulled on a shirt. Got dressed. Put on his gun.

‘What do they need you for?’ Natasha said.
‘I don’t know.’
He knelt down to kiss her again. She wrapped her arms around 

him. ‘Use the back exit,’ she said. ‘Make sure no one sees you.’
‘No one knows about this place,’ Avi said.
‘No one knows and no one sees,’ Natasha said, ‘and the 

cemeteries are full of innocent men.’
It sounded like something one of her brothers would say; and 

thinking of her brothers made the buzzing noise is Avi’s head 
worse.

‘I’ll be careful,’ he said.
He left her there. Took the stairs down two at a time. Stopped 

by the fire door exit, pulled out the black plastic film canister from 
his pocket and popped the lid. Tapped a small heap of the powder 
onto his fist and snorted it straight.

Lights brighter, sounds louder. He pushed open the doors and 
the sun blinded him before he put sunglasses on. The drilling from 
up the road dug right through his brain. No one in the alleyway. 
He went onto the road and saw no suspicious parked cars and 
nobody watching. He walked two streets over to his parked car. 
Got in. Popped a tape into the player and turned the volume up 
high, a techno remix of Beethoven’s ‘Für Elise’ pumping out. It 
was by some Turkish guy, or so the pirate tape seller at the Central 
Bus Station told him when he got it. Avi let the beats and the piano 
keys swallow the noise in his head and turn it to pure music. It 
took him back to being, how old was he, eleven or twelve, piano 
lessons every Tuesday afternoon with Mrs Idelovich, who still 
spoke Hebrew with a thick Hungarian accent and smoked thin 
menthol cigarettes. She kept at him, even as he longed to be 
outside. It was the summer his father had the stroke, the summer 
Avi first met the Goldins.

He hit the gas and sped up the road, past the construction 
crew, the sound of the drills mixing into the electronic beat on 
the tape. Busy traffic along Har Ziyon Avenue. Avi hit the brakes 
as a taxi and an intercity Egged bus narrowly missed each other in 
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front of him. The taxi driver leaned out of the car window, waving 
an angry cigarette at the bus driver.

‘Watch where the fuck you’re going!’ he screamed.
‘Who gave you a fucking license!’ the bus driver shouted back 

furiously. ‘Fucking taxis, you’re like vermin in this town!’
He had the cadences of a former rabbinical student. Avi hit the 

horn. The two drivers glared back at him with shared hatred. Avi 
stuck out his badge.

‘Police!’ he shouted. He hit the horn again and as soon as the 
bus started moving Avi cut through, close enough to see the taxi 
driver’s startled face on his right, then hit the gas again and didn’t 
let get go until he was past Levinsky with the refugees on his right, 
took the corner hard and screeched onto Menachem Begin.

Trucks and taxis and courier bikes, the air hot and thick with 
fumes. Avi cut across traffic and took a right over a pedestrian 
crossing in a red light. He screamed laughter as pedestrians 
scattered. A right again and there was the inevitable police 
cordon. He screeched to a halt and staggered out of the car. The 
pills started to kick in.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ he said when a uniformed cop tried to stop him. 
He flashed his detective badge.

‘What’s going on?’ Avi said.
‘No idea,’ the uniformed cop said. ‘I’m just watching traffic.’
‘Doing a good job,’ Avi said. He gave him a pat on the shoulder 

and ambled past. He scanned the street. It was crawling with 
police and bomb squad and medics and journalists. Residents 
unhurt in the blast stuck their heads out of upper storey windows 
and watched the circus.

The exploded car sat on the curb. Its blackened chassis was all 
that was left. Glass on the floor from the exploded windows. Blood 
drying on asphalt. Witnesses stood talking to detectives. The car 
was parked in front of a money changer’s. The shop’s front door 
was blasted in and the wall collapsed but you could still make out 
the sign. On its left was a greengrocer and on its right a skewer 
restaurant, the sort of no-frills grill place that had paper napkin 
dispensers on the tables and you could go in and out and still get 
change from a fifty.
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Something about this particular arrangement rang a bell in 
Avi’s mind, and not in a good way. His head pounded and he 
gnashed his teeth. Ronen came over and shoved a plastic coffee 
cup in his hand and sniffed and said, ‘You smell like a whore.’

Avi took a sip of coffee. It was hot and sweet and black. It burned 
on the way down. He said, ‘What are we doing here, Ronen?’

‘You tell me, Avi.’
‘It’s a car bomb,’ Avi said. ‘Terrorists?’
Ronen shrugged. ‘Could be, could be,’ he said.
‘Well, what else would it be?’ Something else occurred to him, 

something that bothered him. He said, ‘How did you know where 
to find me?’

‘I didn’t,’ Ronen said. ‘Cohen gave me the number and said to 
call you in.’

‘Cohen?’ That bad feeling grew worse. And no one should have 
known where he was. And no one should have had that phone 
number. ‘Shit.’

Ronen nodded to where camera crews gathered a respectful 
distance from the explosion, yet with the view firmly in their 
sight. ‘He’s giving a press conference any minute now.’

‘What does he want with me?’ Avi said. In all his time in the 
service he tried to stay away from Cohen.

‘I’m not an oracle, Avi. Come on.’ Ronen nodded to the waiting 
press. ‘Maybe we’ll both learn something.’

‘Did you get me a sandwich?’
‘No, I didn’t get you a sandwich. Here.’ He pulled out a 

crumpled green pack of Noblesse and tapped until a cigarette 
popped out. Avi took it and accepted a light. He drew smoke and 
sipped Turkish coffee.

‘Thanks, Ronen.’
‘Quiet. They’re starting.’
Quiet was good. Quiet was what he needed. The pills really 

kicked in then. The electronic drum beat pounded in his head. The 
car still smouldering. Witnesses with bandages talking to police. 
Cameras flashed. He felt the journalists hush.

He followed their gaze. Saw him.
Tall, trim, in his late fifties maybe. Grey eyes, as cold as the sea 



l avie tidhar

8

of some distant land. Nothing like the Mediterranean. They said 
his eyes were cold but his blood was hot. And he was smart. Too 
smart, anyway, to be a policeman.

The journalists quieted down. Everything slowed and stilled. 
Avi froze, only his heart kept beating in tune with the music. He 
shook himself from the spell, took another drag on the cigarette, 
coughed. His hands shook holding the coffee. Cohen turned, 
looked at him once. Saw him. He nodded, then went to the media.

‘Chief Inspector Cohen,’ he said. ‘But you know me.’
He waited. The burned car was behind him.
‘A bomb attack,’ Cohen said. ‘Five people dead, two of them 

children.’ He glared at the cameras. ‘Just another terrorist atrocity. 
Just another headline in the paper.’

He shook his head at them.
‘No!’ he said. His voice boomed. ‘What happened here today is 

beyond the pale. Criminal terrorism has taken place.’
‘What?’ Avi said.
‘What?’ Ronen said.
‘The car was loaded with explosives,’ Cohen said. ‘It was left 

parked, and seemingly abandoned, in the early hours of the 
morning, directly outside this money changer’s shop. A shop that 
was visited, just before the bomb went off, by businessman Aryeh 
Rubenstein.’

Avi went cold. The beat pounded. The journalists shouted 
questions. Cohen stood tall.

‘According to eye witnesses Rubenstein came into the shop 
for a period of some fifteen minutes. The bomb went off when he 
stepped outside. In the short delay before it exploded Rubenstein 
made it safely back to his car, which was parked two spaces down. 
He was barely hurt, and is currently being treated in hospital for 
minor injuries to his arm.’

‘Are you saying another crime family tried to kill him?’ shouted 
one of the reporters from Channel 2 News.

‘We cannot rule anything out at this point,’ Cohen said. ‘But 
in consultation with the army and border police we are focusing 
on this incident as a criminal enterprise. I believe this was an 
assassination attempt on Mr Rubenstein’s life. He was lucky – the 
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employees of the change shop weren’t. At the time the bomb went 
off a group of children happened to be walking to school. A boy 
and a girl died instantly. One more child is in hospital in a critical 
condition.’

Cohen’s voice choked. ‘Children, dead in our streets!’ He 
waved his finger at the cameras. The reporters pulled back from 
his wrath. ‘I assure you, the police will leave no stone unturned 
until the heinous assassins are brought to justice.’ He paused, let 
his arm fall to rest, and said, ‘I will now take questions.’

The reporters shouted questions. Avi turned away. He’d seen 
enough. He dropped the empty coffee cup on the ground and 
flicked away the cigarette.

‘Rubenstein, eh?’ Ronen said. ‘That’s crossing a line. A bomb in 
a public place like this? This is criminal terrorism.’

Avi didn’t marvel how quickly Ronen picked up the new term. 
Criminal terrorism. Who came up with that one? he wondered. 
Probably Cohen himself.

What did Cohen want from him? What did Cohen have on 
him?

He thought of the black film canister in his pocket. He was 
dying for a line. Instead he followed Ronen to the witness from 
the grill place.

The man was an Arab, and nervous with it – as well he should 
be. It didn’t do to be an Arab in these circumstances. Or any 
circumstances really.

‘So?’ Avi said. ‘What did you see?’
‘I already told this one,’ the man said. He looked at Ronen 

pleadingly. ‘What am I going to do now?’ he said. ‘They won’t pay 
me if the restaurant’s not open.’

‘You’re lucky you’re not in a cell,’ Ronen said.
‘A cell? What do I need with a cell? I told you, I’m the 

dishwasher.’
Ronen sighed, pulled out the Noblesse, offered the witness one. 

The man took it gratefully and lit up. ‘It was terrible is what it was,’ 
he said. ‘Those kids, they go past here every day that same time. 
Never could have imagined it. I saw the car but I just thought… 
Well, nothing. It was just a car.’
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Avi hopped from foot to foot. Avi helped himself to Ronen’s 
cigarettes. He said, ‘Forget about the kids. Tell me about the man 
in the car.’

‘Him?’ The dishwasher looked even more nervous. ‘Big guy, 
pot-belly, came in a black Mercedes. Came out the back seat, you 
know. Had a driver. The driver stayed in the car. He had another 
guy with him, stood outside the door the whole time he was inside.’

‘How did you see all this?’ Avi said.
‘I was having a smoke. I get in a bit early, before the kitchen 

opens.’
‘You recognise him?’ Avi said.
‘Who?’
‘The man.’
‘I don’t know anything,’ the dishwasher said.
‘Yes or no?’ Avi said, only a little threatening.
‘Maybe, I don’t know. He comes sometimes. Almost every 

week maybe. He goes in empty, he comes out with a bag.’
‘What’s in the bag?’
‘How should I know?’ the dishwasher said. He gestured at the 

ruined front. ‘It’s a change shop,’ he said. ‘What else they got in 
there but money?’

‘What happened when the man came out?’ Avi said.
‘Nothing. He walked to his car and his bodyguard followed. 

The kids were just going past. I had my cigarette down to a stub, 
I was just about to go in to start cleaning. Then like two seconds 
later the bomb went off.’ He looked at Avi with eyes like a wounded 
bird’s. ‘I’m lucky to be alive,’ he said.

‘Aren’t we all.’
‘Guess he got lucky too,’ the dishwasher said.
‘I guess he did,’ Avi said. Someone called out his name and he 

turned.
Saw Cohen with a come here gesture.
‘Thanks,’ Avi said to the dishwasher.
‘For what?’ the man said. But Avi was no longer listening.
He went over to Cohen. Stood to attention and saluted.
‘At ease,’ Cohen said. ‘What is this, a parade?’ He extended his 

hand. ‘Detective Avi Sagi? I’m Chief Inspector Cohen.’
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‘I know who you are.’
Cohen looked at him with some amusement. ‘And I know who 

you are,’ he said.
‘Yes, sir.’
‘I read your reports.’
Avi sweated.
‘Yes, sir,’ he said.
‘Stop that. You can call me Cohen.’
Avi nodded.
‘How come you never came to me?’ Cohen said. Sounding 

almost wounded. ‘I have a place for good people in my team. And 
I hear you’re good people, Avi.’

Good people.
Avi ground teeth. Cohen nodded as though something had 

been decided.
‘Come on,’ he said.
‘Where?’ Avi said.
But he thought he already knew.
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2
THORNS AND THISTLES

‘If you wrong us, shall we not revenge?’ – Shylock

The summer of his piano lessons with Mrs Idelovich, the summer 
he met the Goldin brothers for the first time, Avi’s father had a 
stroke. He remembered the hospital from that time: the linoleum 
floors and that scratchy sound they made when you walked on 
them, an unexpected cry or a sob from a room down the corridor 
catching him unawares and making him jump, the light that was 
always too bright, men smoking in the corridors. Now the walls 
were the same off-white but there were new ‘No Smoking’ signs 
everywhere and outside the door to Aryeh Rubenstein’s room 
stood two armed police officers.

Cohen met Avi at the hospital entrance. They’d driven over in 
separate cars, a small mercy for which Avi was grateful. He chewed 
on a mint on the way over and gripped the wheel hard.

‘A heinous crime,’ Cohen said. He looked at Avi dispassionately, 
like a biology teacher about to demonstrate surgery on a frog. ‘It 
will not go unpunished. Retribution, Detective Sagi. “Vengeance 
is mine,” said the lord. Deuteronomy 32:35. “Whoever sheds the 
blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed.” Genesis. Do you 
know, I have a granddaughter the same age as those children who 
died?’ He gripped Avi by the shoulder. Avi winced.

‘If you wrong us,’ Cohen said softly, ‘Shall we not revenge?’
‘Exodus?’ Avi said.
‘The Merchant of Venice,’ Cohen said. ‘Shakespeare.’
‘Ah.’
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‘I want whoever did this, Detective Sagi.’
‘I understand.’
‘Do you?’ Cohen said. ‘Do you understand me?’
Avi stared into Cohen’s eyes. Saw the cold absolute that was 

there.
He swallowed.
He said, ‘Yes.’
‘Then come.’ Cohen let go of Avi’s shoulder.
They walked up stairs and down corridors. A room with the 

door half open, and behind it Avi saw a small girl lying on a bed, 
bandaged and surrounded by monitors. He saw her heart beat, 
peaks and troughs on a monitor. A nurse inside glared at him and 
shut the door.

That summer his father sat slack in the living room, in the 
armchair where he used to read the newspaper. The house was so 
quiet that summer, and only the sound of the piano keys as Avi 
haltingly tried to play ‘Clair de Lune’ and ‘Für Elise’. The sound of 
the damn keys. The house was so quiet and the blinds were drawn 
and only his mother came and went. He was desperate to escape 
that house. He wanted to break things.

‘At ease, gentlemen,’ Cohen said. The two policemen standing 
guard saw him and relaxed. Cohen slipped one of them a fresh 
packet of Marlboros.

‘Take a smoke break,’ he said.
‘We’re not supposed to—’ the other policeman said before his 

partner grabbed him by the arm and dragged him off.
‘Thanks, Cohen.’
‘Take your time,’ Cohen said. He pushed the door open and 

Avi followed him in.
‘Stay back—’ A heavyset man tried to block their way. Cohen 

hit him in the stomach and then kneed him in the face on the way 
down as the man collapsed. Avi winced at the sound of the bone 
cracking.

‘Hey, what— Oh, it’s you, Cohen.’
The bodyguard groaned and stayed on the floor. Avi helped 

him up.
‘Good thing this is a hospital,’ he said.
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‘Go get cleaned up, Semyon,’ the man on the bed said. 
Rubenstein. He turned a belligerent face on Cohen. ‘What do you 
want? Who’s the kid?’

‘He’s with me.’
The bodyguard, Semyon, left the room. Now there were just 

the three of them, and Avi really didn’t want to be there at all. He 
felt things were slipping out of control. Perhaps they had been for 
some time.

The last time he saw Rubenstein in person, Avi was a kid and it 
was the night Shai Goldin got shot in the legs.

‘Listen,’ Rubenstein said. ‘I had nothing to do with it, Cohen. 
Fuckers tried to kill me!’

‘You make me look bad, Aryeh,’ Cohen said. ‘A bomb, in a 
residential area? Civilian casualties? You’ve lost control of the 
situation.’

Rubenstein stood up glaring. Avi saw he only had minor 
injuries, a scratch on his cheek and an arm in a sling. ‘No one can 
come at me like this, Cohen. It’s a declaration of war.’

‘I can’t have a war, Aryeh.’
Rubenstein shrugged, one-handed. ‘It’s not up to you and me 

now, Cohen,’ he said. ‘Now it’s up to God.’
‘You do nothing,’ Cohen said. ‘Is that clear?’
‘You’re ordering me?’ Veins stood up in Rubenstein’s face. ‘You 

forget yourself.’
‘We’ll solve it clean.’
‘Clean,’ Rubenstein said. He sounded like he’d never heard the 

word and didn’t like it much. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘even if I wanted to, 
the boys have their blood up, don’t they. They want action.’

‘Then hold their leash.’
‘I can give you a few days,’ Rubenstein said. ‘A week, maybe. 

Shit like this is bad for business. But I want heads.’
‘Any idea who did it?’ Avi said. His voice felt rusted with disuse. 

Rubenstein turned his attention on him.
‘I’m just a businessman,’ Rubenstein said. ‘I have no enemies.’
‘Alright,’ Cohen said. ‘I want you lying low for a while. Take a 

holiday to that place you have in Cyprus, maybe.’
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‘Oh, believe me, they won’t get a shot at me twice,’ Rubenstein 
said.

‘Give us a minute, Avi,’ Cohen said.
‘Sure.’
Avi went out. He shut the door. He leaned back against the wall 

and took deep breaths. His hands shook. Something vibrated in 
his pocket. He fished out his phone, flipped it open. Two messages, 
one from Natasha – Need to see you. The other from Benny 
requesting a meet.

Shit, and shit. And he couldn’t go anywhere near Natasha, not 
now. He followed the sign to the restrooms, checked the stalls were 
empty, did a line of coke, then he figured what the hell and did 
another one, which was all that was left at the bottom of the film 
canister. He stripped off his shirt and washed under his armpits 
with paper towels. He drank from the tap, cupping the water in his 
hand. He dried himself on the electric dryer.

When he got back the door was open, the bodyguard was back 
with a plaster and a scowl on his face, and Cohen was leaving. The 
two cops were still on their smoke break.

‘What about my police protection?’ Rubenstein said.
‘I am your police protection,’ Cohen said.
Avi fell into step behind him. Down the echoing corridors and 

past nurses and doctors and worried relatives, until they were 
finally out in the hot and humid air. Avi could smell gasoline, 
cigarettes, the sea.

‘I knew your father,’ Cohen said.
‘You did?’
‘He was a good man. Honest.’
‘Yes.’
‘It was too bad, what happened.’ Cohen shook his head. ‘“Cursed 

is the land for you”,’ he said, ‘“In sadness shall you feed upon it all 
your days. And thistles and thorns it will grow for you”.’ He searched 
Avi’s face. ‘“For dirt you are and to the dirt you shall return”.’

‘Genesis,’ Avi said. He still remembered at least some of his 
Bible lessons. He had a sudden moment of déjà vu, like he’d 
experienced a moment much like this once, long ago.
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‘Yes. I want you to find the men who did this, Avi. Do it right. 
Do it quick. Before Rubenstein unleashes his dogs and my city 
goes up in flames. Can I rely on you?’

‘Yes,’ Avi said. He knew saying anything else would be a 
mistake. Thorns and thistles, he thought.

‘I already spoke to your supervisor,’ Cohen said. ‘You’re 
seconded to my unit at Serious Crimes until I say otherwise. But I 
want you flying solo on this. Keep me informed of your progress, 
but only me.’ He passed him a phone. Avi took it numbly.

‘And Avi?’ Cohen said.
‘Yes?’
‘When you find them, if they give you trouble… You know 

what to do.’
The sun was already high in the sky and it erased the shadows. 

Avi felt the gun still tucked into the small of his back.
He said, ‘Yes, Cohen.’
‘You’re a good man, Avi.’ Cohen slapped him on the back.
Avi stared after him. His phone buzzed again.
He flipped it open.
‘Yes?’
‘Not on the phone,’ Benny said.
Avi sighed. Avi fidgeted.
Avi said, ‘I’ll be there in fifteen.’
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FRESHWATER EELS

‘You don’t pick a fight you can’t win’ – Benny

Benny Pardes sat where he always sat these days, behind the table 
in the old Persian restaurant that’s been there longer than Avi’s 
been alive. Celebrity pictures hung on the walls, from earlier, 
better days when everyone used to come to the Shiraz, faces 
Avi could vaguely remember from the eighties: a children’s TV 
presenter, smiling widely with the owner, a couple of politicians, a 
few generals in uniforms, one former prime minister.

Now there was just Benny, and the wallpaper was peeling 
and there was dust in the corners. The lone waiter hovered, then 
vanished back into the kitchen.

‘So nu?’ Benny said. ‘This is bad business.’
‘Yeah,’ Avi said. He felt reckless. ‘You got any coffee?’
‘Yossi, bring coffee!’ Benny shouted. He said to Avi, ‘You want 

something to eat?’ then shouted, ‘Yossi, bring something to eat!’ 
without waiting for a reply.

‘Sit, sit,’ he said. ‘What are you standing up for?’
Benny wasn’t a bad guy as far as bad guys went. The waiter 

showed up with black coffee and a plate of some sort of lamb stew 
on rice. Avi’s stomach knotted and unknotted. He grabbed a fork 
and dug in without waiting. He tasted lime, parsley, green onions, 
lamb.

The food went down hot. Benny grinned.
‘That’s Ghormeh Sabzi just like mother’s,’ he said.
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Avi didn’t reply. He chewed on lamb and beans. Benny 
watched him eat. There was something disconcerting about Benny 
watching him eat.

‘You’re too skinny,’ Benny said. ‘You should eat more. You need 
a girl to look after you, Avi.’

‘I don’t need a girl,’ Avi mumbled.
‘No?’ Benny watched him. ‘Heard you had one all the same.’
Avi choked on a mouthful and Benny yelled, ‘Yossi, water!’
The waiter came over with a jug and glasses and set them down.
‘You need to eat slow,’ Benny said.
Avi gulped water. Avi said, ‘What girl?’
‘How do I know? She’s your girl.’
Avi shrugged. ‘There are just girls, you know?’ he said.
‘Married almost thirty years,’ Benny said. ‘What do I know 

about girls?’
‘Cut the shit, Benny,’ Avi said. He put down the knife and fork. 

The plate was empty. ‘What do you want?’
‘Got a job for you.’
‘Now?’
‘What better time? All the little mice are busy elsewhere.’
‘I can’t. I’m on this case, Benny.’
‘You? Why you?’
Why me, Avi thought. He said, ‘Orders.’
‘Whose orders?’ Benny said.
‘Cohen,’ Avi said. ‘Cohen gives the orders.’
Benny shouted, ‘Yossi, pastries!’ The waiter was already 

approaching with a plate and a coffee pot. He refreshed both their 
drinks. Avi took a pastry.

‘It’s good,’ he said, his mouth full.
‘You bet it’s good. Best Persian restaurant in the country,’ 

Benny said. ‘What does Cohen want?’
‘He wants to catch whoever did this. Do you have any idea who 

did this?’
Benny brooded. ‘I told you to stay away from Cohen.’
‘I did. He found me.’
‘Has he got anything on you?’
Avi didn’t answer. Benny said, ‘Well, I can think of some 
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names. Could be the Goldins, could be Aharoni, could be Bogdan 
and those fucking Russians.’

‘Bogdan? I thought you worked with him.’
‘Sometimes, sometimes. I like peace, myself. You don’t pick a 

fight you can’t win, that’s how you stay in business. But there’s bad 
blood between him and Rubenstein. The Russians have no code. 
Still. I don’t know.’

‘Come on, Benny, give me something.’
‘I still need you to do that job. Same payment as last time. 

And don’t give me that look, Avi. Save those pretty eyes for the 
girlfriend.’

Avi drank coffee. Avi thought.
‘Tell me who you know could pull a job like that,’ he said.
‘The bomb?’ Benny rubbed his face. ‘The Abadis, in Jaffa. 

Their dad, Abu-Ramzi, he had a construction business. The oldest 
brother, Ramzi, he was playing with nitro-glycerine before he 
could read. Got a real talent for it, too. The younger brothers, 
Ahmad and Fuad, they help with the family business.’

‘You know them?’
‘I don’t like bombs,’ Benny said. ‘Too many things to go wrong. 

You’ll have to ask around.’
‘Alright.’
‘What do you make of Cohen?’ Benny said unexpectedly.
Avi thought. ‘When I was a kid,’ he said, ‘we used to visit my 

cousins sometimes on their kibbutz. I don’t know if my mum liked 
it much, going there, but me and my dad did. I was only small, and 
the kibbutz was on a hill, and if you went all the way down to the 
bottom they had a swimming pool. It was a proper big one, too, 
Olympic sized, and there was a children’s pool with a real water 
slide. We used to go on Saturday and the grownups would talk and 
smoke and I played with my cousins. It was nice.’

Benny regarded him with some amusement. ‘Is there a point?’ 
he said.

‘The pool was at the bottom of a wadi and the wadi still had a 
brook running through it. When they built the pool they rerouted 
the water around it but you could still see it where it fell down 
into a sort of rock pool before vanishing. It went all the way to the 
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sea. It was cooler there, in the shade, away from the pool, so we’d 
sometimes go over there and just stand and look at the water. And 
one day when we went, there were all these dark shapes moving in 
the water. They’d come down the waterfall and into the rock pool 
and they went round and round and the water churned. They were 
long and sleek, and if you tried to catch them they slipped right 
out of your grasp and then they kept going.’

‘Eels,’ Benny said.
‘Eels,’ Avi said. ‘What I learned about eels is, they start off 

in saltwater but as they approach the shore they start changing 
physically, and by the time they get into a river and start 
swimming upstream they’re freshwater eels. And they just keep 
going upriver. Over dams, weirs, waterfalls. And they hunt all the 
way. They hide and they ambush their prey. They’re killers. And 
just when you thought you got a handle on them they turn around 
and go back and you realise, all this time, you only thought you 
knew what they were about but really you were just staring at your 
own reflection in the water the whole time.’

‘How old were you then, again?’ Benny said.
‘I don’t remember. Six, maybe.’
Benny shook his head. ‘So that’s Cohen?’ he said.
‘I guess. I don’t really know him.’
‘Well, he knows you,’ Benny said. ‘So you’d better get to work. 

Word from the top is we’re all to lie low and wait.’
The top, Avi thought, being Rubenstein.
‘So I don’t have anyone I can send for work,’ Benny said. ‘You 

know that social club on Allenby?’
‘The one near the strip club?’
‘That’s the one.’
‘Right, yes.’
‘Make it quick,’ Benny said. He took out a thick envelope from 

his pocket and slid it across the table. ‘A taste, Avi. The rest when 
you finish. You know the drill.’

Avi opened the envelope. Cash, and a photo of a guy. He looked 
at the photo and slid it back and put the money away.

‘Alright. And thanks for the tip.’
‘I’m here to help, officer,’ Benny said. ‘Anything you need.’
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Avi stepped out into sunshine past Benny’s bodyguards who 
stood at the entrance to the Shiraz. He nodded, they nodded. Benny 
had a piece of most everything in South Tel Aviv. Money change, 
protection, brothels, gambling, drugs. Even black market organ 
transplants, which was a real growth area. Grey market really, 
there was no real law against it. Plus he had legitimate businesses 
like shawarma and juice stands all over the place, the strip club on 
Allenby, and a lock on greengrocer stalls in the Carmel Market. 
Anything that dealt in cash and could be used to clean money that 
was dirty. He didn’t touch the bottle recycling business, though. 
More people died over empty bottles in Tel Aviv than died of fever 
in the old days. No, that was one war Lior and Yair Goldin won, 
though it cost them.

He wondered if they were the ones who ordered the hit on 
Rubenstein. They were the obvious choice.

But he didn’t really care.
He had cash in his pocket and an empty film canister that 

needed filling with something other than film. He was full with 
whatever that Iranian lamb dish was and hopped up on black 
coffee. So he stepped out into sunshine and the pedestrian 
street of Neve Sha’anan, which back in the day was full of good 
old tradesmen like printers and shoemakers, not to mention 
ideologues with utopian dreams who left Jaffa to build a new city 
here, where no city had been.

Now it was full of African refugees and Asian and Eastern 
European migrant workers and still sold shoes and cheap 
clothes and cheap vegetables. Laundry hung from the balconies 
on the second and third floors where people crammed together 
into apartments too small to contain them. On blankets on the 
pavements lay pirate DVDs and cassettes. Avi didn’t recognise 
half the titles. He picked up a packet of cigarettes from a stall 
manned by an old Somali and went in the direction of the old bus 
platforms. Most of the platforms were gone but a few still hung on 
unused. He passed the Kingdom of Pork butchers and took a left. 
He passed the abandoned bus terminals and reached Fein Street.

Avi was aware of eyes on him. The building that sat at No. 1, 
Fein Street used to hold the Egged Bus Company offices back when 
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the station was in operation. Now the entire complex was taken 
over by drug dealers, pimps and prostitutes, and if you wanted 
a heroin fix or a discount blowjob it was the place to go. Avi was 
discerning, and he let his service weapon show as he walked past, 
and the junkies who congregated outside gave him the finger but 
that was it.

He knew that inside the building, behind the shuttered windows 
he was seen and registered. But no one at No. 1 Fein Street really 
worried about the police. Every time there was a raid people got 
arrested and then everyone went back to work. The police were 
like rain, people said, it fell on you every now and then but it didn’t 
damage the crops.

Avi walked past faded peep show halls and apartment blocks 
where people still lived despite it all when he heard shouting. A 
guy was running with his trousers down in an alleyway and his 
dick flapping about and he was screaming murder as he tried to 
catch up to a woman with long matted hair who was running away 
from him as fast she could with a man’s leather wallet in her hand. 
She was coming towards Avi so when she was almost on him Avi 
bunched a fist and hit her quick and hard in the nose.

The woman crumpled to the ground. Avi grabbed the wallet 
off her. He saw American hundred dollar bills. Who carried that 
kind of money in this kind of place? The man came up to them, 
panting.

‘Did she blow you first, at least?’ Avi said.
The man glared at him. ‘No,’ he said. ‘She wanted cash in hand.’
‘That’s a lot of money. Pull your pants up.’
‘Oh, right.’ The man reached for his trousers.
The woman said, ‘You broke my fucking nose!’
‘I’ll break your fucking nose,’ the man with the trousers said. 

He turned to Avi. ‘Give me back my wallet.’
Avi flashed him his badge. The man blustered, then said, ‘Well, 

thank you, officer. May I have my wallet back now, please?’
‘You’re a policeman?’ the prostitute said. ‘Great. Just great.’
‘How much is in here, twelve hundred?’ Avi said. ‘What are 

you, some big shot?’
‘I do business, what?’ the man said.
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‘And you just fancied a trip to the junkyard to play pin the tail 
on the donkey?’

‘I was just—’
‘Forget it,’ Avi said. ‘Here. This is for you.’ He passed the woman 

on the ground a hundred dollar bill.
‘Nice,’ the woman said.
‘Hey!’ the man said.
Avi extracted two more bills from the wallet, thought about it 

and added a third. He put them in his pocket.
‘These are for the tax,’ he said.
‘What tax!’ the man said.
‘And this is yours,’ Avi said, passing him back the wallet. 

‘Anyone has a problem with that?’
‘Not me,’ the woman said. ‘Thank you, officer.’
The businessman stared at Avi, then stared at Avi’s gun, then 

nodded reluctantly.
‘No problem,’ he said.
‘That’s right,’ Avi said. ‘Now get the fuck out of here, both of 

you.’
‘I’ll blow you for a fifty,’ the woman said.
‘Another time,’ Avi said. He walked on and reached a small 

shop front with a sign above it that said Bentovich Books. There 
were dusty textbooks in the window, geography books by the 
long-deceased Y. Paporish with maps that showed countries that 
no longer existed. Avi pressed the buzzer. An old worn-out face 
peered at him through the metal bars of the security door.

‘Oh, it’s you.’
The door unlocked. Avi went in.
The shop was dark and dusty. Books were piled everywhere, 

paperbacks in English and French vying with forgotten Hebrew 
novels. Ancient comics dangled from the ceiling on strings. A 
radio on a shelf played Dudu Zakai singing ‘Elad Went Down To 
The Jordan’ and the music, slow and old-fashioned, momentarily 
transposed Avi into another decade in time.

Hung on the wall was a detailed artist’s illustration of the 
imagined future of Tel Aviv’s Central Bus Station. It showed 
a graceful tower rising into the sky, a sort of fifties futuristic 
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construction decorated with spiral walkways and floating flower 
gardens, and showed happy, well-fed, well-dressed residents, the 
men in suits and ties and the women in floral dresses, all smiling 
and holding hands as they beheld this miracle of engineering.

‘Makes you cry, doesn’t it?’ the proprietor said. He gestured to the 
street beyond the bars outside. ‘You know, only last week someone 
was murdered just across the road. It’s going to the dogs, Avi, and 
I’m the only one left. And how am I supposed to pay the rent?’

‘I’m sure you can figure out a way, Bento,’ Avi said.
‘It’s Mr Bentovich to you,’ the man said. He was small and 

rotund with bright feverish eyes behind thick glasses. ‘What can 
I get you, motek? You want porno? I got some German stuff just 
come in, real raw, sado. Whips and chains, that sort of thing.’

‘What? No.’
‘I got some Japanese peeing stuff if you prefer.’ Bento regarded 

him mournfully and without much hope. ‘I don’t suppose you 
came in to buy a book.’

‘I did not.’
‘This used to be a real place,’ Bento said. ‘All the kids in the 

neighbourhood used to come in for their textbooks. I used to stock 
literature. Everyone came here, Hanoch Levin grew up around 
here, he used to come in here all the time.’

‘Really,’ Avi said. The music was getting on his nerves and so 
was Bento. And he didn’t give a shit about Hanoch Levin. He took 
out a hundred shekel bill and waved it at the bookshop proprietor. 
‘What else you got, Bento?’

‘Alright, Avi.’
Bento went round his desk. He pushed a button and a drawer 

slid out. Bento peered at its contents through his glasses. Avi saw 
neat little packets of all kinds of things.

‘What you after, Avi? I got hash from Egypt, weed from 
Lebanon, ecstasy from Holland, really top grade, I’ve got khat, 
you ever try it? It’s what all the old Yemenites who came over in 
Operation Magic Carpet back in the forties use.’

‘The stuff you chew?’ Avi said.
‘That’s it. Gives you a buzz.’
‘No. I want the usual.’
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‘Coke and speed,’ Bento said, ‘the Policeman’s Special. Sure. I 
got some of that.’

He picked a box of pills from the drawer and a bag of powder.
‘Listen, Bento,’ Avi said. ‘You sell to any Arabs?’
‘Arabs? What do I want with Arabs?’
‘Jaffa Arabs,’ Avi said.
‘Listen, bubeleh,’ Bento said. ‘I don’t discriminate. I don’t check 

people in the tsitsiyot, you know what I mean? Jew, not a Jew, what 
do I care? You look around this neighbourhood recently? I sell 
meth to Thais and hash to Somalis and weed to rich white kids 
from Ramat Gan and coke to anyone who’s got the money. The 
only thing I don’t touch is the junk. I don’t need the balagan. You 
see what it’s like out there? It’s like a jungle. I don’t touch junk. 
Here’s your order.’ He pushed the drugs across the desk.

‘Thanks.’ Avi laid down cash. He pocketed the product.
‘You planning some sort of party?’ Bento said. ‘This shit will 

keep you awake for days.’
The music on the radio, mercifully, ended and the news came 

on. ‘Army units are sweeping through the Palestinian Territories 
today following a car bomb attack in central Tel Aviv,’ the 
newsreader said. ‘No organisation has yet claimed responsibility. 
Police are not ruling out an underworld hit gone wrong, but 
the Judea and Samaria Division Brigadier General’s office has 
confirmed the army is taking an active role in investigating 
terrorist links and conducting mass arrests across the Territories. 
A number of heavily injured victims remain in hospital, one in 
critical condition. American forces continue to fight in Iraq 
as the hunt for Saddam Hussein intensifies. The World Health 
Organisation has issued a worldwide alert on a new deadly virus 
currently sweeping through Asia. SARS originated in China and 
currently—’

‘It’s terrible, is what it is,’ Bento said. ‘Those poor children on 
the news.’

Avi laid down a couple more notes. Bento’s eyes followed the 
money. ‘Arab customers,’ he said quietly. ‘Jaffa.’

Bento swallowed. ‘You’d have to narrow it down a bit for me,’ 
he said. ‘You got a name?’
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‘Ramzi Abadi,’ Avi said.
‘Abadi, Abadi,’ Bento said. ‘No, I don’t sell to those, Avi, sorry.’
‘Then who does?’
‘Listen, what’s this about?’ Bento said. ‘I don’t want any trouble, 

you understand?’
‘No trouble,’ Avi said.
‘There’s a guy called Chamudi, he works with the Goldins. 

Works with all kinds of people. People from Gaza, you know what 
I mean? You want to move so much as an eighth in Jaffa you have 
to go through him. Alright? I’m just small time, motek. I don’t 
need my shop blowing up.’

‘Understood,’ Avi said. Bento grabbed the money off the table.
‘I hate this place,’ he said. ‘You know?’
‘I know,’ Avi said.
‘I used to sell books.’
‘Whatever you say, Bento. I’ll see you.’
‘Just take it easy on the stuff, motek.’




